

[image: cover image]



  Lean into It

  Betty Balaba

  Austin Macauley Publishers

  2019-06-28


Lean into It

	About the Author

	About the Book

	Dedication

	Copyright Information

	Acknowledgement

	Chapter 1	Hang in There




	Chapter 2	New Brogues and Near Misses




	Chapter 3	Late Meals and Tape Measures




	Chapter 4	Skinny Jeans and Cupcakes




	Chapter 5	Rips and Tears




	Chapter 6	From Mouth to Hips




	Chapter 7	Duncan, James Duncan




	Chapter 8	Light at the End of the Tunnel




	Chapter 9	Nice and Nouvelle Cuisine




	Chapter 10	Burnt Toast




	Chapter 11	Photos and New Possibilities




	Chapter 12	Emma’s Offer




	Chapter 13	Neighbours and Gossip




	Chapter 14	Hidden Treasures




	Chapter 15	Truths You Didn’t Want to See




	Chapter 16	Afternoon Tea




	Chapter 17	Yo-Yoing the Pounds




	Chapter 18	Boot Camp




	Chapter 19	Keeping Momentum




	Chapter 20	New Beginnings










About the Author

Betty Balaba lives between London and the United States and is currently working on her second novel. She worked in marketing before pursuing her dream of becoming a writer. Lean into It is her first novel, a semi-autobiographical book about Becca Johnson, who undergoes major life changes when her mother is suddenly admitted to the hospital for an extended period of time.





About the Book

Becca Johnson is a successful marketing manager who has her life stylishly mapped out, until one day her mother is unexpectedly admitted to hospital. Late nights, stress and a rediscovered sweet tooth lead to her once-elegant thin frame transforming into a large cushion of comfort eating and the pounds pile on. Things aren’t all bad though, a dishy surgeon and a new career path push Becca out of her comfort zone and force her to re-evaluate her life choices. Becca’s life as she knows it is about to come to a screeching halt…





Dedication

For my mother, who showed me that ‘I am my only limits’; and for my father, who always told me everything was possible and to always ‘take courage’.





Copyright Information

Copyright © Betty Balaba (2019)

The right of Betty Balaba to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with section 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Any person who commits any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

ISBN 9781528926362 (Paperback)

ISBN 9781528926379 (Hardback)

ISBN 9781528964661 (ePub e-book)

www.austinmacauley.com

First Published (2019)

Austin Macauley Publishers Ltd

25 Canada Square

Canary Wharf

London

E14 5LQ





Acknowledgement

This is a story that occupied a number of years of my life and I didn’t know if I would be ready to write about any parts of it. There are many moments of laughter, stress and encouragement. I am very thankful and feel very blessed for all the people who have dipped in and out of my life during this time, because I learnt something from all of you.

I would particularly like to thank my family: my mother, father, Angela, Bryan, Madina, Sarah, Sophia and Samantha for their unending support. To my mother, who said that ‘I had to write’. A special mention to my friend Idiz Boro, who always insisted that I should write – ‘You have many stories to tell. Just start.’

To my friend Joumana – we laughed tears together, who insisted: ‘If the weight went on, then it could come off.’ Thank you to my friends who cheered me on: Mehrnaz, Shahwar, Enrica and Aseel. Thank you to Sophie Milner, whose encouragement made a huge difference.

I would like to thank Austin Macauley Publishers for all their assistance throughout the process, for seeing potential in my book and helping me bring it to a wider audience, making a dream come true. Thank you to everyone I worked with in marketing, we had some great times, giving me cherished memories.

To all the patisseries I visited during this period – sometimes all you really need is a ‘little treat’.




Stressed spelt backwards is desserts…coincidence?

I think not!
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Chapter 1


Hang in There

My breath caught in my throat. You’ve got to be kidding me. I kept my eyes fixed on the bright digital numbers that stared back so unforgivingly. Eventually my head snapped back and I saw myself in the bathroom mirror, grimacing. The previous day, on a whim, I had bought what the Sales Assistant had described as ‘an all-singing, all-dancing scale’. I had nodded enthusiastically when told the scale would measure not only my weight but also my percentage weight, water body percentage and all over body composition. Clearly, I couldn’t do without it.

Well, that was yesterday. Today, something wasn’t right. The figure that stared back so unflinchingly was the same as the one that my old scale had shown! All along, I had thought that the old scale was lying to me. It must have been lying to me! Surely I couldn’t have been the heaviest I’d ever been? I’m only 5’ 6½" and please don’t forget the ½ because it is important to me, in its own way. Well, sometimes I am 5 foot 7 inches depending on what my hair is doing. But surely not tall enough to cause all that weight?

There was no avoiding it now; even the unluckiest person couldn’t be lumped with two broken scales in a row. I was the heaviest I had ever been. Not obese, not out of control by global standards, but a gigantic leap from the weight I was used to.

How had this happened? How had I allowed it to happen? I had always been thin! Not in a vain way, you understand. It was just a fact; like the fact that banging your head against a wall burns 150 calories an hour. Of course, those 150 calories aren’t worth the damage you do to your head. But it’s a fact nonetheless; even if it only takes a minute to decide against that course of action. That’s the thing with weight. It creeps up on you little by little. But when you notice and try to do something about it, you realise that it isn’t going to be as easy to get rid of as it was to gain.

When did this stealth attack start? Exactly one year, two weeks and four days ago. A gradual increase in flesh, of course; a pinch here, an inch there. A breath held while buttoning something up – and before you know it, your once loose top is not only tight but indecently so. Without having even changed my wardrobe, I suddenly found myself a star in my own rap video. I was once one of those annoying people who could eat a dessert every evening. You name it: melt-in-the-middle chocolate pudding, apple crumble, red velvet cake. Never mind the bars of chocolate thrown in for good measure. All previously without putting on an extra ounce – to now suddenly becoming a fat person. Yes, I said it: FAT. My friends always joked that inside me there was a fat person fighting to get out. Well that person in waiting had finally made it; and now the thin person I had once been was stuck insider her.

What caused me to cross the drawbridge? Was it as simple as changing my priorities and not looking after myself enough? Well my bones hadn’t suddenly expanded, and I hadn’t developed a thyroid issue either. I had to admit that the culprits were my good friends, Fork and Spoon. They had found my mouth and taken up residency there. And now I was paying the price.

*

Hospitals are no one’s favourite place. But now I was about to become intimately acquainted with one. The sirens wailed like a life screaming in terror as the ambulance sped on. Yet it was also somehow comforting: at least our situation was being taken seriously, and the world knew it.

I could see my mother’s eyes watering above the oxygen mask, and knew she was scared. She often tried to hide her fear but this was too much. I, at least, needed to stay calm. It was the last thing I felt – but she needed me to.

The inside of the ambulance had a stretcher on one side, where my mother lay. One of the ambulance men was reassuring her while slipping in questions about her health. When she couldn’t answer, he turned to me.

“When did her symptoms start?”

“An hour ago,” I said.

“How was she feeling?”

“She was walking into the kitchen and became breathless.” He glanced at my mother as I continued, “I asked her why a few times, but she didn’t seem to know.”

“Well, we’re giving her oxygen, but to be honest we won’t know more until we have run some tests at the hospital.”

I nodded, knotting my hands whilst perched on a seat by the rear doors of the ambulance. I was scared. People start to feel unwell and then, before you know it, they get worse. And worse…

I smiled at my mother and mouthed, “It will be okay.” Above the mask, her eyes found mine. I started to feel hot. Was it really hot in there or just my reaction? The ambulance seemed to be leading us away to a place that would affect our whole lives. The rush hour was coming to an end and the traffic was beginning to give way. I couldn’t tell you how long the journey took. All I remember is that by the time we got there, the gum I was chewing had lost all its sweetness. That’s a while, right? It certainly felt like a while. I remember wrapping it in a tissue as the ambulance doors flew open, thinking chewing gum didn’t belong in a hospital.

Even though my mother wasn’t in a good way, from the movements behind her mask I could tell she was making a face at me. I had to smile. She was a stickler for manners, and one of the things she least liked me doing was chewing gum. “A horrible habit!” she would say. “It gets everywhere.” Once the offending gum was guiltily wrapped and in my bag, she would visibly relax.

Her hand felt cold as they wheeled her out of the ambulance. “Watch your step!” they said. The warning was useless as I almost tripped and fell. The last thing we needed was both of us in casualty.

They rattled my mother in through the double doors and whatever vestige of control I had was swept away in the claustrophobic, clinical mayhem of the A&E waiting room. The room was packed full of people on gurneys, in wheelchairs, leaning against walls and sitting on any available chairs. Everyone was waiting for something: doctors, medication, and treatment. Hope.

The smell hit me next. Disinfectant, mainly, but also suspense and fear. It was the kind of automatic, unavoidable fear when you face immigration at the airport, even if you have every right to be there. The doctors weren’t even wearing any scrubs. You could only tell them apart by the badges and stethoscopes hanging from their necks. Even though we weren’t there for me, I felt paranoia kick in that they might find something wrong with me. That was their job, wasn’t it? All rushing around like they were going to miss the last train. I saw a little girl clutching the side of her mother’s pleated skirt. Her mother’s arm was being bandaged up after a serious burn. But all I could think about was her daughter’s emotion weighing on those perfect pleats.

My mother was wheeled to a side cubicle; one of six along the wall of the busy room. As we passed, I could see patients through poorly closed curtains. A man in a crumpled suit was sitting with his exhausted head leaning against the wall. A good night had obviously turned into a long night at A&E. A heavily pregnant woman sat on the bed with her husband. His foot was in a bandage; she looked like she was ready to strangle him. The next cubicle was empty but for cleaners. A pool of blood testified to the last emergency. I quickened my step at the sight of it. The next curtain was fully closed, with loud moaning coming from behind it. I was impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman. It didn’t sound good.

We had been allocated the next cubicle. It had just enough room for a bed and a chair. There was an oxygen tank, some switches along the back wall, and an ominous red ‘Emergency Call’ button. Paperwork was exchanged and curtains drawn. We were secluded but did not feel alone. My mother grimaced. “Are you okay?” The moment I said it, I knew how stupid it sounded. She was far from okay. No response from her, just a continuous low groan and an expression that showed both pain and disdain. Still, I needed to know. “Are you in a lot of pain?” One syllable escaped her lips.

“Yes.”

I peeled back the curtain to see if there was a doctor close by.

“Don’t go.” She whispered. I could hear the panic in her voice.

“I’m just going to find someone.” But who was I going to find? Everyone was busy – doctors, nurses, assistants; they all seemed to be with people. I glimpsed a lady in uniform tidying up a bed in another cubicle.

“Excuse me. Could you please come? My mother is in a lot pain – her leg.”

“Sorry, I can’t help you; you need a doctor, I am just cleaning up here.”

Of course I had found the one person who flat-out couldn’t help. I realised I would have to interrupt the staff at the front desk. I had to take my hat off to them. I couldn’t work in a place like this. Quite apart from the blood, you had to treat, reassure and hopefully still remain human. It was the wrong place for simple number crunching; leave that to the management.

I hated the feeling of worry lodging in my chest. No one acknowledged me at the desk. Finally two doctors appeared, whispering over an X-Ray. They both looked about 18. I just hoped they weren’t trainees. The moment one of them put the X-Ray down and was about to move on, I pounced.

“Excuse me. Please could you come? My mother is in absolute agony. Please…”

“Where is she?”

I led the way, turning back to make sure he was still following me. I yanked back the curtain to find my mother sitting up breathless, her face contoured in pain. She looked even older than she had done ten minutes before, fighting for air as she tried to speak. She stretched her hand out towards me.

Before I knew what was happening, another doctor had appeared, then a nurse, and I was inadvertently shoved out of the tiny cubicle. I sunk into a nearby chair and held my hands together tightly. I sent up a little prayer. “Please,” it said. “Let her be alright.”

But the more medical staff who rushed in and out of the cubicle, the more I knew that something was badly wrong. As the activity increased, so did my heart rate. I knew the doctors needed space to work but I also desperately wanted to know what was happening. I fought the urge, planting myself on a nearby chair.

The curtain flew open, like a startled bird. I jumped.

“We are taking your mother to have a chest x-ray. We also want to check her leg. It is very tender to touch and it is causing her a lot of pain.”

They started to wheel her out. I held her hand tightly. She was trying to return my clasp but it only accentuated how weak she was. Her eyes were starting to water again. My mother hardly ever cried. She gave me one quick frightened glance then turned her head stoically towards the wall. “Don’t leave me,” she said.

“I’m not leaving you,” I replied, keeping pace with the trolley.

We waited three hours while the X-Rays were being assessed. Then the doctor returned.

“We will be admitting your mother to hospital,” he said. “We have to do some further tests, because she has some blood clots in her lungs. We want to do a scan on her leg.”

I looked back at my mother. She was lying down with her eyes closed. I squeezed her hand again and she opened them slightly.

“It will be okay,” I said.

“You don’t know that,” she answered quietly. She was right, of course. But I did know at least she was in good hands now.

The doctor put her notes down on the bed.

“Someone will come shortly to take her up to the ward,” he said. I knew my mother had been hoping it would be something simple that could be treated quickly before being sent home. Now we both silently realised from the time it was taking (and the number of staff discussing her notes in a huddle) that this would not be the case. The doctors had not said how they would be treating her blood clots. I hoped she would not have to stay for more than a few days. I was already scared about all the random infections you could pick up in hospitals, and besides, people always recovered better at home.

Half an hour later and I had my mother settled in a ward of three other people. They were all blissfully sleeping; unaware of the traumas around them, perhaps dreaming of their own.

A nurse stopped by and asked if my mother had eaten. Her tone was warm and kindly.

“She had dinner before we came,” I said. But it was now two in the morning. If she had not eaten by now, she had missed the chance. We couldn’t eat that late.

The nurse looked down at my mother. “If you need anything,” she said, “you’ve got the bell.”

“Thank you,” I heard my mother say. She sounded grateful for the glimmer of attention. I hooked the wire of the call bell around the bed frame so that she could reach it, even if it fell. I placed the handset next to the stiff white hospital pillow, and pulled the tray table with its jug of water closer to her bed.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I will be back tomorrow, Mum.”

“When?” she said quickly.

“I’ll call in the morning to see how you are and then come straight after work. I’ll leave a bit early and get here as soon as I can.”

It was 2:45 a.m. when the cab came to collect me. I was beyond tired, as if I had worked two days straight without stopping. The only thing that was keeping me going was the adrenalin. At home, I was greeted by my mother’s half-eaten dinner plate. She had only been staying with me for a few days while her flat was being painted. My eyes welled up. We had only managed a few bites of dinner before she started to feel unwell. Now, scraping our cold food into the bin I realised that I was feeling hungry after the long and stressful evening. There was no way I would normally eat at this time. But soon I was throwing open the cupboards one after another, looking for something I could quickly munch on. Anything. The fridge was standing there accusingly but I wasn’t going to start grilling bits of chicken for a salad now. My eyes finally fell on a packet of crisps and a packet of promotional M&Ms that had been given to me at the Tube station the day before.

I ripped open the crisp packet and devoured them. I could hear my mother’s voice: “But why don’t you sit down and eat something, Becca?” I couldn’t help smiling. Even though she would be tutting at me right now, I longed for her to be back on her feet correcting my manners. I had always joked that as long as I knew the rules, it didn’t matter if I broke them. But that didn’t cut it with my mother: she believed you lived by those rules too. Worse, like all mothers, she worried it would reflect badly on her. “People will think I didn’t care enough about you to teach you proper manners!” It had been a constant tug-of-war between us. If I’m honest, I enjoyed her telling me off. It tickled me that she could be so affronted. I’d tease her by asking if they hadn’t swapped me at the hospital, and her real perfectly mannered daughter was being raised by aliens somewhere else. She would always roll her eyes at this. “Becca, stop being such a drama queen!” Then I would collapse in giggles. But I knew she would beam with pride if someone told her that her daughter had beautiful manners so I always tried my best in front of strangers.

I wiped away my tears, knowing I needed sleep. I scrunched up the crisp packet and threw it in the bin. But they hadn’t really hit the sides. It was time for the M&Ms! That was a first; I didn’t know it at the time – but that was the beginning.







Chapter 2


New Brogues and Near Misses

I didn’t get to bed until 3:45 a.m. that night. Needless to say, I still didn’t sleep well. The thought that I might not be up again in time kept me tossing and turning. I hate being stunned into wakefulness by my alarm, and usually wake up naturally before it goes off. That morning I woke three hours after I’d gone to bed, my eyes stinging, convinced that I hadn’t slept at all.

A hot shower and a call to the hospital made me feel a bit better. They didn’t let me speak to my mum, as she was having breakfast, but said she was settled and asked when I would be there. I relaxed a little in the knowledge that she was okay before new thoughts began to nag. What does ‘settled’ mean? Pain that is being managed? Or ‘settled’ in the ward? It wasn’t a straight answer at all! I consoled myself that at least her having breakfast sounded promising.

My bedroom was a concoction of cream carpet, curtains and walls; with mirrored side-tables, drawers and wardrobe. It was my nod to glam and I felt at peace there, in spite of my own life being far from glam. Bouncing back at me from the full-length mirror were collarbones that seemed even more prominent today due to the V-neck of my pencil dress. I had a toned hourglass figure. My best friend from school repeatedly joked that she would kill for my bone structure. “Who would you kill?” I’d jest back. “Well, certainly not the cake tin,” she’d say, and we’d both crack up like leading lights at the Comedy Store.

I put on my new-heeled brogues that morning, hoping a little sophistication would help with the tiredness. Already the clock told me I was behind; the hospital call had put me back and it seemed my punctual nature was already taking a hit. I grabbed my coat and rushed to the door – without breakfast. Yet I still hit the office at 8:59, with a relieved smile. Thank goodness for the Tube.

Our receptionist Sophie was a cheerful woman with Rapunzel like hair which fell down to her waist. To this day I don’t know if they were extensions or not. “Nice heels!” she said brightly. “Cutting it fine though!”

I turned around and threw her a grin.

“As long as I am not late…” We both laughed. Her cheerfulness was always infectious. We had immediately warmed to each other on first meeting, managing to turn the mundane into something funny. Dashing in and out with two seconds to spare, we’d congratulate each other on our timekeeping. This was one of many hilarities: Sophie’s heels coming off on the Tube escalator and her ending up in odd shoes, finding a hair in her salad and eating around it because she was hungry, and many more in-jokes about her baking prowess. She could bake so well but had never made a Bake-well tart. Like I said, we laughed at everything.

At the desk, the thought of having missed breakfast caught up with me fast. I answered important emails until the rumbling couldn’t be ignored. I grabbed my purse and made a dash for the lift. There was a cafe right next door. The aroma of baked goods hit me as soon I stepped though the entrance. Whatever I thought I was or wasn’t going to buy, that smell took over. A hot croissant wasn’t a patch in health terms on the thick porridge I usually made for breakfast – almond butter and blueberries on top, thank you very much – but this morning it would have to do. Paying for the croissant, I was struck with the thought of my colleagues. In our office, we always brought each other snacks. I was convinced people also used us as guinea pigs for their new baking efforts – before trying them on anyone actually important. I bought some more croissants and some muffins before heading back to the office.

Returning to work, I was greeted like someone with a winning lottery ticket.

“Becca bearing gifts. What’s not to like!” Greg could always spot food like some kind of heat seeking missile.

“Thanks Greg,” I said, stoically. Jenny sidled over to my side and delicately pinched up a sticky-toffee muffin.

“If you are what you eat,” she quipped, “then I am one sweet mama!”

Of course, at the exact moment that I took a huge swipe of my croissant, my boss Emma appeared hovering over my desk. She stifled a laugh as I bolted down another mouthful.

“Thanks for the croissant,” she said. “I’ll need your marketing plan by two o’clock though. Departmental meeting tomorrow!”

I nodded, trying not to choke as I finished my final mouthful. Since when had the deadline been today? Everything here seemed to be done by the seat of your pants. I was definitely ‘rolling with it’ as Sophie would say, although it seemed I was making up for someone else’s lack of preparation again. I thought about telling Emma about my mother’s admission to hospital, then realised it would sound like I was making excuses in advance. So I put my head down and worked through lunch. Of course I wasn’t that hungry: I’d wolfed down another butter croissant half way through the morning.

The marketing plan hit Emma’s desk at 1:30 p.m. sharp, and I slipped out for some air. Outside on the pavement, I called my mother’s mobile. She didn’t answer. I called the ward and it was answered on the fourth ring.

“It’s Becca,” I said. “Mrs Johnson’s daughter. I just wanted to check how my mother was doing?” I felt apprehensive. Was she okay? Had they found out the problem?

“Hi,” I heard. “My name is Sarah. I’m the nurse looking after her today. She is doing okay this morning but we’re waiting for the test results.” Again the ambiguity: what does ‘okay’ mean? Okay compared to what?

“Could I speak to one of her doctors?” I asked.

“I am afraid you’ve missed them. They came around in the morning.” Sensing my disappointment, she added. “If you could get here by 4:30 p.m., you may be able to see a consultant…”

“Thanks,” I said, flooded with relief. “I’ll do that.”

I never thought I would be so grateful to be at work. The routine took the edge off the worry. It was one thing for her to be ill – but another for the doctors to not even know what was wrong with her. I was trying not to panic before I knew anything. And I couldn’t panic because I had to be strong for both of us now. Soon it was almost time to leave to go back to the hospital. I went over to Emma’s desk. She looked up and smiled.

“Emma, I am sorry but I will have to leave shortly. My mother is in the hospital.”

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry to hear that. Yes of course, you must. Let me know how she is.” As I was about to turn, she stopped me. “Thanks for the plan. They were very impressed. I will go through some finer points with you when you are back.”

“Great,” I said, relieved the conversation had gone smoothly and I had some credit in the bank. The last thing I needed now was a strained situation at work. As I shut down my computer and packed up my desk, Sophie shouted after me. “Working part-time now, are we?” I strained a smile back as the lift doors closed. She hadn’t meant it badly, and it wasn’t the best time to tell her what was going on.

Speed walking to the station, my feet started to hurt, even though they’d been okay all day. My walk turned into a jog as I heard a train coming in. Rush hour hadn’t started but there were still lots of people at the station, sauntering along as if they had all the time in the world. I tried to weave through them quickly but the train doors clipped neatly shut just as I reached the platform. Damn! And the indicator said not another train for twelve minutes. Twelve minutes! I might as well have strolled here and saved my toes. The only other person on the platform had parked herself down in the middle of a mountain of shopping and seemed in no hurry. Meanwhile my train was moving dismissively off, disappearing into the tunnel with the last of my patience. Now the other passengers – the very ones who had sauntered along so easily as I ran past – were arriving on the platform. I felt like a car which had sped past others only to be caught at the next red light.

After the longest twelve minutes of my life, the next train arrived. Somehow each minute on the Tube platform, slowly watching the digital numbers go down, feels like double of what it shows. Once above ground again, I found myself running in a panic. Of course my new brogues caught on an uneven paving stone. I put my hand out to try break the fall but hit the pavement hard, with gravel chips embedding themselves in my left palm. My pencil dress remained in place, just. I picked myself up with what dignity I could muster, more embarrassed than hurt. At least nothing was broken. And the heels had stayed on my new shoes – a small mercy. My feet had been hurting before, but now they were killing me. It felt like they were a size too small. A lady ran up to help me as I smoothed my clothes back into shape, and asked if I was okay. I assured her I was, trying to hold it together as an audience formed.

“Thanks,” I said to the newly assembled crowd, feeling their pitying eyes as I walked on.

I hobbled my way up to my mother’s ward, knowing that I had missed the consultant. But hope springs eternal: I still wanted to check.

“I am afraid you have missed him,” said the nurse. “But he was here earlier.” She looked at the little watch face pinned to her chest. “It is 5:15 now and he left half an hour ago. Try to come by 4:00 next time?”

“Thanks,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’ll do my best.” I tried to hide my disappointment. I felt winded.

“Can you tell me, how is my mother doing?” I tried.

“Better. She was put on blood thinners that should help with the clots in her lungs. Unfortunately, we were still not able to scan her calf as she found it too painful.”

Too painful for a scan? That didn’t sound good. But at least one thing was being treated. When I first heard she had blood clots in her lungs, I had felt terrified. Clots always made me think of the worst. I would need to speak to my mother about making sure she had the leg scan, even if it hurt. Otherwise the doctors wouldn’t even know how to treat her.

Leaning in for a hug when I got to her bed, I asked: “How are you feeling?”

“My leg really hurts, even after the painkillers,” she said flatly. “And they still don’t know what’s wrong with it.”

“I spoke to the nurse,” I said. “She said they can’t scan your leg because…” I didn’t want to mention the pain. “You’ve got to let them try.”

She nodded, seeming to get the hint. At least she looked well rested. She squinted at me quizzically.

“What happened to you? Your palm is bleeding and your hair is a mess!” I smiled – here was the mother I knew!

“I fell on my way here.”

“You look tired,” she said. I shrugged, brushing it off. I was exhausted, of course; I’d never felt tiredness like it. But I didn’t want her to feel bad. And hopefully I would get a good night’s sleep tonight. I went to the small sink in the ward and cleaned the dirt from my palms. As I held a paper towel to the graze, a male nursing assistant walked past. He was a cuddly man with an easy smile.

“You must be the daughter?” he said, radiating warmth. “I love your shoes – but they look lethal.”

I smiled as I looked down at my shoes. He wasn’t wrong there!

“In more ways than one!” I joked back, holding up my bleeding hand.

“I have just the thing for that,” he said. “Give me a minute…”

He returned swiftly, still beaming. He was holding a plaster and a cellophane covered packet that he handed to me. I stuck the plaster over the offending cut and looked at the packet puzzled.

“Open your present,” he said. “They are disposable slippers. To save your feet!”

I laughed and thanked him. It was the sweetest gesture. I glanced at his nametag, Nick Brown.

Sitting at my mother’s bedside, I threw off the offending shoes. Slipping my feet into the cheap and comfortable slippers, the blood started to flow again and the burning sensation eased. It dawned on me that if I had to keep coming to the hospital after work, I would have to retire my high heels for the time being. Either that or I’d be on crutches before the weekend! I tidied the wheeled tray table by my mother’s bed to prepare for mealtime. It was sticky with something – I didn’t want to think what – but it disappeared after a wipe with one of the Dettol wipes I always carry in my bag. Trust me to take antiseptic wipes to a hospital! Soon I was furiously cleaning the table and cupboard with more of the same. I was onto the call bell and bed railings when Nick Brown walked past. I wondered what he thought of my frantic cleaning; hopefully he was just amused. Embarrassed, I switched tasks to getting my mother hydrated.

“It’s warm,” she said morosely, sipping on her water.

“Not to worry…” I said. “I’ll go down to the shop and buy some bottled.”

“That would be nice,” said my mother. “Thank you.”

When I got back, the dinner trolley had already appeared. Who apart from children eat at six p.m.? My mother had ordered beef stew, with mashed potatoes and a vegetable side. It smelled alright but the stew was runny with more onions and potatoes than actual beef. Eating in hospitals in the presence of the chemical smells and medical procedures seemed like a horrible prospect to me. The contents of my stomach would be on the floor in a flash. I drank my bottled water quietly as my mother picked at her dinner.

“You don’t like it?” I asked.

“Not much flavour,” she said.

“Do you want me to get you something else?”

“No, it’s okay. I don’t have much of an appetite anyway.”

“A tiny bit more?” I tried. She took three more mouthfuls, looking more vexed at each bite. I knew she was just doing it to keep me happy.

“What will you eat?” She asked suddenly.

“I’ll have something when I get home,” I said.

I settled by her bed to read the Evening Standard, but soon Nick the nursing assistant was wheeling around a trolley of rhubarb crumble and custard. One of my favourites! The smell was divine. I had always had a sweet tooth, and a child’s taste in desserts. The heartier the better! Crumbles… fruit pies… sponges… treacle tarts. No dainty delicate cakes or de-constructed desserts for me. And I was never satisfied with just a taste. My main meals were normally healthy, but puddings had their own rules. The calories had to be really worth it so I always chose well.

“Mrs Johnson, would you like some crumble?” asked Nick.

“No, thanks,” said my mother, still unimpressed with her main course.

He looked at her as if she was missing out. I burst out laughing and he smiled at me.

“The dessert is the best part of dinner, you know.” He caught my eye and turned to me. “Have you eaten?” Ah, the inevitable question.

“Oh,” I said nervously. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll eat when I get home.”

“Not even for your mother?” He said, nudging the pudding towards me.

I laughed again. “Not this time. Thanks.”

Nick admitted defeat and carried on. My mother half-smiled at me. She knew I would rather go hungry then eat in a hospital. She was a slow eater at the best of times but she was even slower in the hospital. The other patients’ empty dishes had already been collected. Picking up her tray with the dirty dishes, I went to find someone who could take them away. I found someone collecting dishes in the next ward, and lingered near the door for her to come out.

There were two teenage boys near a bed by the door, laughing loudly. It didn’t take me long to find out what was so funny: the lady collecting the dirty dishes was on the larger side. The two boys were giggling like little girls, gesturing at over at her.

“The only place I want to see a thigh that big is in a bucket covered in breadcrumbs!” My eyes narrowed. “Her bum is a bit like a shelf.”

“A continental shelf!” Their laughing was getting worse, and so was my temper. I knew lots of people were prejudiced against larger people; the odd word here, a stifled snigger there. But it was still hard to witness. I had never struggled with my weight before, but always tried to put myself in others’ shoes. How awful it would feel to hear this being said about me. And it seemed they weren’t finished yet.

“Exactly, you could rest a tray on it.” They snorted, collapsing into more giggles.

I’d had enough. No one deserved that! What was wrong with these people? I stepped forwards.

“That is not funny,” I snapped. They looked at me as if I was a ghost, then finally found their voices. They hadn’t realised they had been overheard.

“It’s just banter,” said one, still smirking.

“Well, I doubt she would see it that way.” I wasn’t letting them off the hook.

“Look, if you are that big, you’re lazy.” He fought back. “Get to the gym, and then no one can make fun of you.”

“The gym doesn’t work for everyone,” I snapped again. “And people have feelings, you know.”

“She can’t hear us!” piped in the other one. “Anyway, what’s it to you? It’s not like you’ve got the same problem.”

“And if I did?” I said.

“Then you’d better get used to banter. Fat people have personalities. They can take it, you know!” He finished triumphantly.

They continued to laugh. I didn’t join in. My sense of humour had taken a permanent bypass by then. They stared at me as I left; half-defiant, half-sheepish. Little did I then know how prophetic their words had been.







Chapter 3


Late Meals and Tape Measures

I woke up feeling full, which was very unusual for me. And not just full: it was as if I’d been force-fed eight courses. It obviously hadn’t been the best idea to eat a stuffed-crust pizza and a melt-in-the-middle pudding at 10:30 p.m. I never used to eat after eight in the evening but going to bed hungry seemed like a worse option. Even so, I knew how easy it could be at times like these to slip into eating late; despite the consequences of waking up feeling like this in the morning.

Food shopping when you’re ravenous is the evil twin of eating late. But then the alternative – ordering a takeaway when you haven’t eaten for ten hours – is hardly better. With these thoughts circulating, my bloated self and I got ready for work. At least I didn’t look bloated. Yet. Or maybe it was just the wide navy belt I cunningly wrapped around my pencil skirt. Remembering the lesson of the day before, I left the heels firmly parked in my shoe rack. Instead I slipped on the lowest navy heels I could find: court shoes that only added an inch.

On leaving the Tube station I noticed my fast metabolism had kicked back into gear. I bought a fruit salad at the nearest cafe, keen to make a healthy choice after last night’s feast. Behind me in the queue was a man in a charcoal suit, with something of a sophisticated air. Conservative with a twist, I’d say, not unlike my own style.

“May I say you’re looking elegant this morning!” From his side thrown smile I realised he was referring to me. Well it was unlikely to be directed at the two builders paying for their sandwiches. “Thank you,” I said, leaning in slightly to inspect him closer. He looked like he’d just stepped out of the pages of GQ Magazine; a kind of modern Cary Grant.

“May I buy you a drink?” Hell’s bells! And with a voice as smooth as melting chocolate. A drink though, really? It was a bit early for that! I must have looked puzzled. He grinned indulgently.

“Tea, coffee?” he added. I smiled, feeling a bit like a fool. But I had to find my voice quick before I looked like a fool too. Clearing my throat I prepared to muster up my most elegant tone. “No thank you, I’m just grabbing this.” He smiled wistfully but I had to get a move on. The excuse of an encounter with a gorgeous man wouldn’t cut it back at the office.

Walking into the building, I was surprised not to spy Sophie at the reception. The desk was very tidy: nothing unusual in that. We always joked that Sophie had slight OCD: don’t mess her desk up unless you wanted a war! But she was usually always at her desk before me. Sure, I had arrived before everyone – to ensure I could leave earlier to go the hospital – but it was still odd for her not to be there. There were three white clocks on the wall behind the desk, showing the times in London, New York and Paris. Quite why, I wasn’t sure; because we didn’t have an office in either of the two other places. I guess it looked good. There were four plush cream leather chairs a little to the side that surrounded a square glass table, which that morning had been graced with a vase of lilies. There was a small display table with marketing industry and fashion magazines. The fashion magazines were Sophie’s addition, they weren’t really supposed to be there, of course.

The kitchen was an all-white affair full of modern gadgets. It had tall windows and a circular table, which served as unofficial conference room and social hub. I was alone in there when Sophie scurried in, running her hands through her hair. Her face was flushed and she was out of breath.

“Honestly I can’t believe people sometimes!”

“What happened?”

“I was going to get here early so I could prepare the boardroom for the directors meeting. But what happens?” Sophie liked to emphasise the drama in a story.

“What?” I duly replied.

She threw her hands up in the air. “Someone threw themselves under a train. And that really messed up the service!” She thrust two pieces of white bread into the toaster before continuing. "Threw themselves under a train at 8:15 in the morning. For goodness’ sake! Why do it during rush hour? So selfish!" She was reaching for a plate and some butter, punctuating every action with a bang. She glanced at me for agreement.

“I know,” I said slowly. “What were they thinking?” She started to grin, looking contrite.

“Okay…” said Sophie, starting to come around from her rant. “Am I being selfish?” I nodded reluctantly, and she gave an exaggerated sigh.

I leaned forward towards the door and suddenly saw colleagues loitering by the reception desk. “There’s practically a queue forming for you!” She rolled her eyes.

“Well, they’ll have to give me a minute, won’t they? What do they think, that I’ve come here to work?” I burst out laughing as she hurried to her desk. I went back to my mountain of emails, stalked by the smell of Sophie’s toast. I loved that smell but for once I wasn’t tempted: the fruit salad had saved me from myself.

Standing at the photocopier later that morning, a pair of hands grabbed me around the waist. I yelped. It was Sophie again, of course.

“Very 40s, today Becca! How small is your waist? I can almost make my fingers touch!”

“Only just,” I muttered. I could see Sophie was in one of her playful moods.

“Only just is enough for me thank you very much!” said Sophie. “Every time I look at you, I think you’re walking around with the body that I deserve!” That really made me laugh. Sophie’s hands were still around my waist. “Well?” She demanded.

“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “I haven’t measured it.”

“What’s wrong with you? Measure it!” Sophie was something else. We were in the office, not a fashion showroom! “Fine,” she said. "If you won’t, I will!" Before I could say anything, she had rushed off. I followed to find her whipping a tape measure out of her desk. What mysteries lay within! I gestured to her that we should go to the bathroom, realising that I was becoming complicit in this strange game. I quickly checked the cubicles to make sure there was no one in there. Unless we were alone then Sophie could forget about measuring anything! Sophie put the tape measure around my waist.

“Bloody hell!” she said. I didn’t say anything. “Bloody hell, Becca. Your waist is 25 inches. 25 inches! Shut up with your 25 inches!” I still hadn’t said anything. Sophie always had a way of making me smile. I felt like a prize horse, but didn’t mind as she was enjoying herself. “How on earth do you have a 25-inch waist with your diet!?” I knew she wasn’t really speaking to me: she had gone into her own thought-bubble. I finally removed the tape measure from my waist.

“Back to work,” I chimed.

“I think I’m going into a depression,” she joked.

I laughed. “No, you’re not. Come on! Before we both get in trouble for using the loos as our own personal living room.” That tickled Sophie, and she giggled all the way back to her reception desk.

I was heading to the lift to pick up some lunch when Sophie called my name. As I turned around, she took a picture of me on her phone.

*“A photographer too, now? As well as a weight watcher and* expert cupcake baker!”

Sophie threw her head back and laughed. “You’ll be thanking me one day for taking this picture of you, looking your super slim self.” Little did she know how right she would end up being.

As far as I was concerned, there would never be a reason for me to stop being my super-slim self. I’d been the same size for years. Besides, I had never minded having my picture taken.

“Send me a copy,” I yelled, and she gave me a thumbs-up as the lift doors closed.

I hadn’t seen my boss all day, mainly because the directors’ meeting had run on as usual. She finally came out of the boardroom just as I was finishing my lunch al desko. I followed her to her glass-fronted office, hoping to catch a moment alone. “Emma, do you have a few minutes?”

“Not really,” she said. “It will have to be quick!” She wasn’t a woman who was keen on small talk. If you didn’t get to the point, she’d cut you off until you did.

“My mother is still in the hospital. To catch the consultant before he leaves, I need to be there at 4:15 this afternoon.” Her eyes widened slightly then softened, but she said nothing. “That said, I’ll come to work early again tomorrow – and work through lunch – so I can leave early.”

“Um, how early?” she asked pointedly. I knew she was in a difficult position, so I didn’t hold it against her.

“Eight,” I replied promptly. “But I’ll work right through… I may need to leave at 3:30 on most days to be honest,” I tentatively added.

“Okay.” She picked up some papers; her usual sign that you were being dismissed. As I turned, she added: “I do hope your mother feels better.”

“Thanks…” I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to say more. But I had taken up enough of her time.

Back at my desk, I saw that Sophie was giving me what’s up glances. Like clockwork, I received an email from her. “R u in trouble?” it read. “No,” I typed. “Why the audience then?” she dug. I grinned: Nothing got past her. “It’s personal.” “Where have you been this past year? There is nothing personal in this office. If you want to keep to yourself, you better work in Accounts!”

I laughed openly and ignored the curious head turns. At 3:30, I grabbed my raincoat and headed to the lift. Sophie appeared from nowhere, stepping out in front of me.

“I’m sure you’re going out with one the directors, and he’s whisking you off somewhere?”

She raised her eyebrows mockingly.

“Behave,” I said. “As if!”

“Well, I haven’t forgiven you for ignoring my emails!”

I didn’t have time to ignore her now, so I’d have to just come out with it. “My mum’s in hospital… so I have to go early to see how she is, and catch the consultant who leaves around 4:15.”

“Oh…” Then silence. “I’m sorry your mum’s not well. Is it bad?”

“Hopefully not. She’ll be out soon. Anyway, now you’d better go get back to work!”

The lift doors opened.

“While you’re in the hospital, you might as well make yourself useful.”

“How so?”

“Keep your eyes peeled for any dishy doctors!”

“I’m not looking for a romance there, Soph.”

“I wasn’t talking about you. Report back! I’d happily take your place if the right doctor’s on duty!” I stepped into the lift with a smile. I’ll say this for Sophie – she’s the only one who could take my mind off worrying for a few minutes.

I was at my mother’s bed when the nurse came in with – finally – the Consultant. Standing up, I shook his outstretched hand and realised he was the same doctor whom had helped me with my mother in A&E. How did I not notice his good looks last time we met?! I must have been so stressed. His hands were baby soft. I was surprised. Weren’t they always in water? Being washed before this or that procedure? I guessed he was in his late thirties. He dressed like a man who cared how he looked; and introduced himself as James Duncan.

“Your mother is doing as well as can be expected. But because she is diabetic, we don’t want her leg wound to cause any complications. The blood thinners will be doing their work on the clots in her lungs.”

He gave me a sympathetic look and smiled at my mother reassuringly. He seemed calm and that reassured me more than his words. My mother turned her head like she couldn’t really face anything. The fear I had managed to suppress whilst at the office came back in a rush. You hear about clots in people’s legs moving elsewhere in the body and killing them. And my mother’s were already in her lungs! I took a few deep breaths to steady myself.

“When will the clots go?”

“It’s hard to say exactly, but the medicine will get to work dissolving them”

“Is that why she was so out of breath?”

He nodded. “It will get easier.” He smiled at me reassuringly.

It was finally dawning on me that this wouldn’t just be a few nights in hospital. I didn’t want her to stay long because in my mind, the longer she stayed, the more likely she was to pick up one of the bugs you read about in the paper.

“And how is her leg?” I asked.

“We hope to be able to do the scan tomorrow morning.”

“What’s the delay?” I interrupted, immediately realising how impatient I sounded.

“We tried today. But when we moved the scan over your mother’s leg, she found it too painful.” I looked at my mother, who carefully avoided my eyes. I’d talk to her when her surgeon had gone.

“Thanks,” I said to both him and the nurse who was hovering near him. When they left, I sat down next to my mother’s bed.

“You have to let them do the scan tomorrow, Mum. It’s really important. Once they know what’s wrong, they can treat you. We don’t want anything to get worse.” My mother narrowed her eyes at me. “I know it’s painful, but it needs to be done,” she sighed. “I’ll try,” she whispered. “That usually meant she’d think about it.”

“I’m going to take a look,” I said. Pulling the covers back revealed her calf to be a brownish-red: redder and darker than it had been when she came in, and covering a larger area. I was shocked.

“Have they actually seen your leg today?” I said.

“Yes, they saw it just before you came.”

I touched it as gently as I could and my mother cried out in pain. It was loud enough for the other three occupants of the ward to look over, as if I had burned her, or worse. I would obviously have to be with her when the scan happened. That meant doing exactly the opposite of what I’d promised Emma, and coming in late tomorrow.

I took the plunge and texted her. I couldn’t even give a time as I had no idea how long it would take. “I’m sorry,” I wrote. “I’ll have to be with my mother tomorrow morning. She’s having a scan. I’ll need to take tomorrow morning off.”

I didn’t receive a reply for a couple of hours and wasn’t sure whether she would be annoyed or not. But I knew I didn’t have anything pressing I needed to do at the office, and we both knew that I had never missed a deadline before. The reply when it came was short and sweet. “No problem, see you in the afternoon.” I just hoped that meant it really was okay.

I told my mother I was going to be there for the scan the next day. She was pleased but I could see she was unsettled. Maybe because she knew that if I was there, I definitely wouldn’t let her get away with missing the scan again. Her anxious demeanour meant I ended up staying at the hospital way later than I meant to – until 10:00 p.m. – just to make sure she was comfortable. No one had said anything to me about visiting times and I certainly wasn’t going to mention it.

I eventually got home that night after a somewhat more scenic route than usual. The hospital wasn’t far from home but the trip seemed never-ending. No tip for the driver, that’s for sure. I found the number of a local Indian where I had eaten a few times. It took what little charm I could muster to get them to make something for me at this hour, and a lamb biryani and lamb samosa finally arrived half an hour later. I ended up eating so late that I beat the previous night’s feast time. And all in spite of the way I’d felt that morning. It turned out I was adjusting fast to this new schedule.







Chapter 4


Skinny Jeans and Cupcakes

Waking up at stupid o’clock, I rolled over to check the time. Still half an hour before my alarm was due to go off. Better than the day before, but I still felt exhausted. The sun was just rising although the rest of the street was still sound asleep. I loved the quiet but knew I could never live in the country. A weekend in Dorset had put paid to that type of future. There were wild beasts and who knows what else that would have probably snapped me up like a Sunday roast. So, quiet pockets in the sleeping city would have to do. And if I was honest, I also loved the beating heart of the city; its arteries flowing with excitement, hustle and vibrancy. Of course there was pollution, rudeness and germ-infested transport – but hey, my mental and physical immunity was all the stronger for it.

It turned out the scan appointment wasn’t until ten, so I decided to go for a sneaky run on work time. I used to be a sprinter at school and at university I ran longer distances to keep fit. I hadn’t run for about three weeks. It seemed the perfect time to get back into it, and hopefully burn off some of the stress too. Putting on my running skins, I realised from the first leg in that they were a little snug. I didn’t remember them feeling this tight! But of course: I must have been in a rush and washed them too hot. They had obviously shrunk. But it would have to do because I wasn’t changing again. It was a run, not a fashion show.

Getting out into the fresh air, each leg felt stiff. As if that wasn’t enough, I already felt breathless at the top of the hill, as if someone had been chasing me. How could I be this unfit in three weeks? I would have to stop soon at this rate, and started conjuring up every reason I could to stop. I had a lot on my plate. I hadn’t slept well. My body needed to recover. And, well, I just didn’t feel like it! I started to slow down to walking pace. But running used to give me energy and I definitely needed to keep my energy levels up. Stepping up my pace, I told myself that I was enjoying it. Trust me: sometimes I can talk myself into anything. As time went on and the miles were eaten up, I really did begin to enjoy myself. I checked my phone and I found I had run four kilometres! I didn’t want to see the time yet, so I just kept going. I even passed a couple I used to see on my morning runs and we waved to each other. Reaching the brow of the hill, I checked the phone again, 5 kms in 40 minutes! I used to be able to run that distance in 26 minutes – but it was good enough for today. I slowed to a speed-walk, and headed home.

Arriving home feeling newly invigorated, I saw my flat with fresh eyes. Definitely on the wrong side of homely. It was usually lived-in but spotless and tidy. Now the hospital had blown-up my routine and things were sliding. It was never over-furnished, with just a few landscapes of Italy that looked more expensive than they were. Pride of place was a half-metre picture of the London skyline, made out of silver. Now that was expensive – even more than my cream leather three-piece suite. The floors were blond wood, scattered with kilim rugs. I had bought them from a guy in Portobello market one Sunday afternoon, who told me they were Persian. I still didn’t know if they were actually Persian but for £60 I could handle walking on rugs from questionable sources. Knick-knacks, I couldn’t do. I wasn’t a fan of ‘pretty clutter’ – not to mention all the dusting it needed. I didn’t like places that were one step from away from Miss Haversham’s dusty mansion. A serious house clean was needed. But I still only managed a quick shower and – for once – some undercooked porridge before heading to the hospital. It was starting to feel like being at the hospital was turning into my real job.

An hour later, I was walking next to my mother as they wheeled her down long corridors towards the scan room. The feel of her hand in mine was quite normal now, even though she had never liked touchy-feely displays before.

“Do your best,” I whispered when we reached the door. “It will be painful, Mum, but it’s important to find out what’s wrong.” My mother nodded at me as she was wheeled in. I wasn’t allowed into the room where she was being scanned, so I waited nervously outside. I knew my mother would take a long time to heal as she was diabetic, so I hoped it wasn’t anything too bad. There wasn’t even any phone signal so I just sat there and tried to be still. Instead I found my mind racing and inventing diseases which hadn’t even been discovered yet. I found I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t been torn between work and worrying about her. A nurse from my mother’s ward passed by and told me to go to the canteen and wait.

“You’ll be more comfortable there,” she said, with a reassuring smile. Comfortable! I thought to myself. The hospital experience was anything but comfortable. Coming here every day had done nothing to alleviate my dislike of the places; if anything, I hated them even more. Instead of going where the nurse had asked, I found my way back to my mother’s empty cubicle. The nurse finally reappeared.

“Your mother’s all done,” she said. “She did really well. We’re just waiting for the porter to bring her back.”

“Thanks,” I said nervously.

Half an hour later, she was finally back. She only picked at her lunch but I couldn’t bring myself to push her to eat any more. I was heading to my mother’s bedside when I spotted the curtains drawn around the opposite bed. A new patient. I could hear the nurse behind the curtain settling her in.

“Please ring the bell if you need anything.” The curtain may have provided a physical privacy, but you could still hear every word spoken.

“When can I get something to eat? It’s been ages,” I heard the patient say.

“You just finished lunch. But I’ll be able to get you something to eat soon.”

“When will that be? Don’t you have any cake or anything? Not much can’t be solved with a good piece of cake.”

I smiled; a lady after my own heart. The curtains were thrown open to reveal a woman in her sixties, with styled grey hair and a warm smile. She gave everyone an enthusiastic wave and introduced herself to the ward with a friendly ‘hello’. Her eyes found me sitting at my mother’s bedside. “Is that your mum?” she asked. My mother was napping. I smiled and nodded. Instinct told me that this new ward member wanted something… from me. My mum opened an eye as I stood up to see if she needed anything. I hadn’t had a chance to speak to my mother yet when the lady opposite spoke to me again.

“Are you going downstairs to the canteen?”

No, I wasn’t going to. “Do you need anything?”

“Could you please get me a Caramel Latte?”

“Sure, one moment.” I went over to the nurses’ station at the front. The same nurse was sitting there. “Is the new patient allowed to have a Caramel Latte?”

“No, she isn’t. A Latte’s fine, but not with caramel, she’s diabetic.”

“Okay.” I had taken a step away from the desk when she stopped me.

“Is she sending you to get it?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I know, it’s okay. I don’t mind.” It would give me a chance to stretch my legs.

“Well if you’re sure.”

I nodded. Heading back to the bedside I could see she had been watching me.

“Would you like a small or large?”

She smiled. “A large one, please,” she winked. “Saves you going twice.”

I couldn’t help smiling. She was rifling through her purse looking for money. “It’s okay. I’ll get it.”

“No, no, don’t pay for it.”

“I’ll get it, and then I’ll know how much it is.” She nodded.

I passed my mother, now awake, who stopped me. “Is she allowed whatever you’re getting?”

“Yes, I asked the nurse and she said it was okay. Do you want anything?” My mother shook her head.

The lifts were kind to me and I returned in record time. I handed the lady her Latte. “Thank you,” she said gratefully. “Didn’t they put any whipped cream on top?”

I shook my head smiling. “I’m afraid not.” She handed me the exact money. I guessed that she’d ordered the drink often and was very familiar with the price. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Oh, my name’s Lesley by the way.”

“I’m Becca.” I went back to my mum’s bedside.

I finally left for work still not knowing the results of her scan: those would be coming later. I arrived to find Sophie bustling about in skinny jeans, tidying her fashion magazines.

“Is it dress down Friday and I missed it?” I owed her some banter from the day before, which she’d spent larking about measuring me and taking snaps on her phone. She waved a manicured hand.

“Don’t even start! Using my phone whilst eating soup spelt out crisis for my favourite velvet skirt this morning.”

I couldn’t help chuckling.

“Sorry to hear about your mother,” said a voice from behind me. I turned around to find it was Greg who had spoken. He was fiddling with the scarf which he always wore – no matter what the weather. I knew that was a sign of nervousness. But how could the news have travelled so fast? I’d only told my boss and Sophie.

“Emma told me,” he said, reading my mind. “I was looking for you about something to do with the marketing plan…”

He was about to leave but must have seen Sophie’s jeans for the first time.

“I don’t think that’s what I’d call office smart…” he said teasingly.

The minute he said it, I knew he was asking for trouble. Sophie only took critical comments from some people and he wasn’t one of them.

“Have you looked in the mirror lately?” she retorted, quick as ever. I took off my jacket – it was suddenly feeling a little warm. But Greg pushed on.

“Are they called skinny jeans because you have to be skinny to wear them?”

Was he suicidal?

“Doesn’t accounts mean you have a head for figures?” retorted Sophie. “Seems to me you wouldn’t recognise one if it was standing right in front of you.”

“Come on children,” I stepped in. “Play nice.”

Greg shrugged and sloped off in the direction of his desk.

“What is the matter with you two?” I asked Sophie. “Why all the sniping?”

“I hate the way he treats me like I’m thick,” she fumed. “I may be a receptionist but what would he do without me? Next time the photocopier jams the pages of his precious report, I won’t come running!”

“You shouldn’t let him get to you,” I soothed her.

I had only taken four steps when she called after me in a weakened voice.

“Do you think I look fat?” I turned decisively.

“No, Sophie. You don’t.”

“Then why…”

“Because he’s an idiot,” I cut in. “You have a female figure, not a boy’s, so you’re going to have curves!” She chewed her bottom lip looking at me. “Do you want to look like a teenage boy from behind?” I continued.

“No,” she said reluctantly.

“Well then lady,” I concluded. “Continue being your fearsome self!”

She abandoned tidying magazines to hurry back to the reception desk. You didn’t see it often but it was there if you nudged it a little: Sophie was insecure about her weight.

The moment soon came when I realised that, having minded my mother through her scan then dashed back to work, I hadn’t eaten since the breakfast porridge. But now it was three and there was no chance of leaving the office again, having been away all morning, even less so of leaving remotely early. Emma had to see me diligently working all afternoon so I could get the credit that I needed to leave early the next day. But that didn’t put toast out of reach…

I went to the kitchen and took out four slices of white bread. The brown bread didn’t even get a look in. There was something about hot white toast with melted butter: you know the feeling. The smell filled my nostrils. Mmm, I took a bite. I guiltily felt like the crunch could be heard on the other side of the room. Sitting down at the round Formica table, the scrape of the chair sounded deafening. I wasn’t exactly being quiet about this little feast. I was studiously de-crumbing my plate and about to get up when as Sophie came in.

“Are we keeping you awake, Miss Johnson?” she grinned. I smothered another yawn with my hand. I shouldn’t have had four slices: now I felt like I needed a lie down.

“Is it me,” I said, “or is today dragging?”

“What are you talking about? You’ve only been here for half of it!”

“Fair point,” I laughed. But goodness, I was tired. I stood up and felt like I had a vice around my waist. I was going to have to undo my trouser button and hide it behind the belt. Surely my trousers hadn’t shrunk as well as my running skins? Normally I could eat any amount without having to undo a button. I told myself it was bloating: must be the gluten! Sophie shook her head.

“You want to watch that,” she chided. “Once on the lips, forever on the hips.”

“As long as my lips are enjoying it, I won’t complain…” What was she talking about? No one could put on weight that quickly. And my hips were quite fine as they were. Sophie was about to say something when we both heard her name being called, and she ducked out.

I washed my things and printed out the report I’d need to take to Greg. Approaching his office, I couldn’t keep my eyes from widening. It was a complete mess! Papers, files and reports everywhere. What couldn’t fit on the desk spilled out onto the floor. If it had been my office, the mess would have left me rocking in a corner. I smiled as he moved things to make some space. I say smiled, but I could have been grimacing. He looked back at me sheepishly, one hand tidying and the other fiddling with his scarf again.

“Don’t worry!” he said. “It’s ordered chaos! I know where everything is. Everything!”

I sat down on the chair he had cleared for me, thinking he was probably right and did know where everything was. We worked successfully for an hour, adding figures to his spreadsheet, and him comparing them to the different departments’ reports.

“Well, that was painless,” he said. We both knew we worked well together.

“I aim to please,” I said, getting up.

“Yes, be careful with that…”

Were we still talking about accounts now?

Grabbing my things, I went out, careful not to step on the sea of papers. By 4:45 p.m., the end of my to-do list was coming pleasantly into sight. An email notification came up on my screen. CUPCAKE ALERT! It read. I baked them with my own fair hands last night. If you don’t like them, keep your opinions to yourself! This isn’t Bakeoff. I didn’t open the full email but I knew it must be Sophie. She took to baking at all hours and brought in the results for everyone to taste. And I also knew she had only given them out now because I hadn’t been there in the morning. Sophie appreciated my sweet tooth and knew I appreciated her cakes. I could already see a stream of people heading for the kitchen. When I joined them, I found a red velvet cupcake with my name on it. The first mouthful was exquisite; my favourite flavour followed by chocolate fudge. I was polishing it off and licking my fingers when Sophie walked in carrying a plastic Tupperware dish.

“Finger licking good, eh?” I grinned.

“As always!”

She handed me the Tupperware. “For you while you’re with your mother.”

“Oh no!” I felt my eyes moisten. “I really can’t…”

“Yes, you can!” she insisted. “Goodness knows when you’ll get a chance to eat next…”

I took off the lid and saw two rows of cupcakes: three chocolate fudge and three red velvet. And on each one was piped two words in icing: ‘Be Strong’.

That tipped me over the edge. The tears I had been holding back for days suddenly appeared on my cheeks, and found myself hugging her. I let her go and we stood in silence for a moment.

“Well,” she said, “Consider it advance payment.”

I replaced the lid and glanced at her puzzled by her comment, trying to tidy up my face as I did.

“You’re supposed to be finding me a doctor, remember! A fit doctor that won’t bore me to death or get on my nerves. If he dresses well too, that’s a bonus.”

We both started giggling. But behind the laughter I realised for the first time that there was in fact rather a nice doctor at the hospital; even though, back then, I’d only met him once.







Chapter 5


Rips and Tears

The results of the scan arrived finally. My mother had something called ‘Compartment Syndrome’. Her pain was being caused by a build-up of pressure in her calf muscle, which was also decreasing the blood flow and damaging her nerves. The doctors thought it had been triggered by a blood clot, which meant she would now need surgery. The procedure had the rather scary name of Fasciotomy, which meant both releasing the pressure and removing the dead tissue which had built up in her leg.

Of course, the call to say she was going into surgery came just before I went into a Directors Meeting to present my figures alongside Greg. But I left it early so I could be there when she came out of surgery. On the way to the hospital, I texted the boss to say I probably wouldn’t be in for a whole two days. The aftermath of the Fasciotomy sounded serious. Emma’s reply was too succinct for me to read anything into it: “It’s important to be with your mother.” I didn’t have the energy to wonder if there was any hidden meaning; and trying to second guess her could drive me mad.

Sitting by my mother’s bed, I watched the small see-through container that was draining the liquid from her calf. Blood and other matter kept dripping into the plastic container through a transparent tube. Still, I coped – in spite of it being blood. My own flesh and blood, as it were. I even managed a sip of water, realising it was the first time I’d ingested anything in the sight of blood. I seemed to be adapting, even if my mind was still trying to catch up. There was no way I could eat anything yet, with the disinfectant smell pervading my stomach. I knew my limits. I walked in to find the curtain drawn around Lesley’s bed. I also heard the unmistakable sound of chocolate wrappings being rustled. My mother looked at me. “I think she’s having a feast in there. The curtain has been closed for about forty minutes.” It was then that two doctors and a nurse walked into the ward. They walked straight to Lesley’s curtain and went inside. The doctor spoke first. “Your blood sugars are consistently very high and we didn’t initially know why.” There seemed to be a pause for dramatic effect. “You can’t keep eating chocolates, candy and cakes when you’re a diabetic.”

“I’ve only had a few,” I heard Lesley pipe up. “I haven’t had any cakes today.” She said it as if she should be given a prize. I grinned at my mother, who was rolling her eyes. “Most of her visitors bring her cakes,” the doctor spoke again. “Let’s take the box of chocolates away… the fudge and the toffee.”

“Let me just have two toffees for later.”

I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing out loud.

“Lesley, with your condition, you need to exert some self-control. No more sweet-anything.”

“Doctor, I am really trying.”

I would have paid good money to see the look on the Doctor’s face right then. “Yes. Please try harder.”

I was busy looking at my phone when I heard the curtain being drawn.

After dinner I was about to go home, but wanted to go to the bathroom to get my mother some tissues. I pulled the door open and was confronted with Lesley. My breath caught, I was in shock. She was sitting on the closed toilet eating a Mars Bar. A Snickers, a Twix and Dairy Milk wrappers littered the floor. My look was mirrored in her face.

“I won’t be long,” she managed to say between mouthfuls of chocolate, looking only mildly embarrassed. I shut the door slowly and went back to my mother’s bedside. I told myself that I must never get to the point where I am eating guiltily in the toilet!

That day, I left at 11:00p.m.; far too exhausted by the aftermath of the operation to cook. It was too late for deliveries, so I just ate a Kit Kat from the back of the fridge – some ‘break’ that was – showered and slept. I had been ravenous at 9:00 p.m. but the moment had passed. The Kit Kat was to avoid going to bed on an empty stomach and staying awake. Or so I told myself.

The routine that had developed was to go to work an hour early, take half an hour for lunch, then leave a full hour and a half early to go to the hospital. Exhausting as it had been to start with, my body was finding a way to cope. In a way work was helping, camouflaging the stress and worry so they didn’t bring me a staggering halt. The first frantic days became weeks, then soon the weeks became months.

One day in mid-May, three months later, I arrived at work late – by my new schedule – at 8:15 a.m. I was quietly going through emails when I heard the lift doors open in the empty office. It was Emma. She looked over, almost as if to check on me.

“Good morning!” I said brightly as she approached.

“Good morning,” she said guardedly. “How’s your mother?”

“She’s doing well this week, thanks.”

“That’s good,” she said, sliding off her jacket. “She’s been in there a while hasn’t she?” I just looked at her, saying nothing. “How long is it, about two and a half months?”

“Yes, about that,” I said. Where was she going with this?

“You poor thing. Is there no one else who can sit with her?”

“Not really,” I said. Was this sympathy? I doubted it… it was the beginnings of impatience. She took out her phone. “Oh, it’s 8:18!” I knew what she was doing. She wanted to make sure I had started work early, like I said I was going to. “Quiet, isn’t it?”

“Yup,” I said. “I’m normally alone at this time.”

“You’re early then.”

That was all she said, before disappearing into her office. That was the problem with Emma. I was never completely sure if she was being genuine. But I had to be grateful: at least she had let me set my hours to a degree. I made sure all the work I had scheduled to do that day was finished, and then tried to get some more in the bank. Thankfully, she was very pleased with both the quality and quantity of my output. Greg had told me that she described me at a Directors Meeting as a ‘good little worker’. I laughed when I heard it but wasn’t sure if it was Emma’s way of keeping me in my place. Either way, I knew there were no complaints about my work. Apparently, even the head of the whole caboodle said I was ‘a safe pair of hands’. Sophie, of course, also came loyally to inform me of anything she eavesdropped about me since my change of schedule. Of course she turned it into a tease, chanting that ‘safe was better than lazy’ while we struggled with the photocopier.

Well, that’s how we kept going. To be honest, I was grateful for the distraction. Being at work gave me the stability I needed: when I was there, I felt I could gain strength and cope. Never underestimate the benefits of routine.

That day, I started working on yet another new marketing strategy. I worked thought lunch, printing the new document at 3 p.m. It was then that my mobile rang. I rushed back to the desk for it.

“Hi, is this Becca Johnson?”

“Yes…”

“It’s the hospital.”

I stopped breathing.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes, nothing to worry about, but your mother is going to have a blood transfusion later and you wanted us to let you know.”

“Thank you, that’s great, I’ll be there.”

The nurse previously had said that everything should be okay whilst doing a transfusion – but also that some patients had a reaction. It was then that I’d asked her to contact me if they went ahead. If there was a problem, I wanted to be there. I stapled the strategy document and took it straight to Emma’s office. She was behind her computer screen and didn’t acknowledge me at first. I stood feeling stupid for at least five or ten seconds. She heard me open her door and she knew someone had come in. Why didn’t she look up? I would give it one more second and then I’d start talking. If it was a power game, I didn’t have time for it.

“Yes?” she said.

I stepped forward so I was beside her desk rather than in front of it.

“I’ve finished the marketing strategy,” I said handing it over.

“Oh, it’s not due until the end of next week.” I didn’t say anything. She flicked through it. “I’ll read it later.”

I had to plunge right in.

“I also wanted to let you know that I have to leave now because my mother’s having a blood transfusion.”

“Do you really need to be there for that?” I sensed an arched eyebrow that she just reigned in.

“Well,” I said patiently. “There’s a risk her body could refuse it, or have a negative reaction. So it is better that I’m there.” She studied her nails for a moment, and I continued. “I’ve finished my work and if you need me to do anything else I’ll be able to do it when I come in tomorrow.” I could hear the strain and desperation entering my voice.

She stepped around me and closed the door.

“Becca, take a seat,” she said coolly. I really didn’t have time for a protracted conversation but I sat down opposite her desk. She stayed by the door.

“Do you think you are coping?”

I twisted myself around so I could see her.

“With what?” I said.

“Your workload and your mother being ill?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I do.” She narrowed her eyes minutely.

“Because I wouldn’t want things to get too much for you.”

I had done all my outstanding work. I always did what I said I was going to do. I didn’t know what else she wanted, so I just kept silent. She moved away from the door finally.

“Good. I’ll let you go,” she said. “I hope all goes well with the, er… transfusion.”

I stood up and walked to the door.

“Thank you,” I said, with an odd mixture of relief and defiance.

I arrived at the hospital just as the transfusion was about to start. My stomach started to rumble audibly. And with that blood in the room! My mother turned to me.

“You look tired. Have you eaten?”

“I’ll eat something later,” I said. I had been running on adrenalin for the last couple of weeks. Well, that and toast, chocolate, and baked goods of the sugared variety. I couldn’t remember when I’d last had anything healthy, never mind a salad. Things had changed pretty drastically. I no longer even bothered doing up the buttons on my trousers or skirts, as I couldn’t breathe now once they were done up. As a result I had started wearing my tops over my belts. I didn’t think anyone would notice – but of course Sophie did. (“A new fashion direction you’re taking?” I had just laughed and said, “It’s hot, you know. I’m more comfortable.” She’d raised her eyebrows but said nothing more.) My mother dropped the subject as the transfusion got underway. At least it went well and she didn’t have any bad reactions. I walked into the ward to see an excited Lesley sitting at the end of her bed. She looked like her lottery numbers had come up.

“Becca, I’m being let out!” she shouted to me. I smiled. It wasn’t prison. Lesley kept grinning and I laughed again.

“That’s good news,” I replied.

“I looked out for your mum. She had a good night last night.”

“Thank you.” I realised that ‘looking out for my mum’ meant that my mum slept well and that Lesley made sure she could reach her table and that she had enough water during the night.

“I’m just waiting for my medications, transport, and more importantly – lunch.” I laughed again. Lesley had her priorities.

“No sense in going home before I eat.”

“No sense indeed,” I agreed as we laughed together.

“Oh Becca, do you want to go for dinner later?”

“Thanks for the offer, but I have to be with my mum.”

“What about later?”

“I’ll be here for a while, maybe some other time.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said. I smiled. Lesley was still in her hospital gown. I hoped everything would be ready and she would be going home.

“Aren’t you getting changed?”

“The nurse told me to hang on as they are waiting for the pharmacy to get my medications ready.”

It was then that the nurse went over to her. “There is a slight delay with one of your medications.”

“What delay?” I knew Lesley was just about holding her temper in check.

“Hopefully everything will be ready,” the nurse said trying to sooth her.

“It has to be, because I have dinner arrangements this evening.” I’m sure the nurse sensed trouble because she started to leave, but said over her shoulder, “I’ll chase it up.”

Dinner was about to be served when transport came to collect Lesley to take her home. To my surprise, she came over and gave me a hug.

“It was wonderful meeting you.” She handed me a piece of paper. “My number, give me a call and we’ll do something.” Lesley waved at my mum. “Take care. I hope they let you out soon. Whatever you do, don’t let them do any experiments on you.” My mother looked alarmed. “Bye.”

I’d miss Lesley; she brightened up the place and was a whirlwind of fun.

Dinner at the hospital was served at 6:00p.m.: macaroni cheese with mixed vegetables, and sticky toffee pudding with custard. My mother didn’t touch it.

“Why don’t you have something?” I said. “Take a little.”

“I don’t want it,” she said determinedly.

“Have a bit,” I insisted. “You are taking strong medications. You need to eat.”

She pushed her tray away from her chest almost violently. I caught it before it had a chance to hit the floor. “I said I don’t want it.” My mother could be stubborn and once she had decided against something, that was it.

Nick, the nurses’ assistant, came around again. He was always a calming presence.

“My mother doesn’t want to eat anything and I can’t convince her to.”

He must have read the panic in my voice because he briefly touched my elbow.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get her an Ensure drink. It has everything you need in it, so she won’t starve.” He even squeezed my hand. “You look tired? Make sure you’re looking after yourself.”

“I will…”

Picking up the untouched tray, he handed me the sticky toffee pudding.

“For your mum,” he said, with a wink. “It’s the best thing they make here.” I took the pudding from him with a muffled “Thank you.”

The pudding smelled divine but my mother’s drain was distracting me. Yet, I felt really hungry and knew it was better to eat sooner, not later. Somehow the smell of the pudding got the better of the disinfectant smell and the sight of the drain. I reluctantly put a spoonful in my mouth. It tasted as good as one in a great restaurant. My mother looked at me in surprise. She knew just how I felt about eating in hospitals. She even managed to smile, and I grinned back as I took another mouthful.

Nick the assistant passed again and grinned at the sight of me with my mouth full. “Wasn’t I right?” he said. My mouth was full so I just grinned and gave him a thumbs-up. The pudding was gone in a few swift swoops of the spoon. I had to give it to them, it was indeed outstanding. For the connoisseurs out there: flavourful and juicy but not sickly sweet. I had a sweet tooth but not too sweet.

As the nurses were doing their medicine rounds, I slipped out for a walk. Outside, the most beautiful sunset was settling. They had always been my favourite of nature’s offerings. This one had the full spectrum from red to violet, with fingers of yellow. Of course, I took out my iPhone and started taking pictures. I loved capturing a moment with all its truth laid bare. I continued to take pictures as I walked; old trees with some roots showing and exposing their antique beauty; the natural beauty of a collage of leaves scattered on the pavement. I even managed to get the magpie just as it had spread its wings about to take flight. Nature always captivated me. It has always been the simple things that took my breath away.

After settling my mother in for the night, I returned home. I knew I couldn’t keep going to work with clothes that weren’t even done up. I checked the whole length of my wardrobe – which took up an entire wall. Nothing. Not a single thing that still fitted me properly. One sliding door after the other gave the same awful answer. I hadn’t exactly set about the task with confidence; but now it felt like I was seeing someone else’s clothes entirely. Everything was a size 8 or 10. I took out trousers, skirts and dresses. I even went so far as to try on a few. I opened a window to cool down, feeling angry and sad. How had I let things get this far? Being a small size hadn’t defined me – but it was part of my life. I could hardly throw out all these clothes and buy a new wardrobe! I felt like I was losing myself in a more serious way than just the weight gain. How could I feel big and small at the same time?

Then things got even worse. I pulled on a silk dress which was also a Size 10 but I knew was a slightly bigger fit. And then I got stuck in it. Disaster. My head and arm were caught fast in the sleeve. I could barely breathe and panic swept over me as I started taking deeper breaths. I was alone and there was no one who could rescue me. From my own dress! I took some breaths to compose myself and I tried to free myself again. But the dress wasn’t budging. The more I moved, the more my arm became trapped. There was only one way out: I yanked, and heard the dreaded ripping sound. I did it again with the same result. The more the noise went on, the more my hope of salvaging the dress disappeared. I was finally free but the dress was ruined. I fell in a heap on my cream carpeted floor with torn silk surrounding me.

I could feel tears starting. And, with a rumble in my chest, something else took over. Suddenly I was laughing helplessly. Laughing and crying, with my head thrown back and my hand holding my stomach. The tears were flowing freely. What on earth was happening to me? Imagine if I’d been discovered days later, imprisoned in my dress! The shame would kill me even if the suffocation hadn’t! Eventually I picked myself up from the beautiful rags of my once loved dress, and threw it in the bin. Time to move on.

Opening the drawers, I examined my tops and found the situation to be even worse. I put one on and saw the dreaded love handles. What on earth? My fitted tops weren’t so fitted any more! Where and when did that extra flesh come from? Love handles: please. There was nothing I loved about them. I pulled it over my head and breathed in. My stomach used to look flat in it but now had a slight but definite pouch. I sighed, hoping that with a cardigan no one would be any wiser; and I could still get away as my old size.

After two hours full of trying things on, my usable summer wardrobe was reduced to two A-line dresses and six maxi-dresses. That was it. I would have to buy a few things – just 2 or 3 outfits – until I got back to how I usually looked. That’s what I told myself. And yet the thought of shopping, which I had usually loved so much, didn’t give me an ounce of joy this time.







Chapter 6


From Mouth to Hips

By June, my mother had been in the hospital for three months. Things had emerged as a combination of infections, a series of operations to remove dead tissue from her leg, and the effects of diabetes. The hospital took a while, and the healing process was slow.

Going back and forth between work and the hospital had taken its toll. I had never been so tired. Sometimes at the end of the day, I felt I couldn’t even speak. It just took so much effort.

Of course, the weight had by now piled on with the responsibilities. I didn’t even weigh myself any more, and I’d hidden the two scales – the original one, which I thought was broken; and the fancy one which had proved it wasn’t – right at the back of the wardrobe. I couldn’t face their silent mocking every morning. Clothes, I couldn’t do without though: and there was no hiding from their mockery. You know about it when your blood is squeezing past them to get around your body.

Finally a Saturday came when I didn’t have to be in the hospital until lunchtime. I thought of having a lie-in but my body had got too used to the adrenalin getting me up early. And I needed to go and buy more – larger – clothes, of course. By then I was too scared even to sneeze in some of the things I was wearing. It was time for my pride to give in.

I thought I’d start at Zara. After all, we’ve all brought things from there which we like. I started with a belted black dress with buttons down the front – and a slight flare out from the waist – in both small and medium. I also picked out two V-neck tops and a pair of black long culottes – again in small and medium.

Of course there were two stick-thin blondes manning the fitting room. They seemed impossibly thin to me – and it was a shock to realise that only three months before that had been my own size! I had never even used to notice other women’s figures; now I did.

Reaching the front of the queue, one of the blondes counted my items. I sensed her notice how I had one of each size. Walking down to the cubicle, I caught her sotto-voce comment to her colleague: “No way that’s her size!” I didn’t hear the response but couldn’t help looking over my shoulder. All I saw was an illicit nudge being passed between them to keep quiet.

Well, I could hardly accuse them of being wrong. One small sized top would barely admit one of my arms. When I squeezed the other on, it was a girl from a rap video staring back at me. Not my style at all! The A-line dress fitted but only in the medium. And not just medium: I even had to undo the last button. It left a deeper slit down the front but would have to do: there was no way I was trying on a large. No way.

Walking by the two changing-room assistants, I gave them one of Sophie’s ‘dagger’ looks. I say walked but I was almost certainly flouncing, hardly stopping to dump the unwanted items: the small-sized ones. Of course, I was really only angry at myself. But it was good to have someone to let it out on.

Moving on – as ever – to the hospital, I was forced to confront the fact that the situation with work was becoming impossible. Even if Emma’s patience would hold out, my exhaustion couldn’t. I told myself things would be easier when she moved hospital to start undergoing physio: if only I could last until then. The best way of doing that was to take three weeks straight holiday. I hadn’t used up any of my holiday yet, so in theory I could take five weeks. But I should leave two for the end of the year. Boy, I’d need it by then. For now I wouldn’t be contenting myself with anywhere exotic: just Ward Eight. I promised myself I would speak to Emma next week.

Back by my mother’s bed in a maxi dress, we both heard a muffle bang from the bathroom. We both stared at the door, jumping when a siren suddenly wailed. Before we had time to say anything two nurses were rushing towards it. Someone had collapsed in there! I realised it must be the new patient who had arrived the night before. I hadn’t seen her yet because the curtain was always drawn but now one side was open, signalling her escape. I had wondered why she was always hidden. Someone shouted “crash team” and my mother’s hand instinctively found mine. Her fingers were shaking. More commotion as further staff rushed into the bathroom, then a burble of urgent medical jargon. “Clear the airways! Move her head! 1, 2, 3… shift! I can feel a pulse now.”

My mother was by now chewing nervously on her bottom lip. We were both unnerved and I wasn’t even a patient, but hated seeing people in distress. It wasn’t long before everyone who had gone into the bathroom started filtering out, looking relieved. The mystery patient was being helped back to her bed by two nurses. As she was getting into bed I could see something small and black drop from her leg. I squinted. Did it move? Surely not a slug, in the middle of a hospital! Oh god, it was a leech. A leech! I glanced at my mother to see if she had seen, and found her studying me. What a picture my face must have been! She burst into laughter and triggered my giggles immediately. She knew I wasn’t good with creepy crawlies at the best of times. The nurse explained it wasn’t anything to worry about being near, they were using the leeches to clean her wound! Never mind modern medicine, apparently a leech still did the trick. With the curtain drawn around Leech Lady’s bed, the ward’s usual sense of relative order was restored.

“What happened?” said a passing nurse.

“The lady fainted – but not to worry – she’s okay now.” I added reassuringly.

My mother and I both nodded in sync, silently relieved that it was nothing serious. The nurse poured my mother some water.

“It’s so hot in the bathroom,” she whispered. “I’m not surprised she fainted.”

“Why don’t they turn the heating down? It’s so hot outside…” I didn’t mean to sound critical but it was such an obvious question.

“Now there’s a question,” said the nurse with a smile. “That would be logical, wouldn’t it?” I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to get anyone into trouble.

While they served my mother lunch, I popped out to get something to eat. She was eating a little more now, so I felt able to leave her while she had her lunch at the weekend – providing I was there at the beginning to get her going and make sure she could reach everything. And if she really didn’t eat, there was always the dreaded Ensure drink waiting in the wings.

Even I had finally got used to eating in the hospital. I was practically part of the furniture by then. All the staff on all the shifts knew me. We had been there that long.

The area around the hospital was full of patisseries: Paul, Gail’s and Le Pain Quotidien. You name it, they had it. And so of course I kept finding excuses to treat myself. Let alone the hospital staff, everyone who worked in Le Pain Quotidien knew me by now. We had even started chatting like old neighbours. The weather, the menu, the state of the Tube. I should have realised that was a bad sign.

I walked in and saw rows upon rows of beautiful cakes as usual. Although I always had a good look, I knew I would always end up with the same thing: flourless chocolate cake. And a strawberry tart. And a chocolate tart. If that sounds like too much for one person, remember: I was treating myself. I told myself it was okay as we were three months in and who didn’t need treats, and it was Saturday! I definitely wasn’t going to get stressed about it.

I made the order.

“Would you like them in separate boxes?” asked one of my serving friends.

“No, one box is fine.” There was no point in pretending now that they were for three different people. I hoped they thought one box was just easier to carry.

“Do you work at the hospital?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No…”

“If you did I could give you a staff discount, you see…”

“Ah well, I’m just visiting…” A lot, I thought.

“Well,” she said. “You’re such a regular, I’d better give you the discount anyway.”

“Thanks!” I said instinctively. Heavens, I thought. The world of baked goods is conspiring against me. Or for me. It was hard to tell. I was already telling myself I should lay off the cakes, but actually trying was still months away. I picked up a toasted sandwich from Gail’s, and went back to the hospital.

There I found them preparing to change the dressing on my mother’s leg. I sat down next to her bed as I always did. Halfway through my sandwich, the nurse came in with her small metal dressing trolley. The previous dressing came off while I ate. She even motioned for me to come over. I put down the sandwich and leaned over the bed so I could see the wound: it was a pink-y colour rather than the reddish brown when we came in. I knew that meant it was healing.

“It’s healing nicely,” said the nurse, reading my mind.

“Yes it is,” I replied, fascinated. Then I thought of my toasted sandwich getting cold. Who would have thought I could eat lunch in the presence of a flesh wound. Not me. But not a flinch these days! I wolfed down the rest of my lunch as the new dressing went on.

As my new routine dictated, I left after my mother had eaten her dinner. It was time for food shopping and preparations for the week. Still, I only managed to pick up a pizza on the way back. Thinking of the heat, I diverted to the newsagent for some ice cream. Not for me but for the heat, you understand.

“I haven’t seen you here in a while,” said the owner. I told him about the hospital. “Sorry… to hear that.”

It was funny to think I’d been in there so often and always ignored the displays of chocolate which surrounded his till. And yet in a funny way chocolate seemed to go with pizza and ice-cream. I hovered at the counter, picking up a magazine; maybe to try to disguise what was coming next. And that was: a Kit Kat, pack of M&Ms and a Bounty. Yet somehow only the magazine appeared on the till. Were the chocolates free? I looked at him inquiringly, and he swept them aside.

“Forget about these! They are just going to make you fat.” Fatter, I thought. “I’ll put them back,” he offered.

A queue had started to form behind me and I could feel my face getting hot. Heavens! He’d seen me a few times but wasn’t this a bit presumptuous? But sure enough the chocolates had disappeared behind the counter. I could sense people waiting behind me, so I paid for the magazine and picked it up with a forced half-smile.

“Yeah, better to leave those,” said a voice over my shoulder. The man behind me in the queue had decided to pipe up! My jaw dropped. The nerve. What right did he have to say anything to me. What right did either of them have! Let alone the fact that he looked six months pregnant at least. The irony. But, of course, if I complained now they would brush it off as ‘banter’ and I would be painted as the sensitive one! That seemed to be the way of getting out of any piece of rudeness these days. I finally snapped shut my gaping mouth and hurried out.

Out in the fresh air, all manner of witty responses I could have retorted came to me. ‘When’s the baby due?’ ‘You love a six-pack so much you protect it with a layer of fat.’ And the best one off all: ‘You’re not one to talk, don’t sugarcoat it, ’cos you’ll eat that too!’

I had a grin on my face as I went home. Neither of those two would win a Mr Universe competition. And I wasn’t going to let them ruin my night in.

Soon I was tucking into the mushroom pizza in front of the TV, then zombie-munching my way through the tub of ice-cream. Mining the hidden dough chunks was turning into a real talent of mine. I went back into the kitchen and flopped into the nearest chair. I was full to the brim. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten the full tub? There is a reason why gluttony is a sin. But it was too late now. I remember sitting there listening to the hum of the fridge and the ticking of the boiler for at least twenty minutes, just digesting. Or trying to. God knows how much sugar and additive was bouncing around inside me. The moral dilemma over the tub of ice cream just wouldn’t go away. Especially when I had already eaten three portions of cake from Le Pain Quotidien only hours before. Now Sophie’s voice rang in my head: “Once on the lips, forever on the hips.” There was more truth in the joke than I cared to admit. I felt like I was under a curse, with everything fleeing from shop to mouth to hips before I could stop it.











Chapter 7


Duncan, James Duncan

Another morning, another early start. The new flared dress from Zara was making its first outing, with a red cardigan to cover my recent sins. And some black ballet flats, because I still hadn’t quite recovered from my fear of heels. I was doing my best to dress myself into a good mood, which meant sensible shoes and no waistbands. Sometimes, it even worked.

I was alone in the office, first thing as usual. More and more often a second coffee from the office kitchen was turning into four pieces of white toast laden with melted butter. They tasted as good as they smelt. Washing my plate – I was always very conscientious about that – helped with the food guilt somewhat. And I knew I was going to obliterate the to-do list before asking for the big chunk of holiday I needed. Or time-off, at any rate: holiday was hardly the word.

Sophie and a few others began creeping in around 8:45 a.m. She pranced over to my desk carrying a tray of hot croissants. I think she might have brought them in just to cheer me up. What was it with me and baked goods? The smell got to me straight away, and I told myself I couldn’t be ungrateful to her. So I took one, thanking her with extra chirpiness. A stack of toast and a croissant: was it overkill? Nah, it was Tuesday. I wasn’t necessarily celebrating Tuesday but any excuse would do. So let’s call it treat Tuesday.

Emma came in looking harassed, on her way back from some meeting. I waited for her to settle in before stealing my nerves and heading over to her office.

“Hi Emma, how was your weekend?” I sounded nervous and thought it was the last thing she probably wanted to be asked.

“Good,” she mumbled, putting her hand over a mouthful of croissants. “How’s your mother doing?” She could obviously sense the real purpose of the visit.

“Better,” I said with relief that she had raised the subject. “Her wound is now clear of infection.”

“That’s good.” She finished chewing. “What can I do for you?”

“I have a holiday booked in September but I would like to bring it forward. You know, as things are quiet at the moment.”

“That’s not a problem,” she said, and I felt the relief flood in. “Most of the directors will be away in August, so it will be quieter. It will give us all a chance to catch our breath!” She even smiled. “When do you want to go?” She looked at her computer diary. “You had three weeks booked.”

I hesitated a bit, really hoping she would agree.

“I… could go on Friday? Then I’ll have the rest of August off.”

She checked another screen.

“Becca, that’s fine,” came the magic words. “It will be better in fact, because there are meetings in September which I’d like you to attend.”

“Great, thanks.” I turned to leave but her voice stopped me.

“Are you going somewhere nice?” I swung around in surprise.

“No! I’ll be with my mum in hospital.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Oh, you poor thing,” she said, with a rare wide-eyed look of empathy. Or was it pity? Still, this wasn’t a ‘woe is me’ pity party. I had to just get on with it. And I’d got the leave I needed. We smiled awkwardly as I stepped out of the office.

At lunchtime I passed Sophie picking up her bag in corridor.

“Where are you heading?” she asked.

“Not sure, I’m just going to pick up something and eat it at my desk.”

We walked out together and ended up getting baked potatoes – me with beans and cheese, and hers with tuna. I know they’re calorie bombs but they taste great. Nothing’s as indulgent as a bit of melted cheddar. Sophie leaned towards me.

“Finally fed up with rabbit food, then?” joked Sophie.

I threw my head back and laughed.

“Sometimes, all that will do is stodge. Comfort food to the rescue!”

“Yeah, that’s what I say too,” she said. “But then nothing rescues my hips!”

“How are things with your mum?”

“She’s getting there, slowly but surely.”

“I’m glad. I had thought she was getting better when Emma told me you were going on holiday next week.”

Goodness, Emma didn’t waste time in telling people about my business!

“Did she say where I was going?” I asked.

“No, just that you would be away for three weeks, and that I should make sure your messages and emails went to her. I know you can’t make her out, Becca. But she likes you. And I know for a fact that she thinks you’re an amazing daughter too.”

I didn’t say anything, which Sophie took as a cue to continue. “I think she’s just a bit socially insecure. That’s why she seems a bit prickly at times.”

“Maybe…” I said, not so sure. But I wasn’t going to ruin my delicious cheesy baked potato debating it.

“By the way, where are you going?” said Sophie.

“When?”

“On holiday!” She rolled her eyes playfully. “Keep up girl!”

“I’m going to spend time with my mum. Well, that and get to know the, er, stunning doctor in the next ward.” A welcome change to the conversation, although poor Sophie almost tripped on her heels.

“Please don’t tease! Especially when I’m stuck at work,” she spluttered.

“Want to swap places?” I joked. She gave me an exaggerated sigh as she thought about it.

“Well,” she concluded. “Sounds like time at the hospital can have its benefits…”

“Trust me,” I said. “The place is not swarming with good-looking doctors ready to propose to the nearest female.”

“More’s the pity,” she scoffed. Shaking my head at her, it was my turn to sigh.

“It’s full of sick people,” I said. “And if their hearts skip a beat, they could die then and there.” I snapped my fingers with comic effect. Sophie smiled but rolled her eyes again. “And all the relatives in there are outwardly smiling but inwardly cursing how slow things move. And trust me, you don’t want to have something go wrong at the weekend, because although patience may be the best medicine, it’s in short supply there!” I stopped for dramatic effect. I could see Sophie was enjoying my tangent. “Aaaaand I don’t ever, under any circumstance, want to look up on the internet what could be wrong with the numb leg I get from sitting at my desk too long. What if it turns out to be a deadly disease?”

Sophie burst out laughing.

“Becca, my darling, you have missed your calling. You better get yourself off to an Open Mic session. Pronto!”

“Well,” I said wisely. “As long as we can laugh at ourselves, we don’t have to take all the nonsense too seriously.” Grabbing her arm, I quickened our pace. “Come on, we don’t want to look like we’ve been enjoying a six-course tasting menu and can’t find our way back to the office!”

Back in professional mode, I peeled off my cardigan as we reached the lift. It was hot outside and we’d rushed back slightly. Now I wanted the air conditioning to cool me down before I reached my desk. Suddenly I could feel Sophie’s eyes on me.

“What?” I said, secretly knowing exactly what.

“I didn’t say anything,” she said primly.

“You didn’t have to, I could feel your eyes boring into me. Look, its fine. I know I looked bigger than normal. I’m just not skinny anymore.” I shrugged helplessly, which was just how I felt right then. I had never spoken with someone about it until now.

“It’ll come off,” she reassured me. “You’re just going through a stressful time.” She was being nice yet I couldn’t help but probe, now that it was out in the open.

“Do I look like I ate all the pies?”

“Not all of them,” she said, trying to be playful. I hit her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’re still smaller than me!”

“That’s not a concern,” I said. “As you well know.”

She leant on my shoulder for a moment.

“I know,” she said quietly.

Once we were in the office, it wasn’t long before Sophie came to my desk to see me again.

“Well if you’re going on holiday, I should give you my new mobile number,” said Sophie

“Not another one!” I sighed. “How often do you change your number?”

“Well, I have to avoid people that bother me,” she cooed.

“By people you mean men!”

Sophie led an exciting life. Well, let’s just say it was more exciting than mine! She was always off to some party, usually an opening or premiere. I never knew how she got the tickets. All she said was that she had a sister who worked in PR. She’d invited me a few times and I had even gone once or twice. They were pretty glamorous: lights, camera, action, and all that. I didn’t exactly feel like a duck at a party of swans. But they still weren’t parties I would go to that often; too much glamour and air-kissing for me. Yet not everyone in the office knew what a glamorous life she led out of work. As they say, you should never judge a book by its cover. On paper our friendship shouldn’t even have worked. We were more different than our humour suggested. I was quieter than her and felt like I was looking in on life from the edges. But she liked to be at the epicentre of all that was exciting. Somehow it worked. Drawn together by our sense of humour, I suppose; and our incredulity of the characters in our office; and our indecision if it was us or them that were really the odd ones.

“That’s why I need your help,” said Sophie, semi-reading my mind as usual. “I attract weirdos!” But I just shook my head: I wasn’t going to get into it or we’d be chatting all afternoon. I took my phone out of my bag and handed it to her. She punched in her number.

“I can’t believe how few people you have saved!” she said. I shrugged.

“Doesn’t matter to me. I know who I’m ringing,” she just laughed at me, flicking through my phone.

“What are you doing now?”

“Looking at your pictures…”

She held the phone to my face, and even I was shocked by what I saw. It was me, in what she used to call my Forties outfit. Even then I had put some weight on around my face, although my body was still what it used to be. What it should be!

Then Sophie came to my ‘nature’ photographs.

“These are really good!” She sounded surprised, like it was not something she’d ever known before. I stayed stum in modest silence. “No really, Becca,” she insisted. “They are fantastic. A lady of many talents!” I don’t know why but I felt embarrassed, even at the minor compliment. Even so, I swiftly took the phone back with a curt ‘thanks’.

The afternoon somehow went quickly after that. I even got to the hospital a bit earlier than usual because the trains were on my side for once. Just early enough for a flourless chocolate cake from Le Pain Quotidien. There was a long queue. I was happy to wait – although the longer I did, the more I needed the treat. I was the next one in the line and was about to order when the door opened. There was my mother’s plastics consultant (that’s plastic surgery to you and me). He was the very doctor who always popped into my head when Sophie pushed me on dishy doctors. He had a kind of presence. And I liked the fact he didn’t just deal in the ‘vanity’ side of things, but also dealt with serious injuries and helped people get their confidence back.

By now I was in a slight panic; realising that I couldn’t remember his name. Dr James… James… Duncan! I wasn’t the best at remembering names, but this Dr Duncan’s had come back alright. He wasn’t exactly drop dead gorgeous but you would definitely notice him in a crowd. I would, anyway. He had this air of confidence and playful eyes. He was with another younger man in his early twenties that I wouldn’t have otherwise noticed. I simply took in that he was someone medical.

“Would you like your usual?” I had got to the front of the queue without realising. My usual, for heaven’s sake! Talk about showing me up!

“Yes,” I said briskly. “A bottle of still water.”

“That’s it?” she said, sharing my amusement.

I tried to signal her to hurry up with my eyes.

“Yes, just the water. Thanks!” Sensing Dr Duncan beside me, I turned in his direction. “Oh, hello,” I said. “I’m Mrs Johnson’s daughter.”

“Yes, I remember.” He seemed to look amused. I realised I had only spoken to him the day before, and felt a bit silly for reintroducing myself. Well, I should have left the patisserie. But I didn’t. Instead I manoeuvred myself over to the side counter with its dark-red plastic cutlery and napkins. There I found myself picking up many napkins slowly to go with my water. I told myself it wasn’t odd behaviour at all (after all, people could be messy drinkers, couldn’t they?). I just hoped James Duncan didn’t think I was a fruitcake. Time to make a hasty retreat. Hasty but casual!

He smiled at me as I moved towards the door. Of course being the smooth sophisticated person I am, I just stared. What on earth, where were my manners? I tried to smile back but I think it looked more like a grimace. His smile turned into the sort of simple grin you might give a child. I moved to the side, and managed to bang straight into him as I turned to leave. Could I really be any more gauche? A sixteen-year-old would have managed better.

“Careful! Are you okay?” he said gently.

“Yes. Sorry. Thank you.”

Some of the pointless napkins fell to the ground. I picked them up with my pride, and walked out clutching my water. If he said anything, I didn’t hear it. I could feel myself getting hot with embarrassment and couldn’t wait to be out. I headed back to the hospital, careful to avoid any more incidents and male doctors. Cake o’clock was well and truly gone. Never mind, there was rhubarb crumble for pudding this evening. Yes, I’d subconsciously memorised the hospital menu! The pudding and vanilla custard that I polished off weren’t quite up to the level of the sticky toffee pudding, but they still wouldn’t shame a restaurant. Anyway, I took my joys where I could find them. Besides, I was wasn’t only eating away at my sorrows. I was also trying to figure out how to salvage my dignity with the good doctor. A name was one thing. But where was the Plastics Department?







Chapter 8


Light at the End of the Tunnel

Two and a half weeks of my ‘holiday’ down, and I had gotten into a routine. Life now consisted of going from home to the hospital… and back again. The only diversions were the odd trip to the shops to find clothes in ever-growing sizes and to patisseries to discover new cakes. You don’t have to be a world-class nutritionist to spot the connection. My favourite new additions were coffee éclairs, chocolate fudge cake, coffee cake, strawberry Fraisier; on top of my old faithful flourless chocolate number. If I was feeling more adventurous I’d stray into baked vanilla cheesecake; banana cake; and anything with pistachio. But if it wasn’t on this extended list, then it strictly wasn’t entering my mouth! I didn’t have them all everyday, of course. But I definitely had a few.

Why? How did I justify it? Because a treat is a treat: there’s no point in treating yourself to something you don’t enjoy is there? And deserving one soon turned into deserving several. If you’re going to do something, do it properly. I was fast becoming an expert at these mental acrobatics.

Even on hot afternoons, the hospital remained a labyrinth of cool white rooms. The windows in the ward were open, so we sometimes got a nice crosswind and a taste of the summer outside. I’d mainly been coming in maxi dresses – but there is only so much rotating you can do with six dresses. And so I’d started on the one thing I never thought I would do: what I called lazy dressing. That meant starting to wear leggings with long tops. That only shows the shape of your legs. But if you brought the right length top then who cares what your knees and calves looked like? It was much more important to cover my thighs and bum. It had happened gradually over the weeks, but dressing had become a way of camouflaging myself.

My mother had been reading her newspapers. Now she was on her last update of the day from the outside world and had begun dropping off, paper in hand. As I gently tried to remove it from her grip, she woke up startled.

“You’re falling asleep, why don’t you rest?” I said, guilty that I’d stopped her doing just that. She looked at me with an about-to-argue expression then thought better of it and took off her glasses. My mother didn’t like being told she was sleeping. Even if she had clearly been asleep for a while, she’d always say, “No, I’m not tired, I’ve been awake!” That would always make me smile because the only place she’d been awake was in her dreams!

“I’ll take a short walk while you’re sleeping,” I said, and she gave in.

“Okay,” she said drowsily. With that she nodded and was dozing off before I’d had a chance to pick up my bag. “Not tired, my eye!” I thought.

I was happily walking along the streets, crossing in and out of shaded side when the sun got too intense. I don’t know if it was down to global warming – but I am sure summers never used to be this hot in London? I wasn’t complaining though. Sophie and I always laughed when people complained when it was too cold, then also complained when it was too hot! There was no pleasing some people.

But now I had become one of them: because it was too hot for me. And of course none of the shops had invested in air-conditioning. I went into the newsagent thinking of the cool fridge with its rows of misty water bottles. Of course, once I was there a Kit Kat and a Twix leapt into my hand. I indulged in ‘morning coffee’ and ‘afternoon tea’, minus the hot beverages; I didn’t actually drink tea or coffee, just ate the things that went with them.

I ripped open the wrapper from the Kit Kat and broke off a finger, snapping it like they did in the advert. I was indeed having a break. The summer smile was promptly wiped off when I caught a glimpse of myself in the shop window. I stopped dead and retraced my steps. Surely that wasn’t me? Walking forwards again, there was no denying the truth staring back at me. I had put on weight – a lot of weight. The long white top I was wearing looked like a Bedouin tent! Maybe it was the tent’s fault that I looked bigger? After all, if you can dress well; you can also dress badly. All right so my work clothes were tight but I couldn’t be that big. How much weight can someone put on in two and a half weeks? Not that much, surely.

I finished the Kit Kat with somewhat less gusto than I had started it. Turning a corner back toward the hospital, I almost bumped into someone I knew. Adam, a Nigerian guy I used to work with in my previous job. He worked in IT and looked like he lived in a gym. He was so toned. He didn’t have a filter and just said what he liked – but with such charm that he always got away with it. Somehow we just got on. Now I had physically collided with him. He loosened his grip then did a double take.

“It’s you!” he said.

“Hi, Adam, long time!”

He squinted slightly.

“What happened to you?” Um, I thought; and where is this going? “You have changed. You used to look like, well, a secretary.” I raised an eyebrow. He continued undeterred. “And you dressed like a secretary too.”

“How does a secretary dress?” I said tartly.

“They dress well… usually because they can.” My hand flew to my mouth.

“No, no, Becca. You’re definitely letting yourself go.” He was carrying on quite blithely, seemingly unaware of my reaction.

“My mother’s in the hospital,” I said bluntly.

“I’m sorry to hear that Becca. But what’s that got to do with eating? Are the hospital staff force-feeding you!?”

I felt my eyes widen. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing! Yet somehow, with all the manners my mother had taught me, I found myself smiling back at him. In reality I was half-shocked, half-bemused. It was so outrageous that he thought he could speak to me this way that I had to smile. Anyway, it was always his zero-filter approach which had made me laugh in the first place. Only now I was on the wrong side of it!

“So… I used to look like a secretary.”

“Yes. Definitely. In the best possible sense.”

I shook my head theatrically. “And you’re saying… now… not so much…?”

He shook his head slowly. I laughed.

“My advice is: get back to yourself as soon as possible.”

I just stood there as if I was enthralled by his words of wisdom.

“Well,” I said. “Thanks for the Hi Becca, so good to see you again! How are you Becca?” I said it sarcastically, but it bounced straight off.

“I’m telling you the truth as a friend,” he said firmly. “It is only a few steps from here to the Point of No Return.” Well, I thought; that’s a bit dramatic. “Honestly if you put on too much, it will be almost impossible to take off and keep off.” I shrugged. Okay he had said his piece and I had listened. Well, sort of. He glanced at the Twix in my hand.

"And what’s that?" In a few moments, he had appointed himself as my treat policeman. I looked down at my Twix.

“Just a little something…” I said.

“Well, before you realise it, that turns into something big. A big thing around your hips and thighs!” I burst out laughing and he joined me. But I knew that the joke was all on me. “Look,” he said frankly. “Some people would just leave you to it, probably talking behind your back. Or worse, encouraging you! Not me, Becs!”

It turned out that he lived near the hospital. I gave him a hug and we said our goodbyes. I reminded myself that it was only jest and didn’t have time to really worry too much about my weight at the moment. I had to use my energy on looking after my mum. My weight would have to wait: surely that was right.

Walking towards my mother’s bed I stopped in my tracks. There was Dr Duncan, talking to her by her bedside. I pulled myself together and continued walking. He stood up when I approached, and we shook hands quite formally.

“Hello,” he said, with warm professionalism. “Nice to see you again.”

“Hi, yes.” I felt awkward for some reason but was doing my best to keep it together, whilst wondering if I had chocolate-tinted teeth. My mother perked up at the conversation, picking up on something.

“You know each other?” she said. Honestly, sometimes, my mother!

“No, no,” I said hurriedly. “We just saw each other in the café.”

“You didn’t say, dear…” For goodness’ sake. I was sure she was teasing now. Next she’d be buying a hat and wedding outfit. Or maybe that was me thinking? I realised that I was still holding his hand and let go quickly, quite embarrassed enough for the both of us. I guess he’d been too polite to let go. And what soft hands…I wondered again how was it possible to have hands that soft with all that disinfectant washing? I hoped he wouldn’t be the kind of man who was always looking for your flaws? Plastic surgeons didn’t do that, did they?

“We are happy with how her leg wound is healing,” he said.

“That’s good,” I said, slightly dreamily. He had great eyes. The deepest blue that you could lose yourself in. And very striking against his dark hair! Sophie would approve. He smiled.

“Yes. It is. So good that we should be able to discharge your mother in the next week.” Good news, of course! But two weeks wasn’t long enough to, er, make friends? I’d have to find a way.

A nurse came over, all chirpy as usual. She smiled at my mother and me, and positively sent rays of light at Dr Duncan. He nodded politely but didn’t pay her any great attention. I couldn’t help feeling pleased. I had thought he was tall in the patisserie but now I felt he towered over me. He was 6’1or 6’2 and wore his height well. It was an achievement to be so tall while remaining unintimidating, with that calming presence I’d remembered from before. It was almost as if he didn’t know the effect he had on people, and women in particular. Tick, tick, tick, I thought, wondering how many other patients’ daughters had thought the same. The nurse hovered as if trying to decide whether to stay or go. I poured my mother a second glass of water that she sipped and then helped her put the glass back on her table. When I looked up, I saw him looking at me. Our eyes locked for a couple of seconds before we both looked away. Suddenly I found my mother’s jug fascinating, and he was engrossed in the notes hooked at the end of her bed. Between us, my mother still exuded mischievous curiosity. Soon he was putting away his notes.

“Oh, that’s fantastic,” I said, just to say something. I must have been beaming somewhat because his smile widened.

“Your mother will still have to go to physio though,” he said, turning back to his notes. “But she will only end up with a slight limp as she’ll have a dropped foot.” I nodded trying to look extra caring as we both awkwardly fixed our gaze on my mother. She was supposed to be pleased at getting out in a fortnight, but seemed more pleased at the two of us smiling at her! Even so, I was happy she was doing well. Now I could see the light at the end of the tunnel; or, in my case, cave. Only then did I really feel the weight on my shoulders lift after all the months my mother had been in hospital. When I looked up it was to find Dr Duncan gone, swept off to his next assignment.







Chapter 9


Nice and Nouvelle Cuisine

“Hello, Becca?”

“Hi Jen,” I knew straight away that it was Jenny on the phone, my oldest friend. We went all the way back to secondary school.

“It’s as if you’ve fallen off the face of the earth!” Straight in, as always. But we were the type of friends who slotted right back into each other’s lives, however long it had been.

“I’ve been spending time with my mother.”

“I know,” she said. “How is she?”

“Much better. Hopefully she’ll be going to physio next week.”

It had been a long old stretch but now we had come through the worst.

“You need a break.” I didn’t say anything. I needed more than that. I wanted to be in the Caribbean. Or any beach, anywhere.

“I was thinking…” she continued.

“What about?”

“I’m going to my apartment in Nice. Why don’t you come with me? I promise you’ll get some rest.” She couldn’t have said anything I wanted to hear more. But how could I go away now? My mother was in the hospital, and would be recuperating for a long time to come.

“Thanks,” I said, bursting with regret. “But it’s really not a good time.”

“You just think you can’t leave your mother,” she said persuasively. “But it’s the perfect time.” How did she work that one out? “Come while she’s about to leave the hospital and before she goes to the physio. It’s just what you need before the next haul. Come for a week.” I sucked in a breath. I couldn’t go for a whole week. Jenny sensed weakness. “Okay, come for as long as you can. Becca, you need to rest or you’ll soon be no good for anyone else’s needs, let alone your own.”

I really could do with a break. It had been a long four months. It had been a long time since I’d had a chance to be spontaneous. I mulled it over, stirring my hot chocolate. I could probably just squeeze it in before going back to work.

“Okay,” I gave in. “I’ll come, but only for the weekend.” God it felt good!

“You know it makes sense!” Jenny loved Only Fools and Horses and always reached for its catchphrases when most needed. I was sure she’d picked up that phone knowing she’d be able to persuade me. After all, I did really need it. We both laughed at her joke, but really she was laughing at getting her way. And me, from grateful relief.

A week later and before I knew it, my final pre-holiday visit to the hospital was coming to an end. I gathered my bag and raincoat. It was 10:00 p.m. and France was happening the very next day. The night staff paid no attention as I hugged my mother goodbye. They’d known fairly early on that I wasn’t going to be following visiting hours. Since then, I ignored the policy and they ignored my time keeping. After four months, we’d reached an uneasy accommodation.

Heading to the lift, I found none other than Dr Duncan waiting for it. Wasn’t it late for a consultant to be at the hospital? If I had known they kept these hours, I’d have been wandering the corridors late at night a bit more often. I had never gone in search of the Plastics department in the end. There was no excuse to as everyone came to my mother’s bedside. One in particular didn’t come often enough for me; but that is how things were done. There would be no excuse for me to wander around like Paddington Bear, and no one would think it was cute. Keeping my pace steady – graceful at best – I approached the lift as if blithely unaware. I was halfway there when he turned and our eyes met for a brief moment. I quickened my pace: against my will to appear mega-casual.

“Hi, Dr Duncan,” I said as calmly as I could muster. Alongside my best mild-flirting ‘fancy-seeing-you-here’ smile.

“Hello, Becca,” he said with his usual calm. He remembered my name! It was one thing to remember who I was at my mother’s bedside and quite another to know my name out of context. First name basis! I wasn’t being entirely logical, I admit. The whole idea of us was really a non-starter, I knew that. Yes, I did say ‘us’. We were a possible ‘us’ in my mind; a very small, slim, possible us. Like the cakes, leave me to my small joys.

“I haven’t seen you for ages,” I said cheerfully. He widened his eyes, looking at me directly. I wondered if I’d spoken too freely.

“Yes, but I’ve seen your mother every day,” he said pointedly. I felt my face go hot. If it wasn’t so embarrassing, I would have burst out laughing. The lift arrived and jolted me back into business mode. “That’s great, really great.”

“Yes,” he nodded thoughtfully, letting me enter the empty lift first. A gentleman.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Which floor?” he asked. I didn’t immediately answer. I heard him but the words that formed in my head wouldn’t come out. So I ended up grinning and leaning forwards to press the button myself. But I somehow lost my footing and bypassed the panel entirely. He threw up his hands and prevented the coming disaster. I must have stopped breathing completely. And the lift still hadn’t moved! He let go of me gently and pressed the ‘G’ for ground floor, deciding for me. The only other logical floor would have been the ‘LG’ where the car park was. I managed a much-too-cheerful ‘thanks’ as the doors slid shut.

“Are you okay?” he asked all politely. But I could see that the corners of his lips were turned up ever so slightly. He knew I was fine, and that the lift wasn’t the problem.

I nodded, a little light-headed. Of course, I was wishing I’d pre-empted this close encounter and was in a better state of mind to handle it. Where was my endearing and witty repartee? Nowhere! Just a leaden silence for three entire floors. There were still five to go but time was moving like treacle. I couldn’t think of anything to say, sensible or otherwise; and tension seemed to be filling the lift like a bathroom filling with steam. I guess he felt something too because he finally spoke up.

“Do you have to come from far to get to the hospital?” Thank God for some small talk. I was usually a master, but now these few drops were like nectar.

“No, not so far…” Then more silence. “Do you have to work at the weekend?” I offered.

We were both facing the doors but I could tell he was smiling ever so slightly again.

“Sometimes, but not this one…” Dr Duncan had a weekend off. A nice thought. I wished at that moment he was not my mother’s surgeon; and I her none-too-sophisticated daughter, busily going in circles.

“Well, have a good one.” He turned lightly towards me as I spoke. “The weekend!” I blurted. For goodness sake Becca! What else? But he smiled.

“Thanks. You too.”

The last thing I remember was a small camera in the corner of the lift. Somebody, somewhere had witnessed the idiocy. Maybe even in full sound. Great.

*

The next morning, a taxi whisked me along the Promenade des Anglais in Nice. The sparkling Mediterranean worked like magic. I thought of the phrase ‘a change is as good as a rest’. It certainly felt like it. The cab stopped outside Jenny’s apartment building. There she was waiting for me, sitting on the steps in a flouncy straw sun hat. When she saw me approach she rushed to the cab, and embraced me with a long, tight hug.

“It’s so good to see you!” She grabbed my luggage and we climbed the echoing stone steps to the door of her flat. “Welcome to my humble abode,” she said, swinging the door open in a grand gesture. I glanced in and saw an elaborate marbled hallway and minimalist chandelier. Not so humble, perhaps!

“Very nice!” I said.

“Well, I’m glad you like it. You deserve some luxury after all that hospital time.”

Jenny worked as a banker in the City and had bought the apartment last year. It was all mainly cream and glass, with little architectural touches that revealed the building’s past. One wall was made up of two sliding glass panels, which looked out onto the beach and the wide blue sea. The dining table was glass with six, high-backed cream chairs neatly placed under it. It all looked very glamorous. And Jenny didn’t look too bad either. She was dressed in white linen, wide-leg trousers and a white linen shirt, with Hermes sandals. She stared at me as if seeing me properly for the first time. I was wearing a maxi dress, of course. Light blue with purple spots, for what it’s worth. She knotted her brow.

“You look tired,” she said. “And you’ve put on weight. A lot of weight, in fact. What happened to you?”

Jenny was like Adam, no filter. She said what was on her mind, which is usually the case when you’ve known each other since you were fourteen years old. But I couldn’t mind. Heck, I was even getting used to these comments. But at least I could be open with Jenny.

“I’ve been caring for my mother.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t care for yourself.” She looked concerned and not just about my weight – but about me. She looked me up and down again.

“I’ve never seen you this big. It’s important that you look after yourself.” I shrugged and walked further into the room. I didn’t like being under so much scrutiny, not even from Jenny. Or maybe I was worried I might get emotional. “Are you tired? Do you want to rest before we have lunch?”

“No, I’m okay. We can go and eat.” I had only eaten a croissant for breakfast and honestly it hadn’t touched the sides. I realised I was really hungry now that she had mentioned eating.

“I know a great place with a stunning view,” she said, back in holiday mode. “You’ll love it.”

Soon we were sitting in a pretty courtyard, with overhanging rose bushes and small white metal tables and chairs. It was a wonderful setting and the place was packed; always a good sign when it came to eating. She always knew the right places, and they were usually expensive. The owner was a lovely blonde lady in her fifties, who greeted Jenny by name. I smiled, knowing Jenny loved this kind of thing.

“Becca, should I order you something? They have the best sea food.”

“Okay…” I wasn’t a fussy eater when I was this hungry. Anything would be okay. “Please order us some bread though.”

“Bread!” she gasped. Anyone would have thought that I had sworn at her. I am quite sure she hadn’t eaten bread in a decade.

“You don’t have to eat it…” I said, holding my ground. She was about to say something but thought better of it. I obviously looked like I wasn’t ready for a carb lecture. Either this was a holiday, or it wasn’t. Anyway, holiday or not, I liked my bread – especially soft warm bread with real butter. When it arrived I wasn’t disappointed. Soft olive bread with pillow-soft dough served with soft local butter just ready to be melted in the sun. It tasted divine. Jenny watched me as I savoured every mouthful. We were given three rolls. I had finished two while Jenny pretended not to study me whilst talking about what we could do later.

“Still not having bread?” I offered.

“No, but you enjoy it,” she said generously. I certainly would. Picking up the third roll, I caught her widening eyes. “Don’t forget the food is coming.”

“Yes – but not soon enough!” She grinned at me and carried on sipping her champagne. But when I finished the last roll, more bread arrived as if by magic. Jenny almost choked on her champagne and I stifled a laugh. My seafood salad arrived looking very pretty on a small plate, sitting on a bed of salad leaves, all dressed in olive oil. When the waiter left, I looked at Jenny nervously.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Is this a starter?” she laughed.

“No! That, my dear, is lunch!”

“You are joking. Since when were we on a diet?”

She ignored me and began eating.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s delicious,” I agreed. “I just wish there was more of it…”

I finished off my meal in quicker time even than I had finished the bread. Picking up a roll, I could see Jenny was studying me as she put her knife and fork down. I could barely remember ever having eaten such small quantities. But I must have done because I was always thin; thinner even than Jenny.

“You know, you don’t have to finish everything,” she said gently.

“I’m not wasting food,” I said firmly.

“I can see!” she said. “But your body isn’t a human waste bin.”

I stopped chewing and put the bread back on the plate. I felt as if I’d been slapped, complete with a tell-tail sting at the back of my eyes. But I wasn’t going to cry. I really felt sad because she’d hit a nerve.

Why wasn’t I valuing myself more? Even if the questions are complicated, sometimes the answers are very simple. This was neglect. I’d neglected myself in ways I’d never done before. Oh, my hair and nails were done, my clothes were clean. But instead of dressing the way I wanted, I picked my clothes according to which body-part needed hiding. It took several moments to let the thoughts sink in.

Jenny wiped her already-clean mouth with her napkin. I could see she was still watching me, analysing my expressions. I put on my sunglasses.

“Let’s get the bill,” I said quickly.

“Becca…”

“It’s okay.” It was nowhere near okay, of course. But you can’t blame someone for telling you the truth. Anyway, I knew how to put her off. “Let’s go shopping?” Jenny’s face lit up. Jenny liked to shop as much as I like flourless chocolate cake – possibly even more.

Soon I was following her over the threshold of a swanky boutique. Two sales assistants clocked us and one came over, giving Jenny a subtle once-over. They were eyeing up Jenny’s Hermes bag and shoes, all finished off nicely with gold jewellery from Cartier. I got a less-than cursory glance. I knew all they saw was my shape, and I was quite sure they didn’t have much in my new size. They offered Jenny a drink, which meant they had to offer me one too. I declined. I didn’t want their drinks or their fake smiles.

Jenny tried a series of dresses. “Madame, you look stunning.” “Madame, it could have been made for you.” “Madame, you could stop the traffic on the Promenade des Anglais.” Jenny only gave them a mild nod of acknowledgement, instead asking me what I thought.

“This one?” she said inquiringly.

“It fits but the colour isn’t that great. It’s mud brown!” We both laughed, and I was pleased to feel the assistant bridling at being ignored.

“What about this?”

“If you want to look like a fairy princess. Too much netting and too much pink.” We giggled again.

“Do you want to try on anything?”

“No. I’m okay.”

Jenny picked out a crisp white shirt. “I know you love a white shirt.” It was gorgeous. Cotton with pearl buttons.

“Okay, I’ll try it on.” The sales assistant moved closer and pursed her lips in a deadly way.

“I don’t think we have your size, Madame,” she said. “You need to try a different shop.” Honestly, how big could I be? Jenny piped up in my defence.

“What sizes do you have?” she said.

“We go up to an English 12,” said the shop girl resentfully.

“I’ll try that then.” A 12 should fit me, surely. I went into the changing room next to Jenny and put one arm through the sleeve but it was really tight – tight enough to be in danger of tearing, like my silk dress all those weeks before. That would be a humiliation too far, so I took it off as gently as I could. I opened the door and found the sales assistant right outside, her face beaming with an ‘I-told-you-so’ look. I handed her back the shirt. Jenny rescued me by reappearing with the things she wanted to take. Or I thought she was rescuing me.

“You didn’t let me see you in it!” she said, and I had to come out with the awful truth.

“It didn’t fit.” Her brows knitted together.

"Are you sure?"

“Quite sure,” I said, pulling a face.

“Sorry,” she said, as if it were her fault. “I thought it would be okay.”

So had I, of course; but there wasn’t much point in saying anything.

We went shopping for three more hours. I say “we” but really I just accompanied Jenny. She shopped and we caught up. I hadn’t been able to see her for two and a half months, mainly because of the hospital visits. We spoke on the phone but it was great to see her in person, even if I wasn’t brave enough to join in the shopping part. I realised my thighs were rubbing steadily together in the heat. My thighs never used to touch, never mind rub. Now they were actually stinging.

“Are you okay?” said Jenny, sensing my discomfort.

“Yes,” I said. “But let’s stop and get something to drink.”

Of course, that had to be the moment we passed a patisserie. I retraced my steps.

“Eclairs,” I threw out. “What’s not to like?” Here, not the boutiques, was my new domain. Jenny even smiled as we walked in. I ordered a coffee with vanilla-and-coffee éclairs. “Two,” I said firmly. I deserved a treat after all the walking I had done, and enjoyed every bite as Jenny sipped at her skinny cappuccino. She even took a bite out of my éclair. “I can’t afford to eat any more,” she said wistfully. “But I love to see you enjoy your food. Where do you want to have dinner? What do you feel like?” she asked, probably hoping I didn’t say a hamburger or something equally mortifying.

“I don’t mind,” I said. “No actually, I do. I don’t want to go anywhere where they serve more nouvelle cuisine.” Restaurants could keep their dishes that looked like pretty pictures on a plate. I wanted to see more than decoration on my plate!

The next morning, I found myself examining my thighs in front of the large, wood-framed mirror against the stone bathroom wall. What the hell? They had chafed all afternoon and now they felt really sore. I was about to leave the bathroom but paused at the door where a chic glass scale glimmered back. It seemed to be daring me. I stepped on them and had to put my hand against the door to steady myself.

I had put on two stone! Two stone! Okay, so I had eaten a bit more – okay, a lot more – but not enough for two stone surely. I stepped off the scale and left the bathroom disgusted. I wasn’t sure with what exactly, me or my weight? But I must have been frowning when I came out because Jenny looked up at me enquiringly from the pages of her magazine.

“What’s wrong?” she said.

“Is your scale working?” I said grumpily.

She started giggling, realising immediately what had happened.

“Yes, Becca,” she said. “I’m afraid it is.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have gone on it, but that would have just been delaying the inevitable. But two stone?”

Jenny stopped giggling.

“Don’t worry, darling. You look… voluptuous.” Now it was my turn to giggle. She knew I didn’t want to look voluptuous. Voluptuous, my eye. But the sight of the scale had burned itself into my memory, and I knew I wouldn’t be stepping on one again soon.











Chapter 10


Burnt Toast

I stepped out of the lift and felt several pairs of eyes on me. An odd thought popped into my head that the lift had reinvented me a supermodel, like Superman stepping out of a phone box. Not likely! It felt strange to be back at work – like the first day back at school after the summer holidays. The place was both familiar and alien; and I knew that what was once normal would take some getting used to again. I couldn’t exactly say I’d missed work. But I did the miss the routine and the togetherness – even if it was only us moaning in unison about how we wanted to be somewhere else.

I did enjoy my job – partly because I proved to be very good at it. Even so – perhaps due to the traumatic upheaval of my mother’s illness, which had blown apart my schedule so – I had a growing feeling that there was something else out there for me. People spent years doing what they’d always done without taking the time to think if that was what they really wanted to do. I knew that day-to-day responsibility and pressure could keep people rooted to something that they should have dropped years ago.

I didn’t want to be that person that woke up with dead eyes because I felt I didn’t have a choice any more. But how did I know what else was out there? And did I just feel this way because my life had been forced to change? I guessed that time would tell.

I decided that a low profile was best on my first day back. Walking over to my desk, it was as if time had paused. Then greetings started tumbling towards me like shoes off a collapsing rack. I was left trying to catch up with each hello as it bounced ahead of me. “Hello!” “Welcome back.” “Great to see you.” “You have been missed.” I tried responding to all of them but some people had to make do with a bemused smile. No one said anything about the way I looked but there was no way they hadn’t noticed. It had been three weeks since I’d been in the office and I knew by now I had really put on weight. It was the kind of office that would notice a paper clip in the wrong place, not to mention the unexpected appearance of two stone of human flesh.

Sophie wasn’t at her desk, for some reason. I smiled as I put my coat away and switched on my computer. I knew the office so well: if Sophie wasn’t at her desk, then she would be at her second role as unofficial photocopier technician. Approaching the photocopier room, all I could hear was the slamming of the paper feed. Then a kick. I couldn’t help smiling at the idea that Sophie – artisan that she was – was losing her touch. Standing at the door opening, I could see Greg and Sophie pulling out a jammed piece of paper from the side section of the machine.

“So everything is working well as usual!” I announced with a smirk. Sophie looked up and squealed, then lunged at me with a huge hug.

“Sanity returns!” she cried. I hugged her back.

“How I’ve missed your dulcet tones!” I said, without really meaning the irony. I had missed her.

Greg sheepishly waved at me.

“Hi Becca,” he said. “I hardly recognized you.”

There it was, finally: an acknowledgment. Sophie let go of me very slowly. She glanced at me and stared at Greg in accusation. He shrugged, then blushed.

“What? I was just saying Becca looks different.” Turning to me he continued, “And you do…” He tried to add an awkward laugh but it trailed off pretty quickly into a nervous glance.

It was clumsy and rude, sure. But what could I say? It was not as if he was lying. Okay, he could have been more tactful but this was Greg. Tall, scarfed and tactless.

“Do not listen to him," Sophie snapped.”There’s just more of you to hug." She said it in her best baking-show-host voice, stretching her arms out to embrace me again. If it was an attempt to make me feel better, it didn’t work. I put my hand up to wave off their comments but didn’t quite manage it.

“Well,” I said. “I’ll leave you two to sort out the jam or nothing will ever go smoothly in this office ever again.”

Stepping out of the room, I turned to see Sophie hitting Greg over the head with a roll of copier paper.

When I approached my desk, Emma was already hovering next to it. I knew the moment she saw me: her eyes widened for a fraction of a second and then she was all smiles.

“Ah,” she said. “I thought you must be back because your computer was on.”

“Yup!” I said brightly. “Ready to get stuck in!”

I sat down and could feel her eyes scanning me subtly. Greg’s comment had made me even more paranoid, as if it were possible. I was wearing a long pleated navy skirt with a baby pink shirt that I of course had not tucked in. Outside the shirt was a thick navy belt, accentuating what had once been my waist. If you hadn’t seen the way I used to dress, it would pass as elegant. But if you had – as I had, of course – you’d know the person before you was hiding in a cloth shroud. And not only her body, but her personality too. I am not sure why I had even bothered adding the belt, as my waist had long been buried under inches of hospital pudding fat.

Catching her eye, we both smiled: me, because I had caught her look, and her, because she was embarrassed that I had done so.

“I like your belt,” she said, by way of a kindly escape plan. I’d bet half my salary that she would barely be able to describe it if I asked her! But still, it was a thoughtful departure from her usual style.

“Thank you!” I said, keen to get onto work topics. She obviously felt the same.

“Shall we grab a coffee in half an hour and I can fill you in on what has been happening around here?”

“Sounds great.” And it did sound great. All I wanted to do was get on with focusing on work and leave all these horrified looks behind. Once she had left, I went through my emails. It didn’t look like much had been happening around here. After all, it had been the summer and not much happened in August. Things always just ticked over.

My half-hour coffee ended up being fifteen minutes at the round table in the kitchen, with Emma mainly confirming what I had already noticed. But also emphasising that we were going to get busy because there was a conference coming up. This hadn’t been on the schedule of activities posted in the strategy meeting earlier in the year. It was Emma’s bright idea to include it – neatly forgetting that she had originally thought it wasn’t worth going to.

“If you research the benefits of the conference… um, and see which areas I could speak on, that would be great!” she said. But why go to a conference which you hadn’t thought was worth it? And why did I have to research her speech topics? My time off must have affected my patience as I was already starting to feel irritated. Already I could picture doing all the research only to find out that she had changed her mind again.

“Of course, I’ll take a look,” I mustered, hopefully without sounding rude.

Lingering in the kitchen after she left, I suddenly felt hungry. I spotted the toaster. Or maybe I spotted the toaster then felt hungry. Anyway, it was definitely time for elevenses somewhere in the world. I popped four pieces of bread in the toaster. I put the dial up, not wanting it to be too light; which left me hovering. I went back to my desk to put my notepad back – not wanting to get melted butter all over it for the hundredth time – and was about to go back to the kitchen when Sally from HR approached.

“Good to have you back.” She said.

“Thanks…” I said.

“I just wanted to check everything was okay with you and your mum?”

“It’s sweet of you to ask,” I said. “She should be out of the hospital soon I hope, and then go to physio.”

“That is good news.” She was about to leave but turned back before she had taken a step.

“And will that, er, affect your schedule at work?” Okay, so where was this heading?

“Hopefully not!” I deflected her. “But if it does, I’ll let Emma know.”

“Good,” she said. “We are just thinking of you…” I’m sure she was!

“Thanks,” I said again. It sounded like that was the only word I knew today: Thanks. Thanks. Thanks. Sally walked to Emma’s office but ended up meeting her between my desk and her office. She looked over her shoulder and I concentrated on typing an email. I acted busier than the Tube at rush hour.

“I have spoken to Becca and she thinks her schedule will be okay,” I heard.

“I can’t believe her mother has been in hospital for this long,” replied Emma. “There is no way I would do what she is doing. Hell! My mother would have to just get on with it.”

“I know,” said Sally. “I would be run ragged.”

“Fair play to Becca. But it’s getting too much. Surely her mother understands that?” Emma leaned in closer. “She’s a better daughter than me.” Sally laughed harshly. “I wouldn’t do it either. Anyway, she will keep us posted.” They leaned closer together. I ducked closer to my screen and could still just hear. I had always had good hearing.

“It is taking a toll though. Have you seen her?” I’d never heard them gossip before, let alone about me.

“I know, it looks like she has been eating for England,” Emma playfully hit her.

“And Scotland and Wales,” Sally whispered back.

I felt like the blood rushing to my face, thankfully still hidden behind the monitor. Everything on my desk seemed out of perspective all of a sudden. I tried to tell myself it was good to have things clarified; and to know what I had been suspecting for so long. Emma was nice but she also had a horrible streak. Like a dog that convinces you to befriend it then can’t resist going in for a nip. I stood up and they dispersed like the floor beneath them was suddenly a hundred degrees. Talking of which, what was that smell?

I ran to the kitchen but I was too late. The fire alarm was already going off across our entire floor. It was so loud it must be penetrating to the next building. Still I couldn’t help trying to wave away the smoke with a tea towel; ridiculous as it looked, like someone chasing an invisible fly. I started coughing. Bloody hell: it was my first day back! Sophie raced in and promptly collapsed on a chair, laughing hysterically.

“Well I’m glad you’re enjoying this,” I said crossly.

“You certainly know how to make your presence felt,” she teased. I went to the window to try and open it. “Don’t waste your time,” she laughed. “They don’t even open.” Ridiculous! Why have windows where not a single one opened? I managed to pull the toast out of the toaster and throw it in the bin. Greg sidled in.

“I might have known it would be the terrible twins…” We laughed like old times, but I was nervous. I had barely done a stroke of work since being back in the office, and now this! Clare came in.

“Everyone out! We have to congregate at the meeting point.” Clare was a fire marshal: a job she took very seriously. I just knew she must have been Head Girl at school; she had that way about her.

“You’re joking! It’s just burnt toast,” said Sophie, partially defending me.

“That may be the case,” said Clare curtly. “But the alarm has gone off and now we have to follow the procedure.” Holy cow! Now I would be the talk of the building, never mind the office. Greg, Sophie and I made our way to the lifts before Clare shouted after us. “Use the stairs!”

I groaned and Greg grinned at me.

“The exercise won’t kill you, Becs!” he said and I gasped, throwing him a pretend growl. As we made our way down six flights of stairs, the voices seemed to crowd around me. “What happened? I hope it’s just a drill!”

When we reached the meeting point, we had to wait until the building was completely emptied. Hardly keeping a low profile on my first day back…

“Apparently the alarm went off on the sixth floor,” said someone standing near us.

“Oh really?” asked Sophie with all innocence. Greg just rolled his eyes. As for me, I just ignored them as if they were speaking a foreign language.

When everyone’s name was ticked off and we were heading back upstairs, Emma came up to me.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “These things happen…” She was laughing. I grinned back; although it worried me a little that she felt the need to say it. When I reached my floor, most people were congregating at the reception. I thought I better fess up: to the few that didn’t already know, that is.

“It was me!” I said. “I’m sorry some of you got a little extra fresh air this morning…”

There was laughing and mock telling-offs.

“Do not do it again, Johnson! Some of us like being chained to our desks!” Hilarity all round. Well, it had been an interesting morning, and maybe it let off some of the pressure from before I’d left. But part of me was nervous. It wasn’t the sort of thing which ever used to happen at work.











Chapter 11


Photos and New Possibilities

I finally settled back in at work. Before I knew it, the days had merged themselves into two solid weeks. It’s always like that when you get back from a break. Still, I couldn’t believe it. Now it was the second Friday back. To celebrate the weekend, Sophie and I had arranged to go for an early dinner before I had to go back to the hospital. Oh yes, the visit schedule had resumed just as before.

Tucking into my fried calamari – we had opted for an Italian near the office – I noticed Sophie was studying me. She hadn’t wanted a starter.

“You never used to like to eat much fried food,” she said in a hushed tone. “But yesterday you even had deep-fried Snickers with your fish and chips at lunchtime!”

“I was just trying the Snickers as I had never had a deep-fried one,” I said confidently. “I wanted to know what all the fuss was about.”

But she kept looking at me. “It never used to be your thing.”

I shrugged. “Nothing wrong with trying something new…” The waitress arrived with the garlic bread. Four slices, to be precise. “Have some…” I pointed at the bread to Sophie.

“I’m okay, thanks,” came the inevitable reply. I ate in silence for a few moments. I knew Sophie wanted to say something to me. I didn’t know what – but I wished she would just spit it out. By my third slice of garlic bread, we were talking about the weather like it was the most fascinating thing in the world. Wiping my mouth, I picked up the last slice.

“Do you really want that?” she blurted. My hand froze in mid-air.

“What?” I said, more in shock than confusion.

“I said…”

“Yes,” I replied curtly. “I heard what you said.”

“This isn’t you!” she said.

But I kept eating. Let her get it out. She seriously had something to say. Sophie continued like a shackle had been lifted from her thoughts.

“I’m hungry!” I said. “Do you think I have a problem?” I didn’t wait for her to answer. “This isn’t a problem,” I stumbled on. “It’s a life-style choice. So, I have put on a little weight. I’ll take it off but it won’t be as if I haven’t enjoyed myself!”

“Do you really call this enjoying yourself?” she whispered. I finished my mouthful and was about to speak but she cut in. “You know you are bigger than me now, and you have never been anywhere near my size!”

“I didn’t think it was a competition, Soph.”

The waitress cleared my plate. Okay, my plates.

“Becca,” she insisted. “I care about you. This isn’t you! You’re eating too much! Your style has even changed! You’re no longer dressing how you want. You used to love clothes and now you’re hiding behind them! That’s the only way to describe it. You are no longer the Becca who loved life and found joy from everything. You radiated happiness. Now it’s like… you’re just acting at being cheerful.”

I took a sip of my ginger ale and noticed my hand was shaking. I was annoyed. Who said she could judge me? Of course I was annoyed with myself. But it wasn’t like I was harming anyone else.

“It is not like I killed anyone.”

Sophie looked me straight in the eye.

“You are making a good effort of trying to kill yourself. Sorry if that sounds dramatic but the essence of you is… disappearing.”

Wow, just wow. I ought to walk out, I thought dinner would be a nice, fun thing to do; but now it just felt like a source of indigestion. I should have gone straight to the hospital. But right then the food arrived. My stuffed crust pizza, with tons of cheese, and her… caesar salad. I saw her looking at my pizza. The cheese was still bubbling, I felt a thrill of ownership. I certainly wasn’t going to offer her any of it, anyway.

“What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t tell you the truth?” she pressed on. “I’m worried about you. I want you to look after yourself. Stop putting all this rubbish in your body.” But she eyed my pizza tellingly. “You’ve lost your joie de vie.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. I knew it wasn’t Sophie’s fault that I had put on weight and I didn’t have to take it out on her. I knew she cared about me, and decided to lighten the mood instead.

“Speaking French now, are we?”

She couldn’t resist a smile and return to our old repartee.

“One of my many skills.” We both laughed. “Look,” she said. “I don’t want to upset you. But you are my friend and I just had to say something. I know you do not welcome these comments but…”

“No, I welcome them,” I said, doing the interrupting for once. “Like a politician welcomes a persistent interviewer.” I smiled, letting her know there were no hard feelings.

“Flashes of the Becca I know and love!” She said. And, on that cue, I tucked into my pizza.

“It looks good,” she said.

“It is!” I said. “And I am not giving you any no matter how childish that sounds.” I looked up and found her smiling indulgently at me like I was eight years old.

“Seriously,” she said. “Is there no one who can help you? No relative who could sit with your mother in hospital so that you could get some rest?” I shook my head and she didn’t press the matter. After a few more bitefuls, she continued. “Even I could come and help you at weekends so you could get a break. It’s been months Becca. Months! I don’t think I would have been able to cope! It would take its toll on anyone…”

I felt that familiar tell-tale sting behind my eyes. Then my chin started to quiver. No, no, no! I was not going to cry. Sophie was too much. It is one thing for someone to listen to what you’re going through. Some might sympathise. Some think there but for the grace of God go I. Others offer whatever platitude they think will do. But it is quite another thing for someone who knows you so well to tell you they can see you are struggling. Only just about coping… then the very offer of help is the thing that risks pushing you over the edge.

But it was touching that she offered. Only a true friend would have done so. I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

“Thanks Sophie. It will be okay. But it really means the world that you offered.” She touched my hand. “I’m here if you need me.”

I squeezed her fingers.

“I know. Thank you.” There it was again, the lost-for-words ‘thank you’. Except this time, I realised I really meant it.

The waitress came over and cleared our empty dishes, pretending not to notice we were clearly in the middle of a deep-and-meaningful. I was stuffed. I folded the napkin on my lap and put it on the table.

“Can I bring the dessert menu?” said the waitress, as she had been trained to.

Sophie looked at me from under her lashes. I turned to the waitress.

“I would do but my friend is on a diet and it would not be fair on her. Temptation and all that!” Sophie opened her mouth wide and the waitress looked from her then at me and back again. Soon we were all laughing: Sophie, me, and a total stranger. It was good to let the tension go.

*

I was back at my mother’s bedside when the nursing assistant came by with his by-now famous pudding trolley. He was all smiles, knowing I was usually such a good taker. I glanced at my watch. 7:10 p.m.

“I know, I’m late,” he said. “The other nurses held me hostage for treacle.”

“What are you flogging?” I asked carefully. Whatever it was, it smelt divine. He looked at the bowls.

“Sticky toffee pudding… with vanilla custard. Friday’s special. You should know that by now!” I couldn’t take it to heart. At least I was famous for something! My mother smiled but shook her head. He took a bowl off the trolley, poured a generous helping of custard, and handed it to me.

“For your mum,” he winked. This man was after my heart.

“Well, if it is for my mum… I cannot refuse.”

My mum looked at both of us and smiled as she rolled her eyes. I tucked in. Even this simple hospital pudding was beyond words. When he came to collect my empty bowl, he handed me the local paper. Beside me, my mother’s eyes were fluttering shut as she fought sleep.

“Sleep if you want,” I reassured her. “I am okay with the paper.”

I knew she was worried that if she slept, I would go. And she did not want me to go. So I just kept reading as she slept – even though there was nothing to speak of between its pages. Then I saw an advert for amateur photographers to take part in an exhibition. You had to be selected and the deadline for submissions was… tomorrow. It was too soon and, for all the great work I felt I had stored up, I wasn’t ready. I put the paper down on my mother’s table and went through my emails instead. But after the third one, I realised I was barely concentrating. The phone went back in my bag.

Already the thought of a snack was creeping in. I had only just had the pudding: the very pudding I had refused at the restaurant to humour Sophie. My body hardly needed a snack. I tried the paper again then examined my nails. The thought came to me that I should go and get a manicure. Bright red nails? I had mainly left them natural before, or only used clear polish. But red nail polish would mean also taking the rest of my life up a gear. I stood up and topped up the water in my mother’s glass. Sitting down, I noticed the paper was still open at the photography advert.

I leaned over and picked it up again. Could I do it? Would I have the time? Seize the day and all that? I re-read the guidelines. I had to select some pictures, format them, then email them to a general address to be considered. Hmm, simpler than I’d thought! There was even an iPhone category. Me all over!

Rummaging in my bag, I picked up my phone and flicked through my pictures. Within minutes I had selected a series of three that showed the progression of a sunset. In the first one, you could see the colours of yellow and gold as the sun faded into the grey clouds. The second one showed how the yellow had turned to gold and the grey clouds were turning an inky black with tinges of purple. The final picture showed the sun hiding behind the now-dark trees, as the ink-black clouds were etched in a fading light yellow. They were all stunning. Well, that is what I thought, anyway.

Before thinking about it too much I decided these were the ones. There and then, I filled in the online application form and attached them to an email with the header Fading Dim Light. Send. Done! I felt a wave of satisfaction and then actual butterflies. Already? Still, it felt great to be doing something different. Here in the hospital, of all places! It would be a long shot if I was selected. But you never know; stranger things have happened. At least I had tried.

I loved taking pictures. It didn’t feel like work as I enjoyed it so much. At the back of my mind, a seed had long existed that one day I could really do photography. But I had never thought that my time was now. I had done a short course a few years ago, and the teacher had said I had talent. I had thought it would be a passing hobby. But the more I had taken time off work and was in the hospital, the more photos I had taken going back and forth. Now I had a growing collection and more time out of the office to think it seemed to be a real possibility. I had bought a good Canon before my mother had gone into hospital but good lenses were crazy expensive and I kept forgetting to take the camera out with me. Still, one step at a time. If I got anywhere with this exhibition, maybe I’d reconsider investing in a good lens?

Obviously, marketing was losing its appeal as the focus of my life. Perhaps twelve years of business-to-business marketing was my limit? People change careers every day. Of course, I would wait until my mother was out of hospital to make any proper decisions.

It’s funny how unexpected events make you consider things that had never occurred to you before as possible. And how quickly a decision happens, without you realising it even has.







Chapter 12


Emma’s Offer

Emma had only given me a week to take all her work for the conference off her desk. Lunchtime on the last day, it was done. I could have dragged it out, but decided there was not much point. The quicker everything was organised, the better for everyone. I was one of those people who liked completing to-do lists. I dropped a hard copy of the strategy on her desk, knowing that an email of it should have already landed in her inbox. I had wanted to be ahead of the game this week. Greg always joked about the poor trees, leaving me grinning at the irony of the man who used the most paper in the office championing their plight.

On the way back, I was disturbed by a general rush to the kitchen. I must have missed the email while I was working: but the only thing that could cause such a commotion in the office was the arrival of food. Greg tapped me on the shoulder. As I looked up, I saw a pistachio macaroon disappearing in his mouth.

“The gannets will finish it all if you don’t hurry!” With that, he was off back to the kitchen. Stopping what I was doing, I took a deep breath. Did I need to have a macaroon? Well, as I loved to say, it must be tea-time somewhere in the world. My feet led me to the kitchen where I could see six plates filled with a dwindling number of different flavoured macaroons; chocolate, vanilla, pistachio, coffee and red-velvet. Weaving through the hands, I picked up one of my favourites. It would be rude not to, and Greg had just eaten a chocolate one whole. I took a bite. They were delicious; the red velvet and vanilla ones were out of this world. The others were pretty good too! This had to be Sophie’s handy work. Now I had to try every single one to make sure they were all up to standard. Besides, Sophie had made enough to feed an army.

“I hope they are not all finished?” she gasped, appearing from one of her photocopier rescue-missions. I frowned at her questioningly, trying to hide my mouthful of pistachio, while stumbling out a compliment. But she shook her head.

“I didn’t make them,” she said.

“But they’re so good!” I said. “Who did?”

At that moment, Emma walked in.

“I did,” she said. We could have been arrested for the faces we made. I recovered first.

“Wow, they are great!”

“I am glad you like them. And I made the red velvet especially for you. I heard they are your favourites!”

I was lost for words. I found Sophie’s eyes and we exchanged a look. So thoughtful. She was a curious one, wrong-footing me like that with her kindness.

“Thanks,” I said. “They are amazing!”

Greg piped up. “I didn’t know you could cook,” he said, rescuing me. Sophie coughed. “I mean, I didn’t know you baked.” Emma was unfazed. “I bake now and then. It’s a good stress-reliever.” I will say this for her: she was good.

“Are you not having any?” I said and she winked.

“I have a tray full at home, and I literally ate my own weight last night!” I couldn’t help laughing and was pleased when she joined in. I was impressed at how well she baked – and the fact that she even knew my favourite flavour, let alone made them for me.

I was back at my desk when I received an email from Emma.

“Could you please come to my office for a quick chat?”

It wasn’t really a question. What, now? Emma rarely summoned people to her office and it usually was not good news. No need to panic. She might just need some information about the marketing strategy. If it was something random, her usual practice was to come to your desk and speak to you. So this didn’t really bode well. But there was no point in guessing. I stood and hesitantly walked to her office. The door was open already. I knocked on the glass panel that made up one side of her office wall. Emma looked up from her computer. “Ah, Becca. Come in.”

I glanced around the immaculate space. My strategy print out was at the centre of her desk, with a Mont Blanc pen on it. Apart from her computer, there was just a square silver frame with a picture of her two girls on it.

“Please sit down,” she said.

I sat down on one of the two cream leather chairs, which were oddly like the ones I had at home. I stayed quiet because I did not know what this was about. She smiled at me.

“Your report is great, I knew it would be. Very comprehensive, and as always, you did it before the deadline.” I allowed myself a little smile, and she continued. “I know things have been a little difficult for you, with your mother being in hospital. But I am very impressed you never let your work slip. High standards all around!” It was her turn to smile. “How are things with your mother now?”

“She is doing well,” I said. “She should be going to physio this week.”

Emma beamed.

“Oh, that is wonderful,” she said. “You will be able to get your life back.”

I smiled but didn’t say anything. I hoped that would be the case. But my mother’s physio hadn’t even started yet and I didn’t know how it would go. Still, I was determined to be optimistic.

Emma stood up and shut the door carefully, before returning to her desk. She leaned forwards towards me. Closing the door! Now this really was serious. Open-door policy and all that.

“I would have told you before but your mother was taken to hospital.”

I kept quiet.

“I have been speaking to Simon.”

Simon was the senior head of department, and a board member of the company. My eyes must have widened because she waved a hand at me. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad. We were talking and we are both so impressed with your work and how you conduct yourself…” It was coming, but what?

“Thank you,” I said, trying to minimise the interruption to this lovely flow of compliments.

“We discussed this on several occasions, throughout the last few months. Now that your mother is feeling better, we want to give you a well-deserved promotion.”

I couldn’t have been more surprised; even if she had told me I was going for tea with the Queen. I sat back in my chair and exhaled a breath I didn’t realise I was holding. A promotion? Was she leaving? There was no other role – just mine then hers, Head of Marketing. She must have read my mind, because she grinned. “No, I am not leaving. We have created a role of Senior Marketing Manager. This means you will take on some of my duties as I will only be working four days a week from the beginning of next year.”

I nodded and smiled. But something told me I still didn’t have the full story.

“That is wonderful news. Thank you.” It was now or never.

“Is your role changing…?” I probed.

“My title will be the same, but it will change a little because some things will be passed on to you.” I stayed silent, and she sensed I wanted more. “I am going to spend more time with my children and will be having the Friday off and working from home on Monday. My husband’s schedule is changing so he will be travelling more for work. I’m looking to create more of a work-life balance.”

So she was sorting herself out, fair play to her. But I had questions and felt I should voice them before things moved too quickly.

“So, you will be advertising my job?” I asked tentatively. Emma shook her head. I linked my fingers together in my lap.

“Nope,” she said. “Only your title will change.” Right, I was starting to get this.

“And will my salary increase?”

Emma took a deep and ominous breath.

“We have had a budget freeze,” she said slowly. “So it would not go up just yet. But that is something you will be able to negotiate once you have proved yourself.”

I stayed silent. What would I have to prove? She has just said that they were impressed with my work! So impressed that I was going to be given additional duties – the very duties that my boss was relinquishing? They already knew I could do it or else they wouldn’t be offering me the job. That’s not how companies worked. I realised my nails were biting into my palms.

We both looked at each other, neither of us wanting to say what was on our minds. I could hardly ask her such as personal question as to whether her salary was dropping. But I bet my bottom dollar that the day less would be balanced out with some consultancy arrangement.

“This new role will give you greater experience,” said Emma. “And almost certainly improve your prospects for your next role.”

I hadn’t even agreed to this yet, and knew exactly what would happen if I did. I’d be working all hours, with increased responsibility, no additional pay, an increase in stress – and less help. None of Emma’s great ‘work-life balance’ dividends would be coming my way. Nonetheless, I smiled.

“Thank you for the opportunity.” I wanted to sound grateful, while I thought about it. If I had any acting skills, now was the time to employ them. I needed to reduce my stress, not increase it.

“You would be great at it,” she said. “Do not decide just yet, think about it and tell me at the end of the week.” Of course, she had wanted for me to agree there and then, so she could get her Fridays off.

“Thank you,” I said. Part of my mind was automatically wondering about the more mundane issue of whether she had any changes to make on the report. As I walked to the door, she called out.

“Oh, by the way, the report is great as it is. I have no changes.”

I turned and smiled. It was spooky the way she seemed to know what I was thinking sometimes. I walked out, leaving the door open this time.

Barely at my desk, Sophie pounced, hungry for gossip.

“What kind of trouble are you in now?” she said. I giggled waving her off. It felt so good to be out of that room.

“I am not in any trouble, actually!”

“What then?”

“Official business,” I said with mock pomposity. “I can’t possibly tell you.”

“Oh shut up!” she said in exasperation. “What did she want?” But I knew I had to keep my cards close to my chest for now.

“She just wanted to know how my mother was.” Well, Emma had asked about my mother, so it wasn’t a complete lie. Sophie rolled her eyes in disappointment.

“Oh, I thought it was something juicy.”

I rolled my eyes back at her.

“Sorry that the office telegraph has nothing to report. Now if you will excuse me…”

We both laughed as she left my desk. I could feel the ball of worry though. If we’re honest, I couldn’t really say no to Emma. But I had already pulled out all the stops to keep on top of work. How was I going to cope with more?







Chapter 13


Neighbours and Gossip

My mother was recovering slowly but the hospital was still my second home. One Saturday, I found myself drifting down to the canteen to pick up a snack. It was an all too regular occurrence now – as if in steeling myself against my critics, I had also steeled myself against my own better nature.

A packet of crisps would have to do, I thought. There wasn’t that big a selection but, as usual, I was too tired to think it over. Walking in, there was James Duncan, my favourite consultant. He was having lunch with people who must have been colleagues. His eyes found me just as quickly and he gave the briefest of smiles, which seemed to laugh at our sixth sense for noticing each other so quickly. Of course, he fell straight back into conversation – and I got back to the important matter of the crisp rack. Ready Salted or Ready Salted today, it seemed. So I picked up a red packet. Disappointing – but still worth the journey I thought to myself cheekily. The little smile had been an unexpected bonus.

Back at my mother’s bedside, I flicked through my pictures on my phone; coming to the beautiful sunsets that, interspersed with trees and fields, I had sent to the competition. Next came a series of branches and tree trunks which looked gnarled with age and experience. If they were people, I thought, you would sit with them for hours listening to the stories they had to tell. I wasn’t a country girl by any stretch of the imagination but taking pictures of nature gave me some sort of peace, compared to the constant bustle of city life. Thank goodness for the London parks. I needed their tranquillity now more than ever.

I was marvelling at the veins on a dried sycamore leaf when I became aware of a lady approaching the bedside. She grabbed a chair and came to sit on the other side of my mother’s bed. My mother had been sleeping but woke up at the scraping of the chair.

“Hello Mrs Johnson,” she said. “I am Mary from Occupational Health.”

“Hello,” my mother said, sitting up a little. Mary turned to me. “And you are?”

“I am her daughter.” I smiled to myself, imagining if I’d just said: “Guess!”

She looked at my mother.

“Is it okay if I talk in front of your daughter?” I sat up straight in my chair. Well, she better speak in front of me – seeing as how I was the only one who would be looking after my mother! My mother duly nodded.

“You will be going to physio at the end of the week,” said the therapist. She smiled at my mother, the way you would do to a child to make sure they were still listening.

“We just wanted to check that there would be someone at home who could look after you as you settle back into your routine.”

My mother glanced at me and grabbed my hand – I’m not sure whether the gesture was meant to reassure me, or reassure herself of having me there. I knew she was scared of where this conversation might go. The therapist continued.

“We want to make sure you will manage, at least in the short term. There are a number of options.” My mother squeezed my hand. Mary looked at our held hands and rushed on.

“You could go to a facility just until you are completely back on your feet.” My mother’s grip tightened. “Or a carer could come to you. We need to come and assess your home… we just want to make sure that everything is safe for you… we do not want you having a fall!” Who is this ‘we’ she keeps talking about? And so I piped up.

“I will be able to help my mother at her home.”

“Do you live with her?”

“No. But I could go there after work.”

“She will need more help than that, at least to start with.”

“Would not the carers be able to help?”

“I will arrange for someone to visit your mum’s home and then we can go from there,” she said. “But in any case, they wouldn’t be staying the night.”

Ah, here was the heart of the matter. If I was going to help my mother, I would have to move in, at least until she was back on her feet and could manage by herself. I looked at the therapist understandingly.

“I will have to move in then.”

My mother loosened her grip and smiled at me through her shining eyes. I saw her release the breath she must have been holding. Mary the therapist seemed to brighten up too.

“If you are happy to do that then, in the next day or two, someone will go to your mum’s home and we can sort out a care package,” she quickly said. “A carer can come to help with breakfast, lunch and dinner – and then you can keep an eye on her at night.”

“Thank you,” said my mother, cheering up. I was not sure which one of us she was thanking, but I could tell that she was relieved.

“My pleasure,” she smiled, then hurried away, clipboard in hand, to deliver more news elsewhere.

I sat back in my chair and thought about the decision I had made. I couldn’t help feeling that moving in with my mother would be a seismic change. I didn’t know if I would like the change but what else could I do? What else would my conscience allow me to do? I couldn’t let her go to a facility; she would be scared to death. Remembering all the news stories of how people were treated in old people’s homes made me want to swoop in as judge and jury. How could they treat vulnerable people like that? There were other jobs: why take a job requiring care, patience and understanding, when you didn’t even have those qualities? She was my mother and if I didn’t look after her, who would? I had needed her and now she needed me. Adrenalin was kicking in and my mind began to buzz thinking about the practicalities and what that meant for me. Would I have to rent out my flat? My cream furniture would definitely have to go into storage in that case. All the crystal I had saved up to buy would be joining the furniture. What had I been thinking buying Lalique anyway? Yeah, like I did that type of entertaining! In another life, maybe.

It would feel strange moving back home after having my own place for so long. At least my mother didn’t live too far from me: three Tube stops to be exact. I could still use my favourite local places. And it wasn’t as if I was seeing my friends now anyway. My life had narrowed itself down to work and the hospital… and eating. I had to be careful that I did not close myself off in a box. Even worse than not being able to find my way out would be not even realising I was there in the first place.

With these thoughts circulating, I headed out to my mother’s place to pick up some night things she needed. Waiting outside for a cab, I saw him again. James. He stepped out the front doors and saw me, then walked straight towards me. Suddenly all my calm reflections on life were gone.

“You’re leaving?” he asked, surprised.

“Just to pick up a few things for my mother.”

He nodded.

“I’d heard that you were always here late with your mother.”

Oh, so someone must have been talking about me. And even if he wasn’t part of the conversation, he had paid attention.

“Yes,” I said, conscious of the compliment. A moment of silence followed, which already seemed too long.

“I’m just waiting for my cab,” I said stupidly. He nodded. I noticed the fitted black tracksuit he was wearing. He was in good shape; I could say that for him.

“I guess you’re off duty?” I said, and he smiled.

“Yes, it wouldn’t do to wear this on the ward.”

I grinned; thinking at least I wouldn’t mind. “I go for a run after my shift sometimes. Helps to clear my head.”

“I used to…” I began, then immediately regretted it. Let me not embarrass myself by saying that I ran – even worse that I used to run. My body now looked like it had not been acquainted with exercise in a long time. If ever. James had only at the very beginning seen me with my lean, hourglass figure. Would it have made a difference? To what? He didn’t seem to treat me any differently because of my fuller figure. I was already finding out some people could be dismissive of you and act as if they had not seen you.

He kindly ignored the fact that I was about to say something, and I found my voice.

“Well, erm, enjoy your run.”

“Thanks… I will,” still the smile played on his lips. “Will be good to get some fresh air after today – you know the feeling, I’m sure.”

He seemed reluctant to leave but then I saw a car pull up. We both realised it was my cab.

“Enjoy the rest of your day, Becca.”

It sounded so good when he said my name. And with that, he waved and turned to start his run.

After a cab journey daydreaming about James on his run, I arrived at my mother’s house.

I finally was home. I had a couple of hours before I needed to be back at the hospital. For the first time in a while I felt like I wanted to do some exercise. James must have inspired me. I decided on the park; the environment there would lift my spirits. It was a crisp, clear day with little wind. A perfect park day.

Now, I say exercise… but when I tried to do my warm up, I couldn’t do anywhere near my usual amount. I was tired before I’d even begun. I started to jog and in less than ten minutes I was panting and gulping for air like a fish out of water. Clearly speed-walking was going to be a better option. I got up a rhythm and set a goal of fifteen minutes.

Amazingly – and thankfully – I lasted a full half an hour. But my thighs were burning. I hadn’t exercised in months and my body was not letting me get away with it. Walking back to my flat, I was exhausted. I was nearly at the door when my neighbour from across the street waved at me to come over.

Andy was in his early fifties and had done well in property. As usual, he had a cigar in one hand, and newspaper in another. He called himself an East-End lad who had made good. Once he had started to do well, he had married and moved to Brentwood. After seven years of marriage, he had divorced and moved back to London to one of the houses opposite my block. He had once said it was ‘a bit of bother with a waitress’ that caused the separation, adding that she could have been a movie star. I assumed he meant the waitress, not his wife, and that she hadn’t taken kindly to the former’s acting potential, or their ‘friendship’. Either way, she had kept the house with the indoor pool – and we had ended up neighbours.

He was nice enough, but what really made him stand out in the neighbourhood was his love of gossip. Andy knew about everybody’s life on the street. He caused what I liked to call ‘gossip-gate’ by telling most of the neighbours that Sally-next-door had plastic surgery on her nose – even coming home under cover of darkness. Well we could all tell that her nose had changed – but no one had been as indiscrete as him! The surgeon did a great job – it was a beautiful nose – but he went around telling everyone what else she should get done. His Rolex glinted at me as the Aviators came off. He knew how to look after himself – unfortunately, he thought he was much better looking than he really was.

Every time he saw me, he waved and I had waved back; not realising it was encouraging him to talk to me. Sometimes I had to hide by the side of the building so he wouldn’t see me; else he’d want to chat for twenty minutes and I would invariably be late for something. Since my hospital runs, I had not seen much of him; and he must have been bottling up a lot of gossip since I knew the other neighbours avoided him. I felt that was mean, the man had feelings after all. Buried, perhaps, but I knew they had to be there.

I approached the side of his black Range Rover in his drive.

“I haven’t seen you about!” he said eagerly. “Working you hard, are they?”

“Yeah, it’s been busy.” I wanted to steer well away from the topic of my mother, with the tongue that he had on him!

“A lady like you must be well on her way to the top floors,” he said. I stopped myself from smiling, thinking about my ongoing confusion over the new ‘role’.

“Not quite…” I said.

“Why not?” he questioned, waving his cigar in the air in one of his elaborate hand gestures. “Becca, I’m sure you will be running the place before long!”

“Well,” I said patiently, “You never know where life takes you…”

He pulled a face.

“It better not take you anywhere else. You stay in that career of yours!” My eyes laughed at his forceful response, and he continued. “People don’t tend to make it, starting something new in their thirties. It didn’t used to be like this, with everyone switching jobs every two minutes. Now my nephew’s talking of leaving his law firm to become a pastry chef! After all that study and effort.”

“You don’t think it might work out for him though?” I said, thinking about my own itch to get onto something new. He shook his head.

“Nah…” he paused, then relented. “Okay, one or two might make it, eventually, but it’s unusual. People are mainly in their twenties when they start to make their mark or they start to when they’re in their early thirties. After that… it’s too late!”

I was incredulous.

“Are you saying it’s not possible to make it big if someone isn’t in their twenties?”

He stretched out his hand and rocked it from side to side.

“Not exactly! But it’s just that in your later thirties, you don’t have the energy… or the time left. It takes 20 or 30 years to make it!”

“Really?” The idea was still sinking in.

“Yup,” he said with finality. “It’s more a case of enthusiasm rather than practicality by that stage.” I frowned in disagreement, and he smiled. “Okay, if you think I’m wrong, name me someone who has made it big from scratch later in life? Someone who didn’t start young?” I thought for a little bit and then shot back.

“Colonel Sanders of Kentucky Fried Chicken. He was in his seventies.”

He threw his head back and laughed.

“You’ve got me there!”

Interesting as this was, I was now running late to get back to the hospital. But he had planted a seed of doubt in my mind: before I’d even decided what to do next!

*

Once I had returned home, my mind turned to cake. I hadn’t had any cake for, oh, at least two days, and I missed that buttery sweet hit. Before this new ‘routine’ of mine, I could go for months without having had any chocolate or cake and not even miss it. Then I called them treats. And now they had become a necessity.

But when I stood up, there was a sharp pain in my lower back. What the hell! I had never felt pain like that in my back before. My back was supposed to be the strongest part of my body. I had always been able to carry heavy things without much effort. Now I winced with the pain of taking two steps, and quickly grabbed for my chair. I was in agony! I focused on trying to stay calm and breathe my way through the pain. After twenty minutes, I realised it wasn’t fading and that I needed to see someone as soon as possible. I grabbed my mobile from the counter and called to get an emergency appointment with my GP. The surgery was a five-minute walk away and I thought I could make it. Sheer force of will took me every painful step to the surgery.

My GP was one of those women in her late forties that looked a decade younger. I thought that whatever she was doing must be working. She looked good for any age. I positioned myself in the chair opposite her slowly, in an unnaturally upright position that caused the least amount of pain.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I just got up from my chair and felt a sharp pain in my lower back on the right hand side.”

After examining me, she sat me back down to talk.

“It’s a muscle strain. Your reflex responses are working fine. Take some Ibuprofen and some Panadol and that should help. It will take time to heal but there’s not much else you can do.”

“Is that it?” I could not believe that was all I could do. I was in so much pain!

“Yes,” she said. “Although a massage or acupuncture could help.” I nodded, thinking I’d give anything a go to ease the pain. Then she went on: “As you’re in your thirties now, it will help if you do some light exercise. Yoga or pilates. You should look after yourself and stay in shape…”

Our eyes met and I tried to take the emotion out of mine. Did she really just say that I had to stay in shape? Was even she telling me I was fat? I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. What could I say? After all, I had just had to speed-walk because running tired me out.

I staggered back home and managed to continue with the rest of the evening, with the aid of a heat pad and armed with plentiful Panadol. I finally rested myself on the couch and was enjoying a slice of coffee cake. I say a slice, but I was on my third one when the phone rang. After all, who didn’t need a treat when they could barely move? I stifled a yawn. It was eight in the evening. But still… picking the phone up, I heard an unfamiliar voice.

“Hello.”

I sounded groggy although I had not been sleeping. My lack of sleep had caught up and overtaken me long ago.

“Hi! How are you?”

“Well, thanks,” I stalled. Who was it? No caller ID came up on the phone. But I didn’t want to be rude and ask who it was – particularly when they seemed to know me. “You?”

“I am good. I wanted to ask if you knew where we could go for Emma’s birthday?”

Ah, it was Sarah, Emma’s PA. I say PA, but even though she only worked part-time, she acted like she sometimes ran the place. Sophie and I would just roll our eyes at the mention of her. She was a typical bossy-boots and typically unaware of the affect she had on people. She didn’t so much rub people up the wrong way, as grind them down with abrasion. I yawned again, for different reasons.

“Are you sleeping?”

“No, I am just really tired.” I wasn’t even sure why she called me – I had already said that I could not go. “I will have a think.” When did I become the social secretary? I took a small bite of cake that was lingering on my fork, begging to be eaten.

“Let me know…”

“Okay,” I was about to end the call when she added another sentence in.

“What are you doing?”

“Hmm? Resting right now…” Then she cut me off.

“Is that all you are doing?” A pause for dramatic effect. “Alright for some.” How dare she!

“I beg your pardon?” I said, shocked.

“I have to go,” she said curtly. “Some of us have work to do!” With that she said a hurried goodbye and put the phone down. But how dare she judge me? It was a good job that she was on the phone, not in person. She knew she was out of order or she wouldn’t have hurried off the phone. ‘Some of us have work to do!’ Work to do indeed; like she ever took work home. Well, just because I was home did not mean that I was not working. Whereas her work ethic was to delegate down until she had nothing to do herself! I’d like to see her swap places with me.

I sat in my chair and pushed the empty cake plate away from me. For the first time in all the previous months, I now felt fat. Not a little bloated or a little overweight, but fat. The kind of fat where your love handles have handles; and when you waved, your biceps have two parts that move independently. This body that had taken me through adult life without a single day lost to ill health: What had I done to it? I knew I needed to look after myself better, but why could I not just do it?

The fabric of my life was coming undone. It was as if a single thread had come loose and you didn’t notice – but then the jumper unravels until you don’t recognise your life any more. I went over to the couch and lied down. I was tired. ‘Alright for some…’ I replayed in my head. I wish! I’d like the banter brigade to walk a day in my shoes, and tell me how it worked out for them.

I closed my eyes and shut out the world.











Chapter 14


Hidden Treasures

That week, it was Ibuprofen and Panadol twice a day for the back pain. I didn’t usually take pills but I didn’t have a choice. I liked to know what the cause of the problem was, rather than just masking its symptoms. I eventually called a chiropractor. All the stretching exercises, hot-bath soaks and heat pads made a difference. The sharpness of the pain eased. He told me that I had right-sided ‘sacroiliac strain’. Despite the fancy-sounding name, it wasn’t as serious as it had felt. I needed to stop carrying such a heavy handbag and not sit at an angle for extended periods of time – which would be interesting, given the demands of my job. But I would live.

My mother had been in physio for three weeks by then, coming on top of nearly four and a half months in hospital. I was going from work to the hospital every day. I pushed on and somehow my body responded. I’m still not sure how I physically managed, but I knew I had to, so I found a way through the back pain as I had done through everything else.

I told Emma that I couldn’t, in the end, accept her generous offer of promotion. Yes, I even said generous. I couldn’t resist the private joke. But in my place, would she have accepted the job? No, she would have laughed in my face! Yes, I know a job is a job and I am glad I had one. But would I be working like a carthorse for no extra compensation? My ego could live without that prestige, thank you.

To her credit, Emma sensed this and didn’t try to persuade me; simply calling it ‘an offer I could refuse’. We both smiled. She wasn’t stupid and now she knew I wasn’t either.

Later, when popping out to get a sandwich for lunch, I walked the ‘scenic route’ through a side road lined with boutique shops and nice cafes. I don’t know why, because I definitely wasn’t planning on buying anything. I still persuaded myself into a chicken sandwich twice the price of the ones down the road in Tesco. I was about to head back to the office to eat it at al desko as usual, when something caught my eye. I stopped and peered in through the shop window. It was the most amazing midnight blue dress, with delicate lace arms and a densely patterned matching lace that covered the collarbones and the top of the chest. It nipped in dramatically at the waist. To say it was fitted was an understatement. An unforgiving dress indeed; no place to hide any extra baggage! But it was absolutely stunning though, the type of dress I once would have gone for like a shot without a second thought to the cost. A real must-have statement.

But now, I realised sadly, it would look horrific. Sophie’s words came back to me: “Just because they make it in your size doesn’t mean you should wear it.” Still, my legs, apparently of their own volition, took me into the boutique. A sales assistant approached me and smiled nervously.

“I’ll let you browse…” she said. “If there’s anything I can help you with, just let me know.”

“Thank you,” I said, already scanning the small space for the dress. There it was, peeking out from the middle of a rail. I went through the hangers. Up they went: 6, 8, 10… 12… My hand hovered over the 12; the largest size they had. I felt a little angry: surely half the people of London, if not more, were bigger than a size 12? But what? No well-made clothes for us? I picked up the 12 and examined it closely. I already knew it was a small 12. I could hardly believe that not that long ago I would have been confidently reaching for the 8 or the 10. But there was no point in dwelling on that now. I didn’t want to be like a has-been prize fighter who kept mentioning their past glory, when now they couldn’t even bend down to tie their own laces.

The sales assistant came over, sensing blood. We were the only two people in the store.

“It’s a beautiful dress,” I said hesitantly.

“Yes it is…” she replied sympathetically. Both of us knew that this wasn’t my size. There was silence.

“It would have looked stunning on me once,” I said, then trailed off. I had thought aloud, and realised how sad it must have sounded to a stranger. Yet her eyes softened in understanding. What should I do? I fingered the discreet price tag. It wasn’t off the scale, but it wasn’t cheap either. I slowly exhaled. It would be a lot of money to spend on a dress that wasn’t my size. When would I wear it? How would it even be possible?

I smiled triumphantly at the sales assistant, and turned towards the till.

“I’ll take it!”

Her eyes widened but she took the dress from me. We arrived at the register at the same time.

“Cash or card?” she asked, as if this was quite a normal transaction; and I’d tried on the dress like anyone else.

“Card,” I said. I had hardly taken a cash dress-buying budget out with me at lunchtime! I knew the lady in front of me must be wondering what I was up to. Still, it was my money and I was buying the dress. It could have been a gift, after all. No explanation necessary! In reality, I would take this dress with me to my mother’s house as an incentive. One day in the not too distant future, I knew I would get into this dress. And it would look great!

Hot on the heels of this triumph of positive thinking, an email popped up on my phone telling me I’d been selected for the photo exhibition.

Excitement rumbled through me, and a silly grin spread over my face as I sat on the park bench with my overpriced sandwich. I had been picked out of all those people! Someone who knew about these things thought my photos were good. I couldn’t have been happier even if Tom Ford himself had offered to design a dress for me. Speaking of dresses, why couldn’t I wear my new dress to the exhibition? Stranger things had happened. That was an incentive if ever I heard one.

The email itself was short and to the point: Congratulations! You have been selected to exhibit at the ‘Hidden Treasures’ exhibition. Please submit six pieces of work which you would like to exhibit. I already knew the photos I wanted to submit – a series that showed the vivid progress of the sun towards sunset. And a series of tree bark. Now, that may sound boring: but close up, you had to study them carefully before you realised what you were looking at. Then there was a puddle with the moon reflected in a moody midnight blue, with the water like green and brown glass surrounding it. Then there was a magpie with its wings outstretched, about to take flight. It was fitting to include the magpie because Sophie said I was a bit of a magpie with the way I was attracted to sparkling things. That always made me smile. I decided not to tell anyone about my being selected for the exhibition: I would just invite them to the show.

Photography excited me in a way few things did. I never considered it as a living. I knew fashion photographers made money – maybe war photographers too – but what about the rest? Looking after my mother had made me feel more than anything that I needed a change of direction. Office work had been great. I had felt like a real grown up when I got my first office job after university, and still did. It had even been said that I had a talent for marketing. But as time went on, its shine had dulled. Could I change my career now though? It was scary to even think of it. I thought of Tarzan, only letting go of one vine when he had the next one in reach. Holding onto two at once would never propel him forwards. It all sounded great: but working part time while I pursued this dream might leave me stranded above the urban jungle, with a vine in each hand.

I thought about my rainy day fund. It had over half a year’s salary in it, which was supposed to go towards a deposit for a buy-to-let. That would be my retirement fund. At the moment, my pension would not give me enough to live on for more than a year once I’d retired. Thankfully, that was not going to happen for at least 35 years. But time seemed to be moving like a speeding bullet, and it couldn’t hurt to be prepared. I let my mind play Devil’s Advocate. If I left my job, how long could I survive on that money? If I was conservative, it would last a year: if not, nine months. I would still have credit cards and bills to pay.

How had I gone from being accepted at an exhibition, to leaving my job, to ploughing into my savings and embarking on a whole new career!? Yet it excited me more than anything else had over the last year. Maybe I’d had too many carbs and my mind was short-circuiting! Whatever it was, it had to be worth exploring further. After all, just because I started with something, it didn’t mean that I had to continue with the same thing for life. Surely no one had a job for life anymore? No rash decisions, I promised myself. But there was a big wide world out there: I wasn’t dead yet, so why not reach for my heart’s desire?

I did think about what Neighbour Andy had said, that no one who starts late in life succeeds. But then again I didn’t want to be a business mogul or top athlete (certainly not an athlete, not right now!) I simply wanted to enjoy what I was doing for most hours of the day and make enough so that money wasn’t a worry.

Glancing at my phone, I could see it was 2:10 p.m. I cursed under my breath, jumping up and out of my daydream. Devouring the last of my sandwich, I ran back the short distance to my office. When I stepped out of the lift, I was confronted with Greg and Sophie, laughing at some comment she had made. Greg turned to me.

“So glad you have found time to smell the roses,” he said. I tried to keep my breathing under control after the short run, which would have been nothing six months before. I bowed to him.

“I did not stop at the roses,” I said innocently.

“I can see that. You’ve been shopping.”

Both of them were eyeing my shopping bag.

“Get anything nice?” Sophie asked.

I shook my head, starting to head off what could be an embarrassing encounter; and made a break for my desk. Sophie called after me.

“This conversation isn’t over, lady!”

I knew she meant it; which meant slipping out at the end of the day without her waylaying me to see my lunchtime shopping.

Leaving the office for the hospital, I managed to slip out without Sophie stopping me to see my dress. Needing a boost, as ever, I picked up a coffee at the local cafe. As I stepped in, I saw the elegant man who’d been dressed in a charcoal suit who had offered to buy me a drink, months ago. He looked towards the door where I was but did not really see me. It had been ages since he had seen me so I guess he didn’t recognize me now. But my face had not changed that much! I couldn’t help glancing at him from under my lashes as I ordered my coffee. He still looked immaculate; this time it was a navy suit and what looked like monogrammed cuff links. I gave him a friendly smile as he left. He smiled back – but clearly because I’d smiled, not because he recognised me from before. Me, who he’d gone out of his way to ask out only a few months before! But I was still the same person inside; I hadn’t really changed, had I? Did some additional weight suddenly make me unrecognisable or invisible? Well appearance clearly mattered a whole lot to some people! And I obviously hadn’t learned how to dress in a way that flattered my new shape. My style had always been elegant; conservative with a twist. Now it has just descended into twisted generally! Now I felt that baggy clothes would be enough to hide all manner of sins. But I hadn’t realised that the baggier my clothes, the bigger they made me look. Sophie had already indicated with a single look which outfits shouldn’t leave the flat again.

Slightly wounded by being so obviously passed over by Mr Monogrammed-Cuffs, I walked the extra distance to the second closest tube stop rather than the local one.

Clearly, every little bit of exercise would help. The only problem was there was a small artisan French baker on the way. They had the best food and you could smell the freshly baked croissants in the street. If that did not tempt a person, nothing would. I walked past… then retraced my steps. My stomach started to rumble, literally. I would have loved one – or two, even – but by the time I arrived at the hospital, they would be limp and cold. Eating them on the way to the Tube was out of the question: I couldn’t have done it to my mother. Eating in the street was one of her strictest red lines. She was very old school that way. I gave up and carried on to the station, already mentally rewarding myself with a snack near the hospital.

The only seat left on the Tube was a flip-down one by the door. I squeezed onto it, shocked to find that I had become one of those people who actually took up space.

When did that happen? I used to be able to sit on these seats without spreading onto the space of the seat next to it. I used to hate it when people overflowed sideways onto my seat. ‘Keep yourself to yourself’, I would silently cry.

Now my body was tense as I made sure I kept on my seat. I was too big to be any less visible. I think I ate the wrong food because I felt like I wanted to treat myself; and from a kind of panic that I never knew when I might have the chance again. Since my mother had been in hospital, I hadn’t experienced a moment’s hunger. Yet before, I could be hungry for a few hours without a second thought. I told myself to stop putting myself down so much. There were more important things to think about – and I didn’t like how regular these negative thoughts were becoming.







Chapter 15


Truths You Didn’t Want to See

The call came just as I finished a strategy meeting with Emma and the heads of departments. My worse fear had been realised: My mother had taken a fall during her physio. They reassured me she was alright but was asking for me. I left work, with Emma’s blessing. “Of course you have to go,” she said.

I arrived at the hospital, imagining all kinds of things; each one worse than the last. I found my mother lying in bed with her wrist bandaged up, reading the paper. She had been walking then lost her footing and clutched a table, hurting her wrist as she grabbed for it: so it wasn’t as bad as I had feared. I probably hadn’t needed to leave work early for it – but I had. I stayed with her as she told me about all the exercises she had to do, and how the physio was apparently very pleased with her progress. We even had dinner; roast chicken for her, and a canteen-bought tuna baguette for me.

I hoped things would calm down after that.

But it was not to be.

Over the next two weeks, I was called back to the hospital six times – all with differing degrees of seriousness. I had told the hospital to call me if I was needed but the definition of needed was obviously being stretched. Fitting new shoes; choosing equipment; picking an exercise plan: all apparently had to take place in working hours. Emma’s patience was wearing thin, and I could see why. No wonder she made a sarcastic comment when I walked back into the office two hours later.

“Needed again? And so soon after last time!” I bit my tongue. After all, she wasn’t the only one who was getting fed up. I was getting physically and mentally exhausted trying to please everyone. Something had to give and quickly, otherwise I would start to slide and not be able to take care of myself or my mother. Standing in the bathroom alone later, I splashed water on my face. Not even chocolate was giving me the burst of energy it usually did; so now it was shock treatment. Sophie walked in as I was drying my face with a hand towel.

“Are you okay?” she said. I nodded, not entirely trusting myself to speak. “You know you can talk to me if it gets too much.” I nodded again, but I could feel my chin go. “No one would blame you if you needed to take time off. Compassionate leave, or whatever they call it.” I nodded.

Sophie was starting to go out of focus so I turned away. She moved closer so she could see my face. “You cannot go on like this!” she said. “You are strong… stronger than anyone I know. But even a strong person can eventually break.” I didn’t say anything. “You are running on empty and if you don’t do something, you will collapse. You are not putting yourself first on the list. Never mind that, you are not even on the list. You cannot look after someone if you are not okay yourself!” She was mirroring my thoughts exactly.

At that moment, I broke down. The tears flowed and my body shook as my guard finally crashed down. Sophie held me as I cried. Slowly, I started to gather myself again and she gently let go of me. When I caught her eye, I tried to laugh; turning embarrassment into a joke. I mean who cries like that at work? Me, clearly. For someone who hardly cried – other than at sad movies – this was mortifying. I did feel a bit better though. Whoever said crying doesn’t help obviously hadn’t been in my situation.

“I am sorry,” I said, wiping my eyes.

“Never apologise for being human.” She had a point: perhaps I had been too hard on myself all along. Sophie handed me some paper towel. Confronting me in the mirror were two red eyes and my eyeliner had run everywhere. Sophie smiled, reading my mind.

“You don’t want people thinking that I beat you up in here!”

I started to laugh and she joined me, looking relieved that I seemed a little better. I blew my nose and dried my tears, not feeling self-conscious in front of her.

“You’re right. I can’t go on like this anymore,” I said. “I am going to leave work.”

Sophie was shocked.

“Just like that?”

“I have been thinking about it – but what else can I do? I’m like the living dead. My eyebags have hand luggage to join them!”

She laughed. “Your mum will be back on her feet soon.” She said, clearly shocked at my sudden decision; and perhaps worrying that she had accidentally encouraged it.

“That is what I thought before,” I said firmly. “But now it’s four and a half months – and she’ll still needs my help at home.”

“You are going to go back and forth from your house?”

“No… I’m moving in with her.”

“Oh Becca,” said Sophie, sensing what a backward step this was. “I am sorry.”

“It is okay!” I said. “Someone will rent my flat. I will get back to work once she is better. But she needs me now…”

“You’ll be a full time carer though,” she said. “Will you be able to stand it?”

“What choice do I have?” I said sharply. “I can’t do this anymore.”

Sophie put her arm around my shoulders.

“Make sure you don’t lose yourself in all this,” she said, the concern clear in her voice.

“I will not. I cannot.” I said, unsure if I was persuading her or myself. Was this the right decision? It had to be for now.

“Be careful,” she continued. “It can happen that way before you know it, your sole role in life is looking after your mum at the expense of your own life. Don’t hate me for saying this… but she has had her life, and now it’s your turn to live yours!” I listened quietly. “I am not saying you have to abandon her. But you also have hopes and dreams you want to fulfil.” I nodded quietly. “If you need me, I am available. Call me, day or night.”

I hugged her.

“Thanks, you are a true friend.”

We turned to walk out, just as Emma was about to walk in.

“Everything alright?” she asked cheerily.

“Yes,” we said in unison, slightly too quickly.

*

I thought I would have to give four weeks’ notice. But in the end, I took unpaid leave and left after two weeks. My mother would soon be leaving physio and returning home. At my request, there wasn’t even a leaving do; just a huge bunch of white roses, which were my favourite, and an envelope with cash inside. I knew that it had been Sophie’s idea to give me cash instead of a present. She knew I would be living on my savings and as she said, ‘every little helps.’ I was touched by their thoughtfulness and generosity. Everyone promised to keep in touch and said we would have to do drinks soon. But I was not sure if that would happen, not with all of them at any rate; as people always said things like that but life got in the way of plans.

I was surprised at Emma though. She had given me a hug that squeezed the breath out of me, and whispered: “Be like a cat, when you fall, land on your feet.” In a louder voice she added. “You will be missed. Thanks for all your great work.” I nodded in slight embarrassment, but she wasn’t done yet. “You have talent, do not waste it. Look after yourself.”

“Thanks!” I said. She finally let me go.

“They broke the mould when they made you… and I mean that in the nicest way!” She quickly added the last bit, in case I thought she meant physically!

“Thank you,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say. She was being genuine, and so was I. Greg hugged me from his great height, which surprised me too, because I did not think he was the touch-feely type. Sophie escorted me to the lift.

“I am not going to say goodbye because this is not goodbye,” she said seriously.

“For sure,” I agreed. And we had a long hug. I was overwhelmed. I had enjoyed my work and my colleagues were great. But I couldn’t help feeling that this was the end of an era. I wondered what else life had in store for me. Onwards and upwards – hopefully.

*

Back home, I found myself sitting on the couch staring at the two pictures Sophie had taken of me. I used to like having my picture taken, feeling like they captured a moment that could be enjoyed in years to come. Ever since the pounds had started to cling on me, I had stopped being a fan of having my picture taken. The camera, I discovered, not only never lies; but told you truths you didn’t want to see. Still, I had printed the two phone pictures and had put them on the mantelpiece. I remembered the first picture Sophie had taken of me in reception when she had taken a tape measure to my waist. The hourglass silhouette was definitely in place, and I seemed to radiate happiness. I looked like someone who was in control of my life.

Some words came back to me, spoken by someone at work. “I’ve never met someone so sure of what they’re doing. There might be plenty of nerves, but they’re no second thoughts.” Now it seemed amazing I had ever been able to give that impression; let alone really feel it within.

The other picture Sophie had taken when we had met for lunch. My clothes looked way too tight. I could see not one but two ‘spare tires’ through my jumper, and my arms were simply bulbous. Never mind the buttons, which seemed about to pop off and take someone’s eye out. There would be no more wearing sleeveless dresses for me.

I was smiling but the smile did not reach my eyes. A word came to me. Melancholy. I had become a melancholic person. My eyes also looked like I hadn’t slept for months; bloodshot, with terrible bags under them. Worse, I was actually thinner than I realised when the picture was taken. I had put on more weight since then: a lot more weight. Picking up the picture, I almost took it out of the frame. Why did I even frame it in the first place? The memory came back to me that I had done it as a reminder never to neglect myself again. I put the picture back on the mantelpiece, deciding to let it stay there. Yes, an incentive to get back to ‘Blue Lace Dress’ size. It would be amazing to see myself in it after I had lost all the weight. A wave of determination come over me: the picture would stay until I again became the person I once had been.







Chapter 16


Afternoon Tea

I never thought I’d end up living back at my mother’s house. Now here I was again, in the back room overlooking the garden. It was familiar, like an old trunk you find in the attic full of things you suddenly remember. The cream wallpaper had patterns on it that, if you looked close enough, you could see butterflies in flight. I used to think this wallpaper was the coolest thing I had ever seen. Now it looked dated and I was surprised my mother hadn’t changed it for something more stylish; but it still felt comforting. The grey-blue carpet of my room used to be very thick and lush, but now had been walked on so much that I could no longer lose my toes in it. And I suppose my toes were bigger.

Lying on a single bed again, I smiled to myself. It was still one of the most comfortable beds I had ever slept in! I think it had a lot to do with the pillow-top mattress, which my mother had insisted on buying because I needed a good night’s sleep for my exams. I loved a single bed: it made me feel safe somehow, wrapped up in your little cocoon. Even though I was now used to a double bed, I always kept firmly to my side; not even ruffling the covers on the other side. What can I say? I am a creature of habit.

After lying there for half an hour, the room and I felt re-acquainted. The nail on which my nature-photography calendar used to hang was still there above my bed. It seems I had liked photography, even then.

I looked at my pine double wardrobe that I had insisted be painted cream to match my walls. Again, even then I had a thing about cream! Not the most practical colour – and maybe I hadn’t appreciated the natural beauty of the untouched wood. I should have lost the argument on having it painted. But I had really wanted a mirrored wardrobe that I had seen in a fashion magazine and had received a flat refusal about that. And so cream was the next best thing. My dream of course had been to have a walk-in wardrobe, the type I imagined really stylish people possessed. And I did indeed have one – in the flat I had left behind.

The garden outside had now shrunk, having been eaten up by the new conservatory. The apple and pear tree still stood to attention opposite each other, as if they were competing on whose fruit would make the most pies. I remembered how I had enjoyed my Sunday lunch followed by apple-and-pear pies, decadently served with double cream or the thickest vanilla custard, which took an age to pour out of the jug but was always more than worth the wait.

Some might think it a step backwards for me to be back there. But it felt somehow comforting. At least I wouldn’t be running back and forth so much. And it would not be forever, I told myself for the hundredth time, just whilst my mother needed me. Yes, I had walked out of my flat. But I hoped I hadn’t walked out of my life.

*

I settled into a routine that began with helping my mother in the morning – after the carer had given her morning wash and breakfast. Then I was on tea and physio duty. I made lunch, and then sat with her while she did her crossword or read the paper. Then it was her nap and I had some time to myself. I never put the TV on for fear of becoming one of those people that stayed indoors watching TV all day with endless fizzy drinks and potato chips. And the kitchen cupboards were indeed already stocked with an endless supply of ‘treats’ for yours truly.

I was living off my last month’s salary. When that ran out, I would dip into my savings. It would not be for long, I told myself. I felt sure I would make the money back so my deposit or rainy day fund would be safe.

After two and a half months, Sophie’s demands to meet up became unavoidable. She had been trying to meet up for the last month and, to tell the truth, I had been avoiding her. Well that wasn’t quite true: I was really avoiding everyone. I had put on another stone and a half since I had left, you see.

In the end, I got over myself and agreed to meet up for afternoon tea – one of my favourite things. Before I knew it, there I was, sitting in Richoux; waiting for the fateful moment. I knew the moment she came through the door, like her usual whirlwind self. She threw it open and beamed at the restaurant in general. People noticed her and smiled, but she was scanning the room for me.

I saw her eyes cast over me and then slowly return. She soon gave me her full attention and came rushing over. I stood up and she threw her arms around me.

“Hello stranger!”

“Hi. It is great to see you,” I replied hesitantly, already anticipating her coming analysis.

She let go of me as we studied each other. She was in her black leggings and thigh-high suede boots with a black long baggy jumper. She looked good – whereas of course I was dressed in a black jumpsuit with a long, red, ‘comfortable’ cardigan.

“Why are you hiding?” she asked as we sat down. Not wasting any time, clearly!

I inclined my head at her, a little confused.

“You don’t need the cardigan. It doesn’t go with the outfit!”

I knew that when I put it on. I had worn it for its length, not its style points. But it was good to see her. She told you what she thought; no filter! I had to smile.

“Well, I can see you haven’t changed!”

“Thank goodness for that!” agreed Sophie. “I always look different depending on my mood though…”

She looked at me, and we both ignored how much I had changed. It was not only the weight but I knew I wasn’t as well groomed as I used to be. The hair not as styled, the clothes not as ‘put together’.

“How is your mum?” she said.

“She is getting there… slowly but surely.” I sighed. More slow than anything. My mother could be stubborn but I was not going to say that to Sophie. The reality was that if my mum felt like doing her physio, then she would. But if she didn’t, then it was a big battle of wills. Whoever lost wouldn’t be happy, resulting in an atmosphere until dinner.

I could see that Sophie was weighing up whether she should say anything or not, but decided against it for now.

“How are you? Work?” I asked, hoping to keep her distracted. She rolled her eyes even before she started to speak.

“Where can I start? Emma is going to be a part timer. They are going to hire a freelancer to do your job, and all the dross she doesn’t want to do.”

I nodded. “She did mention that, but I thought they’d already hired someone.”

She looked at me like I had taken her first born.

“You didn’t say anything?”

“I was going to but I was not sure what their final decision was going to be.” I looked straight at her and continued. “Well, they’re still working on the job description, so your seat is still vacant… you’re irreplaceable you know…” That was nice to hear.

*“Will* you come back?”

I shook my head firmly.

“Nope! I don’t believe in going back to things!”

Sophie nodded. “I don’t blame you. It’s good to get a fresh start.”

The waitress came to take our order. Sophie closed her menu.

“I’ll just have a cappuccino.”

“I’ll have the afternoon tea that goes with it,” I said, hoping my order would go unnoticed – or at least uncommented-on!

“I see you still love your scones with clotted cream,” she joked, eyebrow arched.

I grinned back. “I do. What’s not to like?” I steered the conversation back to work. “How is Emma… and Greg?”

“Well, Emma will land on her feet; as you know, she’s a jammy so-and-so. Part-time, my eye!”

I chuckled, and Sophie took a sip of her coffee.

I prompted “… and Greg?” She looked at me from under her lashes.

“Well, Greg is still Greg. But he’s kind of growing on me since you left. I’m even slowly getting rid of his irritating habits.” I widened my eyes. “Don’t get excited!” she said. “He still wears an annoying scarf. That security blanket, I mean it just has to go!”

Good luck with that, I thought. Greg wouldn’t be Greg if he wasn’t wearing that bloody scarf. Sophie leaned closer.

“You have to come to the work Christmas party.” I was shaking my head already, without realizing it.

“Nah…”

Sophie made a face. “What do you mean, nah? Everyone would love to see you!”

I couldn’t face going back. Not yet! I would be under scrutiny. I was bona-fide fat and I didn’t look or feel the same. Corporate go-getter, no longer. I just didn’t want people seeing me and looking at me differently. I would see the pity in their eyes as they thought ‘Oh, hasn’t she let herself go! What happened to Becca? Goodness, she looks different and not in a good way.’

I lifted my eyes and saw Sophie studying me. “Everyone would be really pleased to see you.” I tried to smile but failed. “Becca,” she insisted. “You were very well liked.”

“I’ll think about it…”

My scones arrived and I tucked in. We both knew I was not going to the Christmas party. I was not sure if Sophie knew the real reason why, but I was hardly going to lay it out to her. They could all think what they liked of my no-show.

“When do you think you will go back to work?” she said.

“I don’t know.” I said, resigned to my situation for now. I took a bite of the warm scone with a generous helping of clotted cream.

“Hmm,” I said instinctively.

“Well, don’t stay longer than you have to. At the moment your life is managing your mother’s life, and you do what you need to do for yourself in the gaps in between, when it should be the other way round!”

I didn’t say anything because that had been exactly my fear. You get too used to something and before you realize it, it becomes the norm. Sophie studied me more closely.

“I can see you have changed from what you were.”

I opened my arms out to show my torso off fully, but Sophie shook her head.

“I am not talking about physically.”

“What do you mean?”

Unflinchingly honest, she continued.

“Life used to ooze from you. Now it feels like you are trying to be full of life… but it isn’t quite there. Like you’re just existing rather than living.” She paused. “More than anyone I know, you had joie de vivre! It was there for everyone to see.” I concentrated on my plate, thinking I’d heard all this before. “I am telling you this out of love. Becca, don’t lose yourself in all this. You have to look after yourself too.”

I still said nothing but I looked up. “You know me,” she finished. “I won’t say anything until it needs to be said.” I forced a smile and Sophie found my hand and squeezed it for a couple of seconds. “It will be okay, just do not forget yourself in all this.”

I found my voice, finally. “I won’t,” I said.

I ate in silence for a few moments then realised I needed to lighten the mood. I didn’t want to face up to what she had said directly. I hadn’t seen Sophie in ages and I did not want there to be any tension.

“What’s the goss?” I said, knowing she would appreciate the question.

“My, my, Miss Johnson! Take a leaf out of my book, why don’t you?” She took an exaggerated sigh. “Everyone is excited about Christmas. Of course that means the Christmas party, which of course I am organising. I couldn’t trust anybody with it or we’d all end up in some dingy pub,” she smiled brightly. “If you change your mind, we’d love to see you.”

“A dingy pub wouldn’t do at all!” I agreed. “Are you thinking wine bar?” We both giggled.

“Maybe or something better…”

“Have you picked a place?”

She flapped her hands excitedly.

“We are having a medieval banquet.”

She had always wanted to have a medieval event! Either that or a James-Bond-themed one. I clasped my hands together, grinning.

“You finally did it!”

“Yes. I know I’ve already asked but… please come!”

I shrunk back. I wasn’t prepared to see anyone and answer questions about what I was doing or what my plans were. I didn’t even know the answer to any of those questions. Shallow it may be, but I just wanted to hide.

“I can see the wheels turning,” she teased. “Please say you will come.” I twitched my nose.

“I’ll see,” I said vaguely.

“That’s a no then?” she said unerringly. Sophie was persistent, I’d say that for her.

“I do not know if I can face it.” Then I went to my default setting. “I will see how my mother is doing.”

“Okay,” she said finally.

I wasn’t sure why but I didn’t feel like telling her about the photo exhibition. Now it felt like I’d be over-compensating if I suddenly mentioned it. As we were leaving, Sophie wanted to take a picture of us. I recoiled, rejecting the idea with every fibre of my being.

“Just one picture!” she begged. I really didn’t want this to happen. I knew I used to love it. ‘Capturing special moments’ I used to say. But now – having lost track of the extra pounds – camera-phones struck fear into me. Still, it felt churlish to say no. This was Sophie after all.

I angled my body by twisting it into what I felt was its smallest size possible and held my stomach in, even crossing my ankles. Click, went the camera phone. I peaked at the result. I looked horrific! No matter what I did with my body, my face said it all. When did I get bloated? My cheeks were those of a hungry hamster.

“It doesn’t look bad,” Sophie said gently. I pulled a face.

“It doesn’t look good either,” I said plainly.

“It’s just the angle of the picture…”

I laughed; then sighed. I could have asked her to delete it, but any others would just look the same. I felt defeated.

“Don’t worry,” Sophie said. “You’ll get back to yourself.” I am sure I would, the question was when?

“Please send me the picture,” I bravely requested nonetheless.

We hugged each other outside the door and headed our separate ways. As I walked past the shop windows, I glanced at my reflection. I looked huge! Suddenly wanting to get home quickly, I hopped on the bus.

Once in the house, I went to my room and studied myself in the mirror. I can’t have done so properly for the last nine months since it had all started. Every time, I had rushed past my reflection or ignored it all together. Now, I stared.

What muscles were left I could only hope were still in there somewhere, deeply hidden under layers of blubber. Yet despite the aesthetics, this body was strong! It had kept me healthy, given me the energy to take me to the hospital and work, all without collapsing on me! It had taken me through my entire working life without needing one day off for illness. Even with the added weight, all that hadn’t changed. Dare I say it, with the added fat, I felt like it was even stronger! At the very least it was cushioning and insulating my body, so I couldn’t complain.

My weight could never be my identity; any more than losing weight would make my life perfect. I knew that but it would still be the right place to start. I simply had to get on with it. Once Christmas was out of the way, of course.







Chapter 17


Yo-Yoing the Pounds

Christmas was quiet, just my mum and I. It still went by in a blur of eating and recovering on the sofa. New Year was also celebrated with my mum. I say ‘celebrated’ – but I was in bed by six minutes past midnight.

My old school friend Jenny had attempted to get me to go to a swanky New Year house party in Surrey but I simply couldn’t summon up the enthusiasm. I had nothing to wear, wasn’t feeling sociable, and didn’t want to leave my mum by herself. I knew Jenny had a lot of ‘buts’ at the tip of her tongue; but thankfully she spared us both by leaving them there. As my penance for missing the ‘party to end all parties’ – her words – I had agreed to meet her on the second day of the New Year.

It turned out to be a fateful promise as, on the way, I spotted my old crush from the hospital: James Duncan! He was wearing black jeans and a crisp white shirt, crossing the road a little way ahead. Well, the man could do casual just as well as smart. I had never met someone so self-contained and confident and… unobtainable. He was always polite to me – too polite to know if I was even his type. What was his type anyway? He was always friendly though, and not at all dismissive in the way some confident men could be.

Was my new weight a problem for him? I would be surprised if it was; he just didn’t seem that shallow. I’m sure he’d want someone to look after themselves for their health – he was a doctor – but did he want supermodel-thin for the sake of it? My instinct said no.

He was striding like he had somewhere to go urgently, as if he was wearing a do-not-disturb sign. I was not going to bother him. I was crossing a little further down the street… and of course was too distracted to see the van coming. I heard the horn just in time and jumped back. If the doc hadn’t been aware of me before, he certainly was now. Our eyes collided across the expanse of the road, and he waved at me. I waved back enthusiastically. He looked, I think, a little concerned. He gave me a thumbs-up sign which, for want of something better, I returned. He gave me a nod and stepped swiftly into a taxi that had appeared. Pulling the belt of my coat tighter, I headed to the restaurant where I was seeing Jenny.

When I got there, I realised I was shaking slightly. It’s not every day you nearly kill yourself in the presence of the man of your dreams!

The recently opened restaurant looked like the kind of place Jenny loved; minimalist and trendy. Sitting down at the table booked under Jenny’s name, I hoped that this was not one of those places where I needed to have a second lunch later on!

A waiter handed me the menu and lobster ravioli caught my eye. Putting the menu down, I glanced at the other diners. Most of them were, as I suspected, achingly trendy, or ladies who lunched. I knew I did not fit either group. I was wearing leggings with a red shift dress that had bell sleeves. Presentable enough, but not my old self.

Something in the air changed and I knew Jenny must have walked in. She wasn’t famous or anything but people noticed her. She was wearing red-soled boots over tight blue jeans, with a white top under a sheepskin navy gilet. Let us not forget the navy Chanel bag swinging from her shoulder, of course. She approached my table and gave me a big hug. “It’s soooo nice to see you!”

“It’s been a long time!” I squealed back, my face full of sheepskin.

She eventually released me and we sat down. The same waiter who had been too busy rushing around even to ask me for my drink order was now all attentive. He still only gave me cursory interest as I gave him my order. Not exactly rude, but not polite either. I thought I’d better get it over with straightaway.

“So have I put on weight since you last saw me?” Jenny screwed up her face.

“I don’t think so. From your face, definitely not. But you’re wearing a sack, so the rest is a guess!” My mouth fell open.

“What?”

“Look, Becca, it’s a pretty colour. But it’s still a sack!” I frowned and she added “Shapeless,” for good measure. “Okay, stand up,” she said.

“I’m not going to stand up now!” I whispered.

“Who cares? No one’s looking!”

I shrugged then stood up quickly, before sitting down just as fast.

Jenny nodded slowly.

“Now I can see where you’ve put it on. It’s all on your thighs and bum.”

I sank down a little in my chair.

“It’s not a life sentence though! Look at your wrists; they’re still tiny! You can get it off again in no time!”

I glanced at my wrists. She was right: it was the only body part that was still my old size. I looked up at her and she smiled.

“We do like a dainty wrist,” she said encouragingly. I was still chuckling when the food arrived. She was having a Caesar salad. Boring, I thought. But my ravioli bowl soon wiped the smile off my face. I say ravioli: one solitary ravioli with some sauce. Okay, it was a little bigger than the usual size. But this was ridiculous! The waiter hovered, smiling at Jenny who was in turn concentrating on me.

“Yes, please also bring us some fries,” she said, knowing me too well. Jenny started to giggle as he left. “Your face, Becca!” I looked at her and started to laugh too.

“Next time, I am picking the restaurant!” Jenny threw up her hands in defeat. I was tucking into my fries when I piped up between mouthfuls. “I’m thinking of going on a diet… but as hard as I think about it, the weight isn’t shifting!” Her eyes scanned my plate and we both laughed. Straightening up, I looked directly at her. “Seriously, I’m starting a new diet regime on Monday.”

“You said you’d start a regime back on Boxing Day!”

“It went wrong…” We laughed again.

“Well, don’t be one of those people where Monday never comes…”

“No, I definitely will start,”

Jenny sipped her drink for a few seconds.

“If the worst comes to it…” she said, “You can always have lipo.”

I almost choked on my last fry.

“I’m too scared of surgery! And besides, if I sweat to get it off, I won’t allow myself to go back. I’ll definitely get myself on a diet.” I continued.

“Okay,” she said. “And I’m here to cheer you on.”

As we were leaving, she said, “Oh and, watch out for the saboteurs…” I looked at her frowning. “Those people that will bake a cake just for you, while they taste none of it themselves.” I nodded in agreement.

“I’ll steer well clear!”

“Make sure you do.”

With that, we hugged and went our separate ways.

When I got home, I felt hungry but ignored it. A little hunger wouldn’t kill me, especially if a diet really was on the way! This need to always feel full to the brim would have to stop. The TV or a magazine wouldn’t do to distract me, so I thought I would try something different. I listened to a motivational video; not something I would have ever done before but I really was looking for inspiration.

The video said I had to ‘raise my standards’ in life. In what I did, how I behaved, what I expected and how I treated myself. Right. I knew I had to start doing things differently. I wanted to lose all the weight I had put on and get back to the person I was, physically and mentally. Instead of having treats, I would be the ultimate ‘treat’ to myself.

I went through all the Christmas party invitations that were on my desk in my bedroom. There were eight in total from the thickest card to the email invitations. I hadn’t gone to a single one. I had planned to attend a few – but then could not face it and made my excuses. My mum would have been alone and I could probably have gone for a few hours. But I couldn’t face dressing up: it just all felt too much. Was I becoming a couch potato? I hadn’t gone to the medieval banquet either, of course. I wavered then chickened out. I just didn’t have answers to the questions I would be asked.

I put the invitations away and decided that I did not want to feel the same way this year as I had last year; slowly losing my confidence and even my identity. The New Year really was going to be a new me. My Year!

But if things were going to change, I had to make the moves now, or nothing would happen. After staring at myself in the full-length mirror for an uncomfortably long time, I decided that I didn’t have a choice. I didn’t want to live in this body and would work to finally lose the weight.

Tomorrow was a new day. I would start my diet then. I knew I needed to lose weight, and I also knew I had to do more than just think about it. But where would I start? I had never been on a diet in my life: I had never needed or wanted to. I used to be the woman with a sweet tooth who still managed to have a four pack for goodness sake! Those were the days where I could do a two-minute plank without it killing me. Now, I knew I would struggle to do one for 30 seconds.

I never wanted to live my life weighing and measuring my food. I didn’t know how many calories were in a food item and I was not about to start learning now. There had to be another way to get it done. I had also never deprived myself and I was not going to start doing that now either. But I also knew I had to re-learn moderation. Somehow.

Needing a kick-starter, I went to the Internet to find a diet that would set me on the right road. It turned out that there were so many! The 5:2, the Dukan, the Paleo, the Atkin! Even a Vegan one. But I didn’t end up trying any of these. Instead, I decided to try a more radical option. Two shakes then a meal, Grapefruit diet, Soup diet, not eating after 4… I should have known better but I wanted a quick fix. Unfortunately it ended up being a no fix at all.

*

Soon I was eating only rice on one day and only grapes on another. The deprivation was making me truly hungry. Not simply a bit peckish – but with a knowing constant pang at the pit of my belly. The week continued with a different food on each day. But the weight didn’t come off – and I knew that when it did, it probably wouldn’t stay off. Goodness knows how much nutrition I was even getting. I got tired of this type of eating very quickly.

Then I tried a juice cleanse for seven days. I lasted four but lost a pound, although it gave me tired, sunken-looking eyes. Then I tried to have two smoothies and a meal, made up with too much fruit. That ended up adding four pounds in only four days! I was mortified. Nobody should suffer so much to put on weight!

After yo-yoing pounds, the total weight lost after a month was six pounds. Six pounds! All that, after a month of hell. Obviously it had been more trial than error. The only way I could have made more effort to lose weight would have been to cut off a limb. And so I started to reintroduce exercise. A short daily run around the park, which was a five-minute walk from my mother’s house. I say run but it was more like a speed walk, jogging slowly around one side before walking again. I managed to carry on like that for a full twenty minutes. I was pleased with that! At least I had gone for more than ten minutes. I decided I would build my fitness bit by bit, making steps every day to improve my life and my body. So next I signed up to a pay-as-you-go gym and registered for some classes.

I had always had a lot of energy but soon I was feeling tired: tired of being heavy and not recognising the person I once was. I wanted to go back to how things used to be: how I used to be. I wanted to be the weight my body was meant to be without this constant trying. I did not want to ‘make do’ any longer; it was diminishing me and it had to stop.

So in the next two weeks, I went all out. The first class I went to was called a ‘Barre’ class. A lot of body-stretching that clearly wasn’t made for me.

“You will be long and lean!” The instructor kept saying.

‘When!?’ I kept thinking. ‘And do I have to tear a ligament to get there?’

Most of the class already looked long and lean, of course. I was the biggest person in the class but I was happy to notice that I wasn’t the weakest. I decided I would return once some weight had come off by other means.

So next I tried a yoga class but soon discovered that I wasn’t bendy at all. I was supposed to sit cross-legged. There was no way the ankle of one foot was going to rest on the other thigh. Not unless it was broken, which I trusted wasn’t the idea.

So next I tried something called ‘High Intensity Interval Training’. Before I knew it, I was on the rowing machine as if my life depended on it. We were doing circuits but I was acting like this was going to be my only exercise. I was one step away from fainting. Hearing the instructor’s booming voice, I had to smile.

“This is a HITT class!” he boomed. “For those who are not sure, that means High Intensity Interval Training. If you want to carry on moving like that, then go and do yoga! The clue is in the name, people. High Intensity!”

Miracle of miracles, I seemed to be keeping up! My body – as big as I felt it was – hadn’t let me down after all. I was a lot stronger than I thought.

Only once the class was over I realised that I was covered in sweat. My top was soaked. They say only horses sweat – well in that case, I was a thoroughbred! At least I wasn’t too far from the house; I could go home and shower there, rather than exposing myself in the gym.

I walked out into the sunlight from the studio. Trying to gather my strength, I almost walked straight into a lady standing on the pavement, holding a large circular tray. She pushed the tray in front of me. I smelt them before I saw them; freshly baked muffins.

“Would you like to try some samples?” I slowed my steps, and she continued. “They are gluten and diary free.”

Looking straight at her, I countered: “Are they weight-gain free?” She paused and then laughed. I shook my head and waved at her as I strode by. Goodness, a cake shop opening three doors from the gym! What are the chances! It was as if my willpower was winking at me.

Freshly showered, I flicked through my phone and came to the picture Sophie had taken of me near Christmas. I know they say the camera never lies, but my goodness! I looked like I had eaten a full bakery’s worth of food single-handedly.

I kept going through Christmas pictures my mother had taken; mainly me wearing a lop-sided hat, and unwrapping my presents. Then I came to the first photo Sophie had taken of me in the office when she said I was reed-thin. The two pictures stared back at me, telling the whole story.

There was a sadness there that could not be hidden. I looked at least six years older than I was: the camera never lies, indeed. But in the first picture I was laughing and the camera captured my joy. I was slim and toned to within an inch of my life. I had a flat stomach that I had taken for granted and arms that were a topic of conversation by themselves.

It was difficult to believe that these two pictures were of the same woman; and that this woman was me. And the photos were taken just ten months apart! I had continually put myself at the end of an ever-growing list of priorities. Somehow, I had forgotten who I was and had buried myself under layers of fat. The pictures told me who I had been at a moment in time and what had happened in between. I knew it would be a battle to get back to myself and finding again the joy and inner glow. I was determined to do it.

*

One day, after I had been for my daily run, my mother’s neighbour saw me approaching the house. Maggie was her name; a lovely retired teacher who had moved in a year ago. That meant she had never seen me slim.

“Do not go too far, love,” she said, as I stopped for a rest. “You do not want to get too thin!”

As Sophie would say ‘chance would be a fine thing.’

“No chance of that!” I gasped.

“Good! Some of these girls do not look healthy at all.”

Bless her! “I’m just trying to get a little fitter.”

As if to hammer her point home, she baked something and brought it over later that afternoon.

“Hi Maggie!” I said with dread. She handed over a tin foil covered plate.

“Hi again! Just a thought… for you and your mum.”

“Thanks. You shouldn’t have…” I really meant it.

“Enjoy.”

Off she went, leaving me holding the tray. I could smell the chocolate. My mother was diabetic: it definitely couldn’t be for her. But was it for me? Once I got inside the kitchen, I took off the foil and saw a home-baked chocolate fudge cake. It would be rude not to taste even a small slice, wouldn’t it?

Half a cake later, I put the rest in the fridge. Now it was time for something radical. Losing six pounds was great, but I wanted to step things up so that I could stay focused without food distractions. Through my research, I knew there were fitness boot camps. I knew that this was what I had to do. What was one week of my life after all, when it might be a leap forward in progress? That was the mind-set I needed, and I was now finally ready to make the shift.







Chapter 18


Boot Camp

I felt like camp was going to be my Yellow Brick Road, setting me on the path to good things. Well, so I hoped. It turned out to be in the Chiltern Hills, on what looked like a pretty old farm. The taxi from the station took me past fields and hills. I felt far from London, hoping all this fresh air wasn’t going to bamboozle my lungs when the exercise hit.

Stepping out of the taxi, I was greeted by a large farmhouse. Going in, I heaved a sigh of relief. It was modern! The kitchen alone was bigger than two rooms in my flat. Wooden floors and beams everywhere; big, but cosy. Not having known what to expect, I was grateful that this side of it at least wasn’t a case of back to basics.

They showed me to my room. I had opted to share with someone else, thinking having someone to talk to would be better than being alone. My roommate was already there; we had been placed in a nice ground-floor room. A girl in her twenties, with a very smiley face which I realised was just signs of nerves. She was of medium build and a little shorter than me. We seemed to warm to each other immediately.

“Have you been to a camp before?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Nope, never. You?”

“No, but I thought I better come. My bum was threatening to swallow up my hips!” Someone with a sense of humour, that was a good start. “And what brings you here?”

“I couldn’t afford to have three wardrobes with different size clothes.”

She grinned, seeming to know the problem.

“I’m Kate,” she said, offering a hand.

“I’m Becca,” I said, shaking it.

The room had twin beds, separated by a nightstand. Kate had already chosen the bed near the window, so I opted for the one opposite the door ‘A quick getaway,’ I thought. Then I thought of Jenny, who hated sleeping near the door. ‘Whatever is going to get you, will get you first!’ I smiled at the thought. She would be proud of me taking control and coming here.

There were two large windows in the room; the one near my bed looked out onto a large hill and the other one out onto the drive, which was crowded with cars dropping people off.

One of the staff came in and told us to don our tracksuits. We were going to be weighed and measured so we could compare the results when we left in seven days. I was looking forward to weigh in as much as I would a cardboard meal. What a seven days it would be! I grimaced. And now my measurements would be unavoidably pushed in my face. There was no place to hide at a boot camp. But wasn’t that why I was here? Because I didn’t want to hide anymore?

The measurements – when they came – almost sent me over the edge. And if that wasn’t enough, they wanted pictures too! There was no point in sucking my gut in. Let’s see what seven days could do, I thought.

Thinking the worst was over and that dinner was next, I started to relax. Everyone was nice; all women, apart from two men who seemed already to know each other. I had been expecting to find that most of the people here would be overweight. Some were a little. But some were already slim and seemed to be using the camp to get even slimmer! I hoped it wasn’t going to be a week of constant competition. A bell went and Kate headed to the door of our room.

“Time to head down! The bell means we have to congregate in the hall.”

I followed her. It was 5 o’clock, so I guessed that we would get a briefing on what would happen throughout the week. But no, I was wrong about that. Instead we were led outside to the hill outside my bedroom window and told to run up it as fast as we could. Kate and I looked at each other like we had misheard the instructor, whose name was Tony. No chance, everyone really was running up the hill at their own pace. So we scrambled after them. I was pleased to find I did not come last – but I wasn’t exactly in the top three either.

Gulping for air at the top, I wondered if this boot camp thing really was such a good idea? But I didn’t have long to wallow in thought.

It seemed this very unexpected introductory session was not over yet. We had to do press-ups. I did mine from my knees rather than my feet. I wasn’t going to end up in A&E on my first day! This was followed by jumping jacks and then burpees. Apparently, they wanted to ‘gauge’ our fitness levels. Why did they not just hand out a questionnaire? I would have gladly told them myself.

Still, although my ears were ringing and my heart racing, I guess I was still alive. I sidled over to Kate. “Do you think we can get a refund if we feel this is not for us?” I panted.

“I doubt it,” she said with a grin, and linked her arm with mine. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep each other going!” I wasn’t sure how that would work; because I could tell that she was much fitter and slimmer than I was!

After a little break, it was time for dinner. I say ‘dinner’ but I would have classified it as a starter. Strips of chicken breast with what someone called a salad. I just saw green leaves. It had a delicious mustard-based dressing though.

The briefing happened after dinner. I am sure I must have taken some of it in. Mainly my mind wondered towards worst-case images of assault courses and circuits, so I couldn’t tell you exactly what was said. Perhaps if my brain had received some of its routine after-dinner sugar, I would have been able to focus better! But instead I felt sleepy and fearful, and dreaded the first official day tomorrow. I was in bed by eight, exhausted and knowing that with no refund, I would be there the whole seven days.

I slept like a baby who knew how to sleep the whole night. Not even a hurricane could have woken me. But something else did. I was woken from a deep sleep by the sound of a loud noise. Boom, boom, boom! It took me a few seconds to come to. What on earth was going on? I finally realised that it was ‘house’ music playing at full blast. Well it definitely was a different kind of alarm call. Welcome to the first morning of boot camp!

I glanced at my phone on the bedside table. 6:00a.m.! I groaned and my head fell back on the pillow. What on earth, my body was hardly awake! Then I heard another even worse banging. I didn’t have long to wait to find out what this new noise was: one of the instructors was actually banging on a frying pan with a wooden spoon. Apparently, it was to make sure we did not go back to sleep. Chance would be a fine thing! The music was still blaring louder than any nightclub I had ever been in.

Kate yelled from across the room.

“Bang goes our lie-in!”

I started laughing with the little energy I could muster.

“We better get up… When are we supposed to be at the front door?”

“6:30 a.m.”

I threw my covers aside. At the debriefing the night before, we were told what to expect – and one thing for sure was a very early start.

At 6:29, Kate and I were by the front door, fighting to put our shoes on. There were six other people making their way to the front door in various stages of dress. I had to smile. Clearly no one was ready to exercise at this hour.

Before long, we were walking along the road in single file in the morning darkness. We then turned into what was the largest field I had ever seen. I didn’t even want to anticipate what we were going to do next. But I did not have long to wait. Yes, we were told to run around the field. I thought I misheard but then found myself forcing one leg in front of the other. It was one hell of a big field to get around. Not even at my fittest had I run around an entire field this early, and such a large one. Let alone without breakfast.

After making it around twice, I felt like I was going to pass out. My breath was quickening like I smoked a pack of cigarettes a day. Thankfully, a whistle blew and we were told to come to the centre. I was definitely awake now! I managed to study my other campmates, congregating in different stages of exhaustion.

Needless to say, I was far from the fastest person at this camp. The few of the others who had been before were easy to spot. They had been at the front when we were running around the field, and some had hardly broken a sweat. Holly was a fellow camp-mate kindred spirit who was also in shock. She was thinner than me but no fitter. I liked her on first sight: she still had on her fake red nails and her hair styled, even running around a field before dawn! Well, it may have been styled this morning but it now looked as messy as the rest of ours. They had told us not to bother wearing make-up during the seven days. It was just as well because we would have looked like clowns before long.

Of course, make-up was less of an issue for the two guys. Steve was in his early forties, but looked fifty. He looked six months pregnant and moved as if he was too. He said that he was there to get rid of his beer gut. I couldn’t help but agree. Tom was a city trader and had come to get fitter, he said. But to me he did not look fit to start with. It rather looked like his fast living was finally catching up with him. He looked the part though, with a new tracksuit and visibility pads, fitness tracker and a fancy watch that measured goodness knows what. Holly stood next to me as Tom breathlessly explained the workings of his tracker.

“All the gear, but no idea,” she said with a wink. I smiled at her, stopping myself from laughing.

The women were a different matter. Jane was in her twenties, and long and lean. She had been at the front of the pack; this was her third boot camp in two years. I did not know I could survive one camp, never mind three in two years! She was the fittest person I had met in a long time. Jane could do a four-minute plank. Enough said. I was happy that although I was the biggest, I came in the middle of the pack in terms of fitness. I was still surprisingly fitter than I thought, in fact. There were two other ladies in their early forties who looked like they had come because they had lost a bet. They hadn’t stopped complaining from the first moment I saw them: It was too early, too cold, too hard and, most of all, too much work! Surprisingly, they did not irritate me but made me smile. At least I wasn’t the one doing the complaining.

The main instructor, Simon, I could only describe as a man mountain. He was ridiculously fit and he had barely started with us yet. While we had a drink, he put ominous-looking different-sized cones around the field. What now? Couldn’t we just go back and have breakfast? How much could we be expected to do on an empty stomach? My whole body, I am sure, was in some kind of shock. After a few rounds of circuits, the like of which I had never done before and I’m sure must have originated in the army, we finally walked back. I say walked – but limped, dragged, or crawled would be better descriptions.

Time for breakfast. My body felt like it was done for the day but we were just starting. Breakfast was porridge with three blueberries. Three! Why bother? I know about portion control but this was leaving me hungry. It felt almost like I hadn’t eaten at all.

Half an hour rest and then more circuits, this time up a hill. I say hill but it was more like a little mountain. Flipping tyres, jumping ropes, boxing, sprinting, and doing burpees. Oh, did I forget the plank and sit-ups? I was ecstatic though, running on adrenalin and the other feel-good hormones of exercise. Endorphins? My body got me through it.

Lunch was a salad and salmon affair. Very tasty but again, portions a bird might complain about. Finally, a rest.

I lay on my bed and hoped to relax. Just as I was starting to, it was time to go on a hike. They said it was going to be for six miles. I thought it would be a gentle stroll – wishful thinking, clearly. The hike was at a fast pace, going uphill after hill after hill. The moment you thought you were finished, you were confronted by another one. People who thought they were fit quickly found out that a whole new level of fitness was needed. Still, Kate and I hung out together on the hike. We grabbed each other’s hands and ran as we were chased by sheep, and tiptoed past bulls if they looked at us in a funny way. We laughed, and ran, and kept each other going. I hadn’t thought I would, but I was enjoying myself. Meanwhile Jane was busy improving her fitness and keeping up with the front-runners. Kate and I left her to it.

Simon the instructor kept a subtle eye on me throughout. Probably because of my size, he thought that I wouldn’t be able to continue. They had a car available for when people gave up: I guess he thought it had my name on it. And so it was, he came up to me at the end of the hike and said, “You are doing really well, keep it up.” I was pleased. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who threw out compliments like confetti.

When we got back, I was beyond exhausted. But we weren’t done yet! Stretching was next. But I didn’t think my limbs would ever move in the way they were demonstrating. They did, somehow. After stretching, we had the delights of an ice bath. The ice bath was an actual bath – but it was outside and filled with icy water. It was supposed to help your muscles. I kept my mind on that idea, because every part of my body was screaming that it would be torture. But I had another full day of activities the next day, and I didn’t want to be sore. So all the help I could get, I would take.

Easing my limbs into the icy water made my skin burn. I could hardly catch my breath. The only thing for it was to just push myself in. It was no time for being timid! I survived my three minutes of shock. These ice baths better do what they were supposed to – because they were not enjoyable.

Dinner followed but I hardly had the energy to eat. Amazingly, I had survived the first day.

*

The next few days went by in a blur. My body got fitter, sure, but then the exercises got harder. Somehow, I managed to keep up. I found that I needed less sleep, sometimes finding myself awake in the middle of the night because it was so quiet. Could I be missing the sound of traffic? I guess I really was a city girl at heart.

Every afternoon, the hikes seemed to get longer and incorporate more hills. I enjoyed the scenery, making sure that I stayed in the middle of the pack or at the end of the first group. Firstly, I didn’t want to be last; and secondly, I didn’t want to get lost. I had no compass and there were no signs in the fields to tell me where to go. My worst nightmare would be to get lost in the countryside; with dark descending and nocturnal animals coming out to find me. I knew how to survive in a city, but not out here.

I am not going to lie, the exercises were gruelling, yet we all managed to soldier on. Even Carol and Sarah, the unhappy duo in their forties, ended up complaining a little less.

As the week came to a close, we were definitely pushed one step further beyond our limits. I had found out that I was good at running, boxing, rowing and hiking. My body got better at it; but I never quite got to grips with the circuits. If I never did another sit up, it would be fine by me! On our last day, we finally had a good breakfast – pancakes with fruit. I had become so used to the small portions by then that I almost could not finish my food. But I made a Herculean effort worthy of the pancakes and managed.

Like on the first day, after breakfast we were sent to get weighed and measured. I remembered going through the process but it seemed a blur now. I couldn’t remember the measurements or how much I had weighed. What I did know was that two weeks before going to the camp, I had lost six pounds from the heaviest weight I had ever been. I put it down to the few HIIT classes and greatly reducing my sugar intake.

We all sat in the sitting room awaiting our turn for the weigh-in. I could tell that I had lost something and my body had definitely toned up. But at this point, all we wanted to know was what the numbers said. Most people came back into the room smiling, which was encouraging.

My name was announced. I went over to the weighing room, both excited and scared. Another picture was taken of me, so we could see the before and after results, and then, for the measurements.

I had lost an inch from my thighs, an inch and a half from my waist and an inch from my hips. I was absolutely delighted. I had worked very hard for the results but I was still to hear about the magic pounds. Now, to the scale. I was happy to step on them, and I wouldn’t have been able to say that just a week ago. One foot first and then the other. I told myself to keep breathing. The instructor moved closer.

“Don’t look down,” I threw my head up and looked ahead.

“Eight pounds,” I heard.

I clapped for myself and then felt a bit self-conscious. In my mind, I was dancing a full jig. Eight pounds in seven days! Well six days really, because all I did on the first day was arrive and the hill fitness assessment. Eight pounds was fantastic. A week well spent!

I went back into the sitting room and was asked my results. We were all telling each other and offering congratulations. It was probably one of the few times people would freely offer their weight and measurements to other people! Well, people who weren’t pro athletes and who had only known each other for under a week.

They also had given us a cooking and nutrition session two days earlier. This was supposed to give us pointers on how to eat more healthily when we returned to our normal daily routines. The main thing was to reduce my sugar, incorporate more greens, and exercise. It had to be a whole life-style change. No more fad diets or quick fixes! Would I do another camp? Definitely! But I would wait for my body to recover first. This had been the first step to changing my life and getting my body back, I thought to myself proudly. It had been a great kick-starter, and I felt my confidence was on the up for the first time in a long time. I even looked forward to showing off the results to my most honest judge, Sophie.

It had been a truly amazing experience! Pushing my body as hard as I could, I sometimes did not think I would make it. Day after day of relentless exercise and physical exhaustion. But I had known that if I kept at it, I would manage, and I had.

The experience had shocked my body into fitness and it was great to learn about nutrition – what I could eat to nourish my body to its optimum level. I already knew in theory, of course; but it was good to be re-educated.

It was more than that though, so much more. I had re-discovered my belief in myself. My determination and refusal to give up in each task had been what had sustained me. Now this boot camp experience was the start of this weight finally coming off for good. I knew I could do it and I would.

Adding the weight I had lost before the camp to this week’s loss, I had now lost a total of 14 lbs. Only two a half stone to go till I reached my goal! I had so much energy, clarity and above all, I could say I was happy.







Chapter 19


Keeping Momentum

After camp, I was determined to carry on the momentum, and so I ran around the park at least three times a week. I had to smile at some of the characters I saw there. There was always a man walking his tiny dog in the park whilst smoking. He was not really walking but mainly standing in one or two shady spots as his dog ran around, chasing anything that moved and yelping continuously. I ran past them one morning and decided I’d seen them regularly enough to merit a friendly greeting.

“Good morning!” I croaked, keeping up my pace so not as to welcome an actual conversation of course.

“Morning!” he called back, surprised, as if he has just woken up to the fact that he was in public. I had one more length to do and then I would have done 4k. I passed them again, this time with a slowness creeping in.

The little dog had a really luxurious brown coat. It was what I called a yapper, which barked at everything. It took one look at me and ran after me. Everyone was an imposter to this dog, even in a park! The man called it. “Florence, Floooo! Come back here NOW.”

Florence completely ignored him. “She is very friendly,” he shouted. I hoped he was being knowingly ironic. People have such a blind spot with their pets! I couldn’t help grinning to myself. It was as friendly as a Rottweiler who viewed me as filet-mignon. I knew how to deal with it, though. I abruptly stopped and took a step towards it. Florence did a complete 180 and ran in the opposite direction faster than Usain Bolt on a photo finish. On my last lap, I ran past the man again. His dog had thankfully discovered something interesting in the bushes.

“Have you finished?” he said.

“Nearly.”

“What? Just five minutes?” he smiled, sarcastically. I almost raised an eyebrow but stopped myself.

“More like half an hour, actually!” I shot back.

“You should do an hour!”

I did laugh, then, at the irony of it all. He was telling me this as he smoked and traipsed around like he had all the time in the world.

The next day, I decided to go to a 30-30-30 class. I hadn’t felt I was fit enough to go to one before, but I was getting my confidence back with my new routine. We started with a warm-up. I had been to camp, I knew the score! But honestly someone must have been having a laugh calling this a warm up! I immediately attracted the attention of the teacher. I was already sweating and the warm up was hardly over.

“Would you like some water?” she said.

“I think I am okay, thanks,” I panted.

I did feel okay, even if I didn’t look it. There was a mirror in front of me that went the whole length of the wall. For goodness sake, there was no escape! I could see myself from every angle. I couldn’t help noticing a lady next to me, who had the body of a super model. She was fit: I couldn’t see one bead of sweat. Next I was pulling on one of the T-Rex straps but had it at the wrong angle. Let’s just say I was lucky not to garrotte myself. The teacher jogged straight over.

“Honey, please keep taking water. You okay? You sure?” Just keep nodding, I said to myself as I took another sip of water. I made it to the end of the class. Granted, I had lost some weight recently. But I was still the biggest person in the class and definitely not the most flexible one. The only way I was going to lengthen my muscles any more was for me to be strapped to some kind of rack!

On the way back to my mother’s house, I stopped to pick up a few things at my flat and popped into the newsagent to pick up a paper. As I got to the counter I dropped my water bottle. I was leaning over to pick it up when my elbow dislodged two chocolate bars, which fell onto the counter. The lady gathered them up with my paper. I looked at her, horrified.

“I cannot have those! I’m supposed to be on a diet!” she smiled.

“I like that you say ‘I am supposed.’” She giggled but she put the chocolates back. What was it with me and this particular newsagent and chocolate? I was walking out when the owner was walking in. He did a double take. “I haven’t seen you in a while. Have you been away?”

“No,” I said with a shake of the head. “I’m staying at my mother’s.” I don’t know why I felt I had to explain myself. He took a closer look at me.

“You look out of breath?” What! I knew I had pulled a face but I hoped I didn’t look that unfit.

“I’ve been running,” I said curtly, and he nodded slowly.

“I can see you haven’t done that in a while…” My eyes widened.

“You didn’t just say that!” I retorted. He chuckled and for the first time, I could see he was embarrassed. He wasn’t to be deterred though.

“It’s good that you are trying to get your figure back.” He grinned. “Is it for a man?” I looked him dead in the eye.

“You know that must be it,” I said, with snark. “Only a man could make me want to get healthy and lose weight, of course.” He waved a finger at me and continued to grin. “You know the problem with you?”

“Enlighten me?”

“You can’t take a bit of banter.” I did laugh then. He looked at me surprised and then continued laughing, as we both did, even if I knew it was for vastly different reasons. I continued to walk towards my mother’s house. Before I got very far, a black Range Rover slowed down and beeped its horn.

“Hello stranger,” I heard. “You’ve been staying with your mother, haven’t you?”

I swung around.

“Andy!”

“How’s she doing?”

“She’s getting better, thanks.”

“Been for a run?” I nodded.

“This weight doesn’t seem to want to shift on its own,” he chuckled.

“It’s just weight. You’ll get it off. As long as you are healthy, that’s all that matters.”

“What sense!” said a voice in my head. Out loud, I said: “That’s true.”

“Can I give you a lift anywhere?”

“No thanks, I’ll walk back and get even more exercise!”

“Okay, nice to see you Becs.”

He saluted me as I said bye, and the car pulled away.

*

I felt that my mother was improving a little every day. If I’m honest, it wasn’t just her force of will but my cajoling her to do her physio exercises. Meanwhile, knowing I couldn’t go back to work yet hadn’t stopped me from applying to one marketing job that seemed to tick all the right boxes. I don’t know why I did it. Because I wasn’t sure I even wanted to go back into marketing. After three months at home, I guess I wanted to see if I still had it.

I received the email telling me that I was invited to an interview. Feeling pleased, I remember how I felt when I received the email telling me I’d got my previous job. I was happy at this interview request – but was also wondering what on earth I would do if they gave me the job. The place sounded terribly trendy in comparison to my old corporate office.

Still, I went to the interview. I wore a black and white checked A-line dress with a black fitted jacket that I had bought for the purpose – even if I didn’t know if I would take the job if offered! It did not quite fit me like a glove as I was now between two sizes. But I looked more professional than I had done in a while. Sitting in the reception waiting to be called, I could see that everyone was of a type. I would like to say identikit, as they all had the same vibe.

I was interviewed by two reed-thin women dressed in clearly the latest collections, who talked a bit over each other. They said they were impressed with my experience. I knew I interviewed well, having conducted many interviews myself – but something felt out of sync. I couldn’t put my finger on it exactly.

It was a week later that I received the news that I had not been successful on this occasion. Apparently, there was a cigarette paper separating me from the candidate who got the job. They were a better fit, the email said. I knew I was not the right fit because I had ‘corporate’ written through me like a stick of rock. That didn’t stop me thinking that the real reason was because I was fatter than anyone I had seen in the office that day. Not the ‘right fit’ was unintentionally accurate. I put away my destructive thoughts and decided to only apply for jobs that I really wanted – if going back into corporate world was even what I wanted. One thing was certain: I wasn’t just going to make do. Life was far too short for that.

Sitting in a café, I was nursing a simple coffee – without an extra 1000 calories of cream and caramel – when I saw two former colleagues, Bella and Jemma enter. I used to work with them years ago. Now I wanted to hide away, but the café was too small for that. Bella used to be friends with Jenny. I was in my leggings and long t-shirt and my hair had grown since they had last seen me. I thought – and hoped – that they probably would not recognise me. Well, that was wishful thinking. While Jemma ordered at the counter, Bella spotted me, and made a big production of the whole café knowing she had.

“Oh my goodness, Becca, how are you?” she approached me in a swathe of silk scarves and expensive perfume, finishing with an air-kiss.

“Hi,” I said, standing up. She looked me up and down none too subtly.

“I almost didn’t recognise you,” she said, almost without thinking. I ignored that jibe, if it was one?

“How are you?” I said. It was better than saying nothing.

“Good.” She sat down at her own invitation. “I never remember seeing you in leggings before. They would not suit me, of course. My legs are too small so I would look odd in them. Like twigs!” I had to hide my grin from forming. “Where have you been hiding?” she continued. “I heard you are not working?” My, doesn’t news travel fast! “What are you doing now?” she pressed on. “Have you retired?”

I narrowed my gaze. Who did she think she was? She was older than me but an arrogant woman with nothing to be arrogant about. I smiled sweetly.

“Oh not yet, I wish. I have been spending all my time looking after my mother,” I added pointedly.

“Oh, sorry to hear that. Don’t mind me, it is just banter!” That word again. I returned her gaze.

“Of course it is.” Making my excuses, I left. Not even my coffee could keep me in the room. Once home, I received an email informing me that my selection of photos I had proposed to display at the exhibition had been accepted. The exhibition was four weeks away. That meant it was time for me to send out my invitations. I invited all my friends and work colleagues. It must have come out of the blue after my long silence. I was excited but nervous, what would they make of my photography?

I had not seen James Duncan since the embarrassing incident where I had almost been run over in front of him. I wanted to invite him, and justified the idea by telling myself that it would be good to invite the staff who had been looking after my mother, wouldn’t it? The private view would be local to the hospital, so it would not be far for them to come. I paid extra attention when addressing an invitation to a certain surgeon.







Chapter 20


New Beginnings

After a few more weeks following the dietary requirements of an Instagram model, I noticed that the weight continued to come off. However, I did not go on the scale until a week before my photography exhibition as I didn’t obsess about numbers. I stepped on to my original scale, which has proved itself not to be broken and could be trusted again. One tentative step first and then the other. I was a euphoric ten stone dead. If I wanted to weigh what I did before my mother went to hospital, I would need to lose another half a stone, but I was happy where I was. I could maintain this weight without too much strain. Now the weight was reduced, I had more energy and felt healthier and better in myself.

Trying on the blue lace dress I had bought in the knowledge of it not fitting at the time, I smiled at myself in the mirror with shining eyes. It now fit like it was made for me; not a lump or bump out of place. I pulled out my navy suede heels from my wardrobe. I looked good, if I say so myself. I was not necessarily going to stop traffic, but I did not have a face that was going to scare small children either. I now looked the way I saw myself. I felt it had been a long way back, but I had learnt a lot about myself, namely that I would be okay.

*

Standing in the large room and seeing it slowly fill with people, I could not hide the silly grin that had been plastered on my face all day. Champagne in hand, I stared at one of my pictures, the first of a series of three series of sunsets. It was amazing to see it this large, immaculately printed with a non-gloss finish, box framed in a minimalistic white. I still could not quite believe that I was part of this exhibition.

The room was big and, what I would call, stark. White walls and a light grey floor that wrapped around in an L shape. The pictures stood out against the white in the room, providing punches of colour. People dressed in complete black handed out warm canapés and chilled wine.

Looking over my six pictures one at a time, I could not believe the price the prints were set at. Gordon, the owner of the space, said that he had made ten prints of each of my photographs. He had picked the three photos of sunsets, two of the trunks of an ancient tree, two of early morning mist covering a field and neighbouring trees and one of a magpie in flight. Eight pictures in total, with 10 prints of each… as my American friend Maria would say, “You do the math.”

I heard her before I saw her laughing loudly. Sophie. I turned around; she was heading towards me. “Becca Johnson, a woman of many talents!” Laughing with her, I curtsied. When we got near each other, we gave each other a hug. “Thank you for coming… I’ve missed you Soph!”

“Me too,” she said. I saw from the corner of my eye that Greg was coming towards us with two glasses in his hands.

“Hi, Becca! Congratulations. I am really impressed.”

“Thanks Greg.”

I did a double take. Greg was not wearing a scarf of any description. I looked at Sophie who stopped smiling, but rolled her eyes.

“So are you checking out of corporate life?” he said, ignoring us.

I grinned. “For now.”

I knew Greg was digging. “Your photos are great. Who would have thought you could point, shoot and capture something amazing.”

I smiled indulgently. “I know. Who would have thought it?”

“Not me,” he said, looking all serious.

I playfully hit him on the shoulder. Sophie rolled her eyes again.

There was more going on here. They were much too cosy with each other; side long glances at each other, gentle touches here and there. I wanted to get to the bottom of it. It was my turn to quiz Sophie.

Changing the subject, I went straight on. “So… how did you two get together? Did you stare at each other over the photocopier and then realise your hearts were skipping a beat?”

Sophie looked at me as if I was developing a second head.

Greg put his arm around Sophie’s shoulders. “No, actually it was over the toaster as Sophie scraped a piece of toast that was almost burnt to a crisp, but insisted it was still worth saving.”

I nodded smiling.

Sophie looked at me. “We didn’t even set the fire alarms off.”

I laughed, and then we all did. After the initial shock, and I had to admit it was a surprise, it began to click in my mind. Sophie and Greg made a great couple. He handed one of the glasses to Sophie and when he had done so, he slipped a hand around her waist. This was no time to be subtle. “So, how long has this, erm, development been going on?” I said, smiling at them. Sophie grinned. “Yes. Well I could not wait forever for you to find me a sexy surgeon.”

Greg looked mock-shocked. “Who wants a doctor when you can have an accountant on tap?”

I grinned. “Who indeed?”

As if on cue, James Duncan walked in. He was even better looking tonight than I remembered him. As my mother would say, he was well turned out. He looked confident in a quiet sort of way. He wore a crisp blue shirt, opened at the collar, with navy tailored trousers. I saw him straight away. Not that I was looking out for him. Nooo, that was not what I was doing. I took a breath to steady myself.

“You came.” I could not help smiling.

“Yes.” He smiled back. “Well it was either wash my hair, or come.”

He leant his head nearer to my ear. I thought I had stopped breathing. I noticed Greg and Sophie move a little away. “I thought I could bear to leave it for one more day.” I laughed. “Oh. I don’t know if I could bear the responsibility of you having to wait a whole 24 hours before you could wash it.” He laughed then, a deep throaty sound that seemed to fill the room. Standing straight, he said, “Your photographs are really striking.”

“Thank you.” I was ridiculously happy that he liked them.

“I bought the three prints of a series of sunsets.”

Wow, I had not expected him to buy any of them.

“Sunsets are my favourite things,” he said.

Now I had a silly grin on my face. We shared a favourite thing; that was a good start.

“Thanks for buying them.” I did not know what else to say. I hope I did not sound lame.

“They will fit perfectly in my living room.”

A waitress came around with some mini burgers. We both took one.

“I always find canapés fiddly to eat.” I said.

“As long as I do not get them spilling all the way down my front,” he joked, clearly making an effort to put me at ease, I thought. Another good sign.

I made a big show of examining his immaculate shirt. “You are quite okay. It is safe to take you out in public.”

He smiled. “I feel comforted knowing you are looking out for me.”

I grinned. Now this is what I called banter.

“Since I am not an embarrassment in public, would you like to go out to dinner?”

Okay, no more preamble.

“Yes.” Was I shouting? “Yes… I would like that.”

He laughed, looking pleased. “Great.”

We smiled at each other. He spoke first.

Did he mean this evening? I could not go tonight. I had to stay to the very end and I did not know when that would be.

It was as if he read my mind. “Not this evening. Sometime in the week good?”

I sighed. “Definitely, any evening you are not washing your hair,” I teased.

He laughed again. He took out his phone. “Can I have your number?”

I gave him my number and he called my phone so that I would have his number.

“Until then.”

I nodded. “Until then.”

I continued to smile. “Thank you for coming,” I said to him.

I was not sure whether to shake his hand or give him a hug, so I did not do either.

“Please, I feel honoured to be here,” I heard him say.

I thought he was going to leave but he kept talking.

“Have you been taking pictures for long?”

“Always a little, but more in the last 6 months, really.”

We walked as he looked over some of them. I could see Sophie’s eyes following us round the room.

“You are really talented.”

“Thank you.” I could not help my smile deepening.

Sophie obviously couldn’t contain herself any longer and suddenly appeared at my side. Her face told me that I better introduce her fast.

“This is Sophie, a good friend of mine.”

James took her hand and shook it.

“Sophie, this is James.”

I did not say how we knew each other, which Sophie took as self-prompted cue to unashamedly delve. “Have you known each other long?”

Sophie looked from me to James and back again. He scratched his ear. “No, not long. We met at the hospital.” That was all he said.

Sophie’s face was very smiley. “Tell me. Are you a doctor?”

I could have killed her then.

“Yes, I’m a surgeon.”

Sophie kept grinning. “Of course you are!”

I grabbed Sophie’s arm. “Please get me a drink, do you mind?”

“What drink?”

“Surprise me.”

Sophie grinned, moving away. She knew it was more than her life was worth to stick around. “Sure,” she said as she winked at me.

James smiled at her as she left.

“She’s a bright spark.” He said.

“Yes.” I agreed. “Let’s hope she does not electrocute any of us.” Turning back to him, I mentioned again: “I really appreciate your coming. It was a lovely surprise.”

“You’re welcome. I wouldn’t have missed it,” he replied, now looking directly at me. “I have a meeting I have to attend so, reluctantly, I have to go.”

“Yes, of course. No problem.”

He smiled and moved closer, giving me a hug. I hugged him back. We slowly parted. “We’ll talk soon.”

I nodded. Sophie approached as he was leaving.

“Oh, my goodness! Becca Johnson. Dark horse supreme. I see you kept the doctor for yourself,” she chuckled.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure if it will be anything yet… but I like him.”

“Becca, it better be something, because I’m very excited for you.”

“Thanks.” I said, grinning at her.

Moments later, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned around and came face to face with Jenny. I had not seen her in a while. She looked me up and down. I had lost a lot of weight since I had last seen her.

“You are looking good Becs! Love the dress; very elegant.”

“Thanks.”

She smiled. “You look well. Welcome back.” She gave me a hug. I smiled.

I introduced her to Sophie and they got on straight away, like I knew they would. I could already hear them talking about bags and comparing fashion notes. The exhibition was going well, people seemed to be having a good time and I recognised some faces from the hospital. Nick, my favourite pudding-yielding nursing assistant, saw me as I had picked up a flowered carrot. He shyly waved to me. I waved back, grinning. He was holding a box. Dare I say it, but it looked like a cake box. He weaved his way through the crowd. After giving me a hug, he presented me with the box.

“This is all for you.” And he winked. He helped me open the lid of the box. I gasped. It was a chocolate cake in the shape of a camera. It was stunning! I smiled. “Not for my mum then?” He laughed.

“Thanks to you, I didn’t go hungry at the hospital.” I said.

“Congratulations on your exhibition.”

“Thank you and thanks so much for coming, and with a gift too!”

We hugged. I had seen Nick most days of the four months my mother had been in hospital and had got to know him well. He was definitely one of the good guys. Emma hovered at my side. Once Nick had walked away to take a proper look at the photos, she took my hands in hers, grinning. “Very well done, Becca.”

Emma had been doing her three days in the office for two months now and it suited her. I had not seen her this relaxed since… well, never. Sophie had told me that in the end Emma had decided not to take part in that conference. ‘More trouble than it was worth’, she had said. I could not agree more.

“How’s work?” I asked.

“It will still be there in the morning.” I chuckled and she joined in.

“How’s your mum?”

“She is doing much better, thanks.”

“I am glad.”

“Are you enjoying the extra day at home?” I asked, although knowing the answer.

“Definitely. I am embracing the work-life balance.”

“Good for you.”

“Your photos are amazing!”

“Thank you!”

“I bought the print of the morning mist over the countryside. It is what I wish the view was like outside my kitchen window.”

“Do you want to escape to the country?”

“In my dreams, but then reality hits and I know I would die of boredom.”

I smiled. Emma may have fostered a relaxed appearance but I knew she was a city person through and through.

She gave me a hug. “Again, very well done, Becca. This is a very impressive string to your bow.”

“Thanks, and thanks for coming.”

“I would not have missed it.” I believed her.

“We should do lunch sometime soon.”

“Definitely.” It would be good to see her again. After my initial doubts, I had really warmed to her.

As she turned to leave, I shouted after her. “Enjoy the view!”

She chuckled as she saluted me.

Holly and Kate, my new boot camp mates, arrived together. I went near the entrance to meet them. They looked great out of boot camp attire. We shrieked ‘hello’ at each other, before it was hugs all round. They looked good. Kate gave me the once over. “You’ve taken more weight off. You look amazing!”

“So do you.”

“Do you want to go to another camp in the autumn?”

I shook my head before the words could come out. I had an amazing experience, but I still needed a break of a lot more months before I went back to that kind of gruelling physical activity. Holly was all glossy hair and nails that looked like they had only just been painted in a salon. She had kept the weight off and was wearing a mini to prove it. I had a good time seeing them again. We agreed to meet up for a healthy lunch soon.

Some of my previous work colleagues came too, showering me with compliments and asking what I was going to do next. I gave the same answer in different ways. I was still deciding. I was laughing with Sophie when the atmosphere in the room changed, just as I saw Gordon and a photographer standing at a small podium near the front of the room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming and supporting our talented photographers.”

Sophie winked at me and I grinned back.

“I know some of you are itching to get to the pub, so without further ado, I’ll announce the winners.”

There was a smattering of laughter around the room and I caught Sophie jabbing Greg in the ribs; no doubt he was eager to be pub bound.

“Out of the many hundreds who applied, everyone exhibiting here tonight is worthy of applause. I’m sure you will agree, it’s been an outstanding achievement on the part of the photographers, the work here tonight. But I won’t keep you waiting any longer. I’m pleased to announce in the third place, with a prize of one thousand pounds is Gemma Harris – for her wonderful portraits.” Everyone clapped as Gemma, a shy petit lady, went up to collect her award, apologizing to everyone who got in her way as she tried to squeeze past them.

“In second place is Daniel Williams, for his still life photography.”

Daniel looked like he spent far too many hours on a sun bed. He was standing near the front and did not have far to walk to collect his prize of five thousand pounds. He looked like he’d done this before. I stayed where I was, near the back of the room. I was not going to win. I was simply grateful that I was chosen to take part. I felt that my cup was already full.

“… Johnson.” What was that! Did I hear correctly? Sophie and Jenny pounced on me in unison, squealing, “Oh my goodness, you did it! Bloody hell, Becs, you won!” I disentangled myself from their arms as they pushed me towards the stage. The blood was now reaching my feet because I was able to propel myself forwards. When I finally reached the stage, Gordon hugged me and handed me an envelope and a bronze statue of a camera.

“Very well done!”

I just about fought back my tears. “A worthy winner of our ten thousand pound prize, and her own show at the prestigious Hudson Gallery in Mayfair.” My knees were shaking. Gordon held on to my arm, which was just as well or without his support I think I would have collapsed.

“Thank you so much. I feel so humbled to be given this opportunity. It’s a real privilege…” I am not sure what else I said because I was so overwhelmed, my cup was now overflowing. Looking out at the crowd, with my now blurred vision, I could see Jenny and Sophie clasping each other’s hands, crying. After all the congratulations and good wishes, I made my way towards where I had left Sophie and Jenny, but my progress was stopped by a smart looking man in his early fifties with a warm smile. He held out his hand, which I shook.

“Congratulations Becca, its remarkable work.”

“Thank you.” I was about to walk off but he stopped me by not releasing my hand. I smiled a little, self-consciously. He let go of my hand. “I’m Giles Lloyd, publisher at McAdams Books and, after considering your photos, we’d love to talk with you further about a publishing deal for a coffee table book… perhaps after your exhibition, when you have a full collection together. But we should start talking now if it’s something you’re interested in.” I felt myself sway a little and gathered myself quickly. Holy smoke! A publishing deal! A coffee table book! What the hell was happening? I was not sure, but I loved it. My grin said it all. “Thank you so much. Thank you.” He chuckled, handing me his business card. “Give me a call tomorrow and we’ll arrange for you to come into the office to discuss things further.” I nodded as my grin deepened, which I did not think was possible, but apparently it was. “Thank you.” We shook hands again and he was gone.

When I reached Sophie and Jenny, Sophie piped up. “I think one doctor is enough to be getting on with,” she mocked. “Who was that?”

“A publisher.”

Jenny looked fit to burst. “And?”

“They may want to offer me a coffee table book.”

“Shut the front door!” Sophie said, hi-fiving me. “Congratulations!” We all hugged.

“Don’t forget us when you’re all rich and famous and being interviewed on This Morning.”

I almost burst a blood vessel now. “As if. We are friends for life. You don’t get rid of me that easily.”

I excused myself to get some fresh air. Once outside, I smiled. Oh my goodness. I could not believe it. Well, I had to, but wow, just wow! I would now have the money to pursue another career. It had been an amazing evening. I actually won the competition, got a solo show, a coffee table book and the Doc finally asked me out! There had to be a drum roll somewhere. I smiled to myself; all the things I had achieved lately had been done while I was a bigger size. My less confident self a few months ago would be doing back flips and saying I told you it would be all right. Well… maybe not quite the backflips. No one wants to go back to A&E. I turned, heading back into the building but saw James coming out. I thought he had left a while ago. He answered my question.

“My legs couldn’t seem to find the door,” he smiled.

Forget the backflips, I was doing a whole routine that was medal worthy.

We walked towards each other and he gave me a hug that, to my mind, lasted a while.

“Congratulations on the prize, Becca. Truly amazing.”

“Thanks,” I giggled as we let go of each other.

“I’ll speak to you tomorrow and we can arrange our date.”

My eyes widened a fraction. It was now officially a date; of course it was. I was so glad, I did not want subtle. I wanted to be the reason he thought of me and smiled, like he was doing now. We hugged again and he was off to his function. I am sure he was late, but he did not seem to mind. The exhibition had been beyond my expectations. A few glasses of Prosecco later and Gordon, the gallery owner, sidled up to me.

“The private view has been a great success. You have sold all your prints.”

“Oh my goodness. That is amazing!”

“I only released a certain amount, because they are limited edition.”

I liked the sound of that, limited edition.

“Thank you so much. It’s been an incredible night. I can hardly believe it.”

“Believe it.” He squeezed my hand for a moment. “It is well deserved.”

It had been a truly wonderful night. Who would have thought that a few of my photos could lead to all of this? It was definitely a new beginning. If I had not seen that advert in the paper at the hospital! It was really serendipitous that I had done so.

“A couple of local papers also want to interview you,” he had said. The couple ended up being four papers and two radio shows. The whole experience had been beyond my dreams. I had definitely got my Joie de Vive back.

I was not sure my mother would be able to come to the exhibition, but she surprised me by asking to come to see my photos the day before. The crowded event would have been too much for her. She had loved the photographs. “Your photos are fantastic. You are very talented. I marvel at what you can do when you set your mind to it.” It was three sentences, but coming from my mum, it was everything.

After my mother had seen my photographs, I could see she was amazed. I gave her a proper hug. Letting me go, she handed me a slip of paper.

“What’s this?”

“Your receipt for the removal men.”

I frowned.

“I paid for them to take your things back to your place,” she said proudly.

“But don’t you need me?”

She smiled. “I’ll always need you, but it’s time to get your life back.”

We hugged again.

It was a wonderful start to the exhibition and I was so touched that my mother had made the effort to see the photos in situ, particularly as she did not feel strong enough to go out much. More importantly, I would be going back to my flat. Except, this time, as a budding photographer with exciting prospects, and a love life to match. For once in my life, the timing was perfect.
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