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Praise for Jane Green’s previous bestsellers:

‘If you’re new to the genius of Ms Green, we can exclusively reveal that she is Amazing, with a capital A’ Heat

‘Green is the queen of the chick literati – her books are just so damn readable’ Glamour

‘A compulsive read, with women you can’t help rooting for’ New Woman

‘An engaging, grown-up read’ Company

‘An emotional rollercoaster of a read’ OK!

‘A warm and enjoyable read that brims with energy and a sense of fun’ Woman & Home

‘Guaranteed to gratify those with even the most voracious of appetites for feel-good fiction’ Jewish Chronicle

‘This is a sexy, romantic read and as cosy as fireside curl-up-companions go’ Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

‘You may have to polish off Spellbound in one sitting’ Image

‘An immensely enjoyable read which more than lives up to expectations’ Prima

‘Cinderella with calorie-counted knobs on and first-class feel-good factor’ Ms London

‘A great read: funny, sharp and packed with familiar situations for all those who’ve ever embarked on the dating game… cancel all engagements and read it’ Tatler

‘Irritatingly accurate, this is a hilarious and poignant look at love and sex in the 90s’ Elle

‘Any woman who’s suffered a relationship trauma will die for this book… wickedly funny… it may not improve your life but it will make you squeal with laughter’ Cosmopolitan

‘The literary equivalent of an evening gossiping with your mates… funny and honest, it’s superb stuff’ Company

‘This eventful and emotional comedy will have you hooked’ OK!

‘With delightful Babyville, chick-lit has grown up. This is a warm, lively, wise and distinctly unputdownable novel about the impact of maternity… Told with Green’s trademark honesty and humour, their stories will make readers laugh, cry and perhaps recognize themselves’ Hello!

‘Spot on… Once you pick up Babyville, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to put it down’ Mirror

‘An emotional and humorous novel’ Telegraph

‘A far more grown-up effort… you’ll be hooked – even if babies are the last thing on your mind’ Company

‘The best-selling author of Mr Maybe is back with a grown-up take on love… brimming with acerbic wit’ She

‘Another sure-fire bestseller for Green… comes with a point and a purpose that do her undoubted skills as a storyteller a huge favour’ The Times

‘Jane Green knows the girl-in-search-of-bloke scenario inside out. Pick up some tips’ Minx

‘It’s as frothy as a cappuccino – you’ll want to gulp it down’ Essentials


Chapter One

God, I wish I were thin.

I wish I were thin, gorgeous, and could get any man I want. You probably think I’m crazy, I mean here I am, sitting at work on my own with a massive double-decker club sandwich in front of me, but I’m allowed to dream aren’t I?

Half an hour to go of my lunchbreak. Half an hour in which to drool over the latest edition of my favourite magazine. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t read the features, why would I? Thousands of words about how to keep your man, how to spice up your sex life, how to spot if he’s being unfaithful are, quite frankly, irrelevant to me. I’ll be completely honest with you here, I’ve never had a proper boyfriend, and the cover lines on the magazines are not the reason I buy them.

If you must know, I buy them, all of them, for the pictures. I sit and I study each glossy photograph for minutes at a time, drinking in the models’ long, lithe limbs, their tiny waists, their glowing golden skin. I have a routine: I start with their faces, eyeing each sculpted cheekbone, heart-shaped chin, and I move slowly down their bodies, careful not to miss a muscle.

I have a few favourites. In the top drawer of my chest of drawers in my bedroom at home is a stack of cut-out pictures of my top super models, preferred poses. Linda’s there for her sex appeal, Christy’s there for her lips and nose, and Cindy’s there for the body.

And before you think I’m some kind of closet lesbian, I’ve already told you the one thing I would wish for if I rubbed a lamp and a gorgeous, bare-chested genie suddenly appeared. If I had one wish in all the world I wouldn’t wish to win the lottery. Nor would I wish for true love. No, if I had one wish I would wish to have a model’s figure, probably Cindy Crawford’s, and I would extend the wish into having and keeping a model’s figure, no matter what I eat.

Because, tough as it is to admit to a total stranger, I, Jemima Jones, eat a lot. I catch the glances, the glares of disapproval on the occasions I eat out in public, and I try my damnedest to ignore them. Should someone, some ‘friend’ trying to be caring and sharing, question me gently, I’ll tell them I have a thyroid problem, or a gland problem, and occasionally I’ll tack on the fact that I have a super-slow metabolism as well. Just so there’s no doubt, just so people don’t think that the only reason I am the size I am is because of the amount I eat.

But you’re not stupid, I know that, and, given that approximately half the women in the country are a size 16 or over, I would ask you to try and understand about my secret binges, my constant cravings, and see that it’s not just about food.

You don’t need to know much about my background, suffice to say that my childhood wasn’t happy, that I never felt loved, that I never got over my parents’ divorce as a young child, and that now, as an adult, the only time I feel really comforted is when I seek solace in food.

So here I am now, at twenty-seven years old, bright, funny, warm, caring and kind. But of course people don’t see that when they look at Jemima Jones. They simply see fat.

They see my enormous breasts – particularly bloody builders, it’s got to the stage where I actively avoid walking past building sites of any description – they see my large, round stomach, the thighs that rub together when I walk.

Unfortunately they don’t see what I see when I look in the mirror. Selective visualization, I think I’ll call it. They don’t see my glossy light brown hair. They don’t see my green eyes, they don’t see my full lips. Not that they’re anything amazing, but I like them, I’d say they were my best features.

They don’t notice the clothes either, because, despite weighing far, far more than I should, I don’t let myself go, I always make an effort. I mean, look at me now. If I were slim, you would say I look fantastic in my bold striped trousers and long tunic top in a perfectly matching shade of orange. But no, because of the size I am people look at me and think, ‘God, she shouldn’t wear such bright colours, she shouldn’t draw attention to herself.’

But why shouldn’t I enjoy clothes? At least I’m not telling myself that I won’t bother shopping until I’m a size 12, because naturally my life is a constant diet.

We all know what happens with diets. The minute you cut out certain foods, the cravings overtake you until you can’t see straight, you can’t think properly, and the only way to get rid of the craving is to have a bite of chocolate, which soon turns into a whole bar.

And diets don’t work, how can they? It’s a multi-million-dollar industry, and if any of the diets actually worked the whole caboodle would go down the toilet.

If anyone knows how easy it is to fail it’s me. The Scarsdale, the High Fibre, the F-Plan, the six eggs a day diet, Slimfast, Weight Watchers, Herbalife, slimming pills, slimming drinks, slimming patches. You name them, I’ve been the idiot that tried them. Although some have, admittedly, been more successful than others.

But I have never, even with the help of all these diets, been slim. I have been slimmer, but not slim.

I know you’re watching me now with pity in your eyes as I finish my sandwich and look furtively around the office to see whether anyone is looking. It’s okay, the coast is clear, so I can pull open my top drawer and sneak out the slab of chocolate hiding at the back. I tear the bright orange wrapper and silver foil off and stuff it into the dustbin beneath my desk, as it’s far easier to hide a slab of dull brown chocolate than the glaring covering that encases it.

I take a bite. I savour the sweet chocolate in my mouth as it melts on my tongue, and then I take another bite, this time furiously chewing and swallowing, hardly tasting a thing. Within seconds the entire bar has disappeared, and I sit there feeling sick and guilty.

I also feel relieved. My bad food for today has just been eaten, which means that there’s none left. Which means that tonight, when I get home and have a salad, which is what I’m now planning to eat for dinner, I can feel good, and I can start my diet all over again.

I finish reading my magazine, then tuck it into my bag, ready to attack the pages with scissors when I’m safely at home in my bedroom, and I glance at the clock and sigh. Another day in my humdrum life, but it shouldn’t be humdrum. I’m a journalist, for God’s sake. Surely that’s a glamorous, exciting existence?

Unfortunately not for me. I long for a bit of glamour, and, on the rare occasions I do glance at the features in the magazines I flick through, I think that I could do better.

I probably could, as well, except I don’t have the experience to write about men being unfaithful, but if I had, Jesus, I’d win awards, because I am, if I say so myself, an expert with words.

I love the English language, playing with words, watching sentences fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, but sadly my talents are wasted here at the Kilburn Herald.

I hate this job. When I meet new people and they ask what I do for a living, I hold my head up high and say I’m a journalist. I then try to change the subject, for the inevitable question after that is ‘Who do you work for?’ I hang my head low, mumble the Kilburn Herald, and, if I’m really pushed, I’ll hang it even lower and confess that I do the Top Tips column.

Every week I’m flooded with mail from sad and lonely people in Kilburn with nothing better to do than write in with questions like, ‘What’s the best way to bleach a white marbled lino floor that’s turned yellow?’ and ‘I have a pair of silver candlesticks inherited from my grandmother. The silver is now tarnished, any suggestions?’ And every week I sit for hours on the bloody phone ringing lino manufacturers, silver-makers, and, apologizing for taking up their time, ask them for the answers.

This is my form of journalism. Every now and then I have to write a feature, usually a glorified press release, a bit of PR puff that has to be used to fill some space, and oh how I revel in this seemingly unexciting job. I pull the press release to pieces and start again. If my colleagues, the news reporters and feature writers that mill around me, bothered to read what I’d written they would see my masterful turn of phrase.

It’s not as if I haven’t tried to move up in the world of journalism. Every now and then when boredom threatens to render me completely incompetent, I drag myself into the editor’s office and squeeze into a chair, producing these few cuts and asking for a chance. In fact today yet another meeting is due.

‘Jemima,’ says the editor, leaning back in his chair, putting his feet on the table and puffing on a cigar, ‘why would you want to be a news reporter?’

‘I don’t,’ I say, restraining myself from rolling my eyes, because every time I come in here we seem to have the same conversation. ‘I want to write features.’

‘But Jemima, you do such a wonderful job on Top Tips. Honestly, love, I don’t know where we’d be without you.’

‘It’s just that it’s not exactly journalism, I want to write more.’

‘We all have to start at the bottom,’ he says, the beginning of his regular monologue, as I think, yes, and you’re still there, this isn’t the Guardian, it’s the Kilburn bloody Herald.

‘Do you know how I started?’

I mutely shake my head, thinking, yes, you were a bloody tea boy for the Solent Advertiser.

‘I was a bloody tea boy for the Solent Advertiser.’ And on, and on, and on he goes.

The conversation ends the same way too. ‘There may well be a vacancy on features coming up,’ he says with a conspiratorial wink. ‘Just keep on working hard and I’ll see what I can do.’

And so I sigh, thank him for his time and manoeuvre myself out of the narrow chair. Just before I get to the door, the editor says, ‘By the way, you are doing that course aren’t you?’

I turn to look at him in confusion. Course? What course? ‘You know,’ he adds, seeing I don’t know what he’s talking about. ‘Computers, Internet, World Wide Web. We’re going on the line and I want everyone in the office to attend.’

On the line? Doesn’t he mean online, I think as I walk out with a smile on my face. The editor, desperate to show off his street credibility, has once again proved he’s still living in the 1980s.

I march back to my desk, idly wondering why he won’t give me a chance. It’s fine for me to do a stupid bloody computer course, but it’s not fine for me to use my brain. Go figure.

I pass the news reporters, all busy on the phone, my eyes cast downwards as I pass my secret heart-throb. Ben Williams is the deputy news editor. Tall, handsome, he is also the office Lothario. He may not be able to afford Armani, this being, as it is, the Kilburn Herald, but his high street suits fit his highly-toned body, his muscular thighs so perfectly, they may as well be.

Ben Williams is secretly fancied by every woman at the Kilburn Herald, not to mention the woman in the shop where he buys his paper every morning, the woman in the sandwich bar who follows his stride longingly as he walks past every lunchtime. Yeah. Don’t think I hadn’t noticed.

Ben Williams is gorgeous, no two ways about it. His light brown hair is floppy in that perfectly arranged way, casually hanging over his left eye, his eyebrows perfectly arched, his dimples when he smiles in exactly the right place. Of course he is well aware of the effect he has on women, but underneath all the schmooze beats a heart of gold, but don’t tell him I told you. He wouldn’t want anyone to know that.

He is the perfect combination of handsome hunk and vulnerable little boy, and the only woman who isn’t interested in him is Geraldine. Geraldine, you see, is destined for greater things. Geraldine is my only friend at the paper, although Geraldine might not agree with that, because after all we don’t socialize together after work, but we do have little chats, Geraldine perched prettily on the edge of my desk as I silently wish I looked like her.

And we do often have lunch together, frequently with Ben Williams, which is both painful and pleasurable, in equal measure, for me. Pleasurable because I live for those days when he joins us, but painful because I turn into an awkward fourteen-year-old every time he comes near. I can’t even look at him, let alone talk to him, and the only consolation is that when he sits down my appetite disappears.

I suspect he thinks I’m rather sweet, and I’m sure he knows I’ve got this ridiculous crush on him, but I doubt he spends much time thinking about me, not when Geraldine’s around.

Geraldine started here at about the same time as me, and the thing that really kills me is that I started as a graduate trainee, and Geraldine started as a secretary, but who’s the one who gets to write features first? Exactly.

It’s not that I’m completely cynical, but with her gleaming blonde hair in a chic bob, her tiny size 10 figure squeezed into the latest fashions, Geraldine may not have an ounce of talent, but the men love her, and the editor thinks she’s the biggest asset to the paper since, well, since himself.

And the thing that kills me even more is that Geraldine is the one woman here that Ben deems worthy of his attentions. Geraldine isn’t interested, which makes it just about bearable. Sure, in a vaguely detached way she can appreciate Ben’s good looks, his charm, his charisma, but please, he works at the Kilburn Herald, and by that fact alone would never be good enough for Geraldine.

Geraldine only goes out with rich men. Older, richer, wiser. Her current boyfriend has, amazingly, lasted eight months, which is a bit of a record for her, and Geraldine seems serious, which Ben can’t stand. I, on the other hand, love hearing what I think of as ‘Geraldine stories’. Geraldine is the woman I wish I was.

For now my feast is finished, and I settle down in my chair and pick up the phone to call the local veterinary practice.

‘Hello,’ I say in my brightest telephone voice. ‘This is Jemima Jones from the Kilburn Herald. Would you have any idea how to remove the smell of cat spray from a pair of curtains?’

*

Jemima Jones pulls open the front door and immediately her heart sinks. Every day as she goes home on the bus she crosses her chubby fingers and prays her flatmates will be out, prays for some peace and quiet, a chance to be on her own.

But as soon as the door opens she hears the music blasting from the living room, the giggles that punctuate their conversation, and with sinking heart she pushes her head round the door.

‘Hi,’ I say to the two girls, one lying on each sofa, swapping gossip. ‘Anyone fancy a cup of tea?’

‘Ooh, Mimey, love one,’ they both chorus, and I wince at the nickname they have taken it on themselves to bestow upon me. It’s a nickname I had at school, one I tried to forget because the very mention of it, even now, brings back memories of being the fat girl in the class, the one who was bullied, the one who was always left out.

But Sophie and Lisa, in their vaguely patronizing way, continue to call me Mimey. They may not have known me at school, but they do know I hate the name because I once summoned up enough courage to tell them, but the fact that it irritates only seems to amuse them more.

Do you want to know about Sophie and Lisa? Sophie and Lisa lived in this flat long before I came on the scene, and most of the time I think they were probably far happier, except that they didn’t have a permanent tea-maker in the evenings. Sophie is blonde, a chic, snappy blonde with an inviting smile and come-to-bed eyes. Lisa is brunette, long, tousled locks and a full, pouting mouth.

Meeting them for the first time you’d probably think they were perhaps fashion buyers, or something similarly glamorous, because both have perfect figures, ready smiles and wardrobes of designer clothes, but, and this is the only thing that makes me smile, the truth is far less interesting.

Sophie and Lisa are receptionists. They work together at an advertising agency, and spend their days trying to outscore one another with dates. They have both, in turn, worked through all the men in the agency, most of them eligible, some not so eligible, and now they sit behind their polished steel and beech desk, and hope for a dishy new client to walk through the door, someone to set their hearts alight, their eyelashes afluttering.

It’s not unusual for them to be at home now, but it is unusual for them to be at home all evening. They arrive home at 5.30 p.m. on the dot then lounge around reading magazines, watching television, gossiping, before jumping into hot baths at 7 p.m., hair at 7.45 p.m. and make-up at 8.15 p.m.

Every night they’re out the front door, dressed up to the nines, by 9 p.m. Teetering on the highest heels, they totter out, giggling together, instructing me, and I’m usually either in my room or watching television, to behave myself. Every night they seem to think this is hugely funny, and every night I want to smack them. It’s not that I dislike them, they’re just completely inconsequential, a couple of chattering budgerigars who constantly amaze me with their stupidity.

Off they go to Mortons, Tramp, Embargo. Anonymous places where they pick up anonymous men, who might, if they’re lucky, wine, dine and drive them around in Ferraris before disappearing off into the night.

Don’t be ridiculous, of course I don’t go with them, but, as contemptuous as I am of their lifestyles, a part of me, just a tiny part, would love to have a taste of it too.

But it’s not worth even thinking about. They are thin and beautiful, and I am not. I would never dare suggest going along, and they would never dare ask me. Not that they are nasty, you understand, underneath the glitz and glamour they’re nice girls, but a girl has to keep up appearances, and fat friends, I’m afraid, do not come into the equation.

Their diet, such as it is, seems to consist of bottles of champagne fuelled by lines of cocaine provided by the men they meet. The fridge at home is always empty, unless I’ve been shopping, and in the eight months I’ve lived here I have never seen them eat a proper meal.

Occasionally I’ve seen one of them come in announcing ‘I’m starving!’, and then Sophie, or Lisa, will pull open the door of the fridge and walk into the living room munching on a tomato, or half a slice of pitta bread with a hint of pink – the thinnest spreading of taramasalata I’ve ever seen.

You doubtless think we make an odd trio. You’re probably right. The Italian man in the deli at the end of the road was flabbergasted to discover we lived together. The two beauties he flirts with at every opportunity, and the sad, overweight girl who probably reminds him of his fat mother always dressed in black.

But Mr Galizzi has got it wrong, because for all my faults I’m not sad. Miserable a lot of the time, yes, but those who bother to get under the layers of fat know that not only does there beat a heart of gold, I’m also bloody good fun to be around, providing I’m in the right mood. But nobody really bothers to look for that, nobody really bothers to look beneath the surface appearance.

I stand in the kitchen, dropping three teabags into three oversized Habitat mugs. I pour in the water, add semi-skimmed from the fridge, and out of habit drop in two heaped teaspoons of powdered sweetener for myself. Good girl, I tell myself, good girl for resisting the sugar, nestling quietly yet ominously in the cupboard above the kettle.

I bring the tea into the living room, and Sophie and Lisa cry their thanks, but the lazy cows don’t move from the sofas, don’t clear a space for me to sit down, so what else can I do but hover in the doorway, clasping my burning hot mug and wondering how soon I can go up to my room.

‘How was today?’ I eventually venture, as the girls stare at the television set, some American sit-com featuring perfect-looking people with perfect white teeth and perfect figures.

‘Hmm?’ says Sophie, eyes never leaving the screen, even while I sip my tea.

‘We’re in love,’ offers Lisa, looking at me for the first time this evening. ‘We’ve got the most amazing new client.’

Now Sophie looks interested, and I lower myself to the floor, sitting cross-legged and awkwardly in my role as agony aunt.

‘Honestly, Mimey, this guy was gorgeous, but we don’t know which one of us he fancies.’

Sophie shoots a fake filthy look at Lisa, who smiles broadly.

‘He definitely fancied one of you then?’ I don’t really need to ask the question, because who, after all, would not fancy one of these beautiful girls at first sight?

‘Oh yes,’ said Lisa. ‘After his meeting he stood at the reception desk for ages chatting.’

‘I think he was chatting up Lisa,’ says Sophie.

‘No,’ says Lisa. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, sweetie. He was interested in you.’ But it’s completely bloody obvious she doesn’t mean it, and even I can see that he was mesmerized by Lisa’s pouting lips and tumbling, just-out-of-bed locks.

‘So did he ask you out?’ I ask, wishing for a fleeting second that some handsome stranger would stop at my desk and chat me up. Just once. Just to see what it feels like.

‘No,’ Lisa says ruefully. ‘But he did ask if we’d both be there next week when he comes in for a meeting.’

‘We were sitting here before, planning what to wear,’ says Sophie, turning to Lisa, ‘so, what about the red suit?’

‘I’m just going upstairs,’ I say, feeling well and truly left out as I heave myself to my feet and edge out the door. I’m no longer needed, the courtesies of greeting have been dealt with, and I would never be asked an opinion on clothes, because as far as Sophie and Lisa are aware I haven’t got a clue.

I climb slowly upstairs, stopping at the top to catch my breath, walk into my bedroom and lie on the bed, staring at the ceiling, until my breathing becomes slower, more regular.

I lie there and spin out an elaborate fantasy about what I would wear if I were thin. I would have my hair cut into a super-trendy shaggy style, and perhaps, if I dared, would have a few blonde highlights, just at the front.

I would wear sunglasses a lot of the time. Occasionally they would be big Hollywood film-star tortoiseshell ones, but the rest of the time they would be cool, smart little round glasses, glasses that spelt sophistication, glamour.

I would wear tight cream trousers, lycra crop tops, and the bits of flesh exposed would be taut and tanned. I would, I decide, even look fantastic in a bathrobe. I look at my old white bathrobe hanging on the back of the door, huge, voluminous. I love wrapping it around myself for comfort, trying desperately to ignore the fact that I resemble a balloon with legs.

But when I’m slim I’ll keep that bathrobe. It will, being a man’s bathrobe, gather in folds of fabric around my athletic new body. The sleeves will hang down, obscuring my hands, and I will look cute and vulnerable.

Even first thing in the morning I will look gorgeous. With no make-up and tousled hair, I imagine meeting Mr Perfect, and curling up in an armchair with the bathrobe wrapped around me, exposing just my long, glowing legs, my bony knees, and naturally he will be head over heels in love with me.

I think about this for a while, and then I remember my magazine. I draw it out of my bag and once again study the pictures, reaching into my bedside drawer to pull out the scissors and add the latest models to my collection.

And as I put the scissors back I notice, at the very back of the drawer, a packet of biscuits. My God! I actually forgot about them, I actually forgot about food in the house.

No. I won’t. I’m being good now. But then surely it’s better to eat them, make them disappear, so there’s no more bad food in the house. Surely it’s better to finish them in one go than to eat them slowly and steadily over the course of a week. That way there won’t be any left after tonight, and then I can really start my diet. The one that’s going to work. The one that’s going to fulfil my fantasies.

Yes, I’ll eat them now and start again tomorrow.

And this is how we leave Jemima Jones for the evening, just as we leave her every evening. Sitting on her single bed in her afterthought of a room, gazing at magazines and cramming a packet of biscuits into her mouth.


Chapter Two

Can somebody turn the sunshine off? It’s shining directly in my eyes as I roll over in bed and groan. I can’t get up yet, it’s so warm, so comfortable, so I just lie here for a few minutes, waiting for the tinny pop music to start playing from my radio alarm clock, and I wish, oh God how I wish, that I could stay in bed for ever.

Look, Jemima, see how when you roll over on your back your stomach feels, well, not quite flat, but certainly not fat. See how your breasts roll over to either side, giving the distinct illusion of a vast expanse of flatness in the middle.

Jemima lies there and rubs her stomach, half affectionately, half repellently, for there is something innately comforting in the bulk that is her body. But then she rolls over to her side, and tries to forget her stomach weighing down, sinking into the mattress. She tucks the duvet in tightly around her and wishes she never had to get up.

But today is the course day. Today is the day she is, as the editor put it, going ‘on the line’. And, much as she is looking forward to the course, for her brain, being active and large, is constantly on the look-out for new information, she cannot help but feel more than a little anxious because she will be breaking her daily routine.

From Monday to Friday Jemima’s routine is as follows: she wakes up at 8.45 a.m., lies in bed and listens to Sophie and Lisa getting ready for work. Listens to the door slam as they clatter up the path at 9 a.m., and then hauls herself out of bed.

Avoids the mirror in the bathroom, for it is full length and she really does not want to see herself in all her glory. Starts running a bath, and pours at least five capfuls of bubble bath in to hide her flesh.

While the bath is running, goes to the kitchen and pours herself a bowl of cereal. Healthy cereal. Slimming cereal. (Except you’re not supposed to have quite as much as that, Jemima, the bowl is not supposed to be so full the cereal is slopping out over the sides.)

Jemima eats the cereal in a hurry, comes back upstairs for the bath. Heads back to the bedroom and gets dressed, and only then, when she’s covered in the comfort of her clothes, does she look in the mirror and quite like what she sees. She likes her intelligent green eyes, and she applies the tiniest bit of eyeliner and mascara, just to accentuate them.

She likes her full pouting lips. But they tend to disappear in the round moon-ness of her face, so she paints them pale pink.

She likes her glossy hair, and she brushes and brushes until it gleams back at her in the glass. She preens in the mirror, pouting her lips, sucking in her cheeks, pushing her neck forward until her chins almost, almost, disappear.

I could be beautiful, she tells herself every morning. If I lost weight I would be beautiful. And as she looks in the mirror she tells herself firmly that today is the start of the rest of her life. Today is the start of her new diet.

And what happens next, Jemima?

Feeling virtuous, positive, excited at the prospect of your new life, you leave your flat at 9.25 a.m. and catch the bus to work. You stand at the bus-stop with the same people you see every day and you don’t say a word to them, nor they to you.

You find a seat on its own, and sit there, your thighs spreading on to the seat next to you, and you pray that no one will sit beside you, forcing you to hold your breath, squeeze in your thighs, suppress your resentment at their audacity.

And then you alight at the corner of Kilburn High Road, a short walk from your office, and every morning as you walk up the road, just as you pass the shoe shop with its window display of rather nasty shoes, your nostrils start quivering.

There is nothing in the world quite like the smell of bacon frying, I’m sure you will agree. Together with dill, fresh lavender and Chanel No. 5, it is one of Jemima’s favourite smells. If it simply remained a favourite smell then all would be fine, but Jemima’s nostrils are stronger than her will-power.

Your steps become slower as you approach the working man’s caff, and with each step the picture of a bacon sandwich, rashers of greasy bacon, awash with fat, oozing out of thick white sliced, becomes so vivid you can almost taste it.

Every morning you battle with yourself, Jemima. You tell yourself that today you started your diet, but the smell becomes too much to bear, and every morning you find yourself queuing at the counter and requesting two bacon sandwiches.

‘He likes his bacon sandwich doesn’t he, love?’ says the woman behind the counter, a woman called Marge whom Jemima Jones has got to know. Once upon a long time ago Jemima told Marge the bacon sandwiches were for her boss.

Poor lass, thought Marge, I know they’re for her. But Marge, being a kind-hearted soul, pretends to believe her.

‘Lovely day,’ says Marge, handing the sandwiches to Jemima, who tucks them in her bag, continuing the charade, before walking up the street. A few yards away the bacon sandwiches start calling you.

‘Jemima,’ they whisper from the depths of your bag. ‘We’re lovely and greasy, Jemima. Feel us. Taste us. Now.’ And you plunge your hand in, the craving fast overtaking any anxiety about eating in public, and in one, two, three, four bites the sandwiches have gone.

And then to the office, wiping your mouth with your sleeve and stopping at the newsagent to buy some sugar-free mints to hide the smell of bacon.

Your mornings are spent sorting out letters, and watching the clock until 11.30 a.m., when it is time for tea. ‘I’m starving,’ you say to Alison, the secretary who sits opposite you. ‘I haven’t had breakfast,’ and it is your way of apology for the egg and bacon sandwich you bring up from the canteen together with a cup of tea and three sweeteners.

And then at 1 p.m., every day, you head back down to the canteen for lunch. A salad is what you have, every day, except the salads you choose from the salad bar are as fattening as a cream cake.

Coleslaw, rice salad, pasta salad, slabs of cheese and potato salad swimming in mayonnaise, you pile them on your plate and tell yourself you are being healthy. A wholemeal roll, covered in two slabs of butter, completes your meal, except you are not really full. You are never really full.

The afternoon is spent writing up your Top Tips, before nipping down again at teatime. Sometimes you have a cake, sometimes crisps, sometimes biscuits, and occasionally, well, around twice a week, you have another sandwich.

And finally at 6 p.m. your day is over. Waiting for the bus home, you nip into the newsagent and buy a couple of bars of chocolate to sustain you on the journey, and then that familiar feeling of dread pours over you as you approach your house, and your two perfect flatmates.

And your evenings blend together into one. Alone again, a blessed relief as Sophie and Lisa are out partying, you eat your evenings into oblivion. You watch television, game shows, sit-coms, documentaries. There are few with such eclectic tastes as you, Jemima, and few with your knowledge.

Or you might read, for you have hundreds of books to quench that thirst for knowledge. And a lot of the time you spend lying on your bed, daydreaming about romance, which is something you have little experience of.

Don’t misunderstand me, Jemima isn’t a virgin, but her virginity was lost during a quick tumble in the dark with a boy who was so inconsequential he may as well stay anonymous.

And since then she has had the odd fling with men who have a penchant for the larger lady. But she has never really enjoyed sex, has never tasted the pleasures of making love, but that doesn’t stop a girl from dreaming does it?

But today, the day of the course, the day of learning how to surf the World Wide Web, is a break from that routine, and Jemima Jones hates breaking her routine. No bacon sandwiches for Jemima this morning, because the course is in the West End, many miles away from her familiar caff.

But at least she will not have to go on her own, because Geraldine, Geraldine of the perfect figure and rich boyfriend, will be picking her up.

‘I’m not getting the bloody tube,’ said Geraldine yesterday afternoon, when I asked how she was getting to the course.

‘I’ve got a perfectly good car,’ she added, fully aware that the entire office was envious of her shining new black BMW, the car paid for partly by her boyfriend and partly by her parents, although she doesn’t tell people about the parents’ contribution. She only told me because I wouldn’t let the subject drop and eventually she had to admit it.

‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘Why don’t we go together?’ I couldn’t believe it, going to the course with Geraldine! Walking in with someone else, for once not being on my own. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘You wouldn’t mind?’ Because why would Geraldine want to befriend someone like me? It’s not that I dislike her – she, after all, is one of the few to have always treated me like a human being – it’s just that I can’t help but be intimidated by her perfection.

‘’Course not,’ said Geraldine. ‘The damn thing doesn’t start until 10.30, so I’ll pick you up at 10. How does that sound?’

It sounded fantastic, and here I am now, sitting in the living room flicking through the pages of a book on container gardening but not really looking at the pictures, just waiting for the hum of Geraldine’s car.

There is no hum, there are two short beeps of the horn, and pulling the curtain aside I can just about see Geraldine’s elbow resting on the door-frame as she taps her fingers to the music I assume she must be playing.

Geraldine and her car go together like apples and honey. They’re both sleek, chic, with glossy exteriors and purring engines. Geraldine, as usual, has done herself proud. She’s wearing a beautifully cut navy suit, the jacket just skimming her thighs, the lapels showing off a white silk T-shirt. On her head is a pair of large black sunglasses, keeping her highlights off her face, and she’s holding a cigarette langurously, sexily, out of the window.

I feel like an ungainly oaf next to Geraldine, so I lumber into her car and just as I put the seat belt on – Geraldine, incidentally, isn’t wearing one – she offers me a cigarette, which I take. You didn’t know I smoked? Of course I smoke because way back when, in the murky teenage years, all the cool people smoked, and even then I wanted so badly to be cool.

Now admittedly, more often than not it’s a pain in the arse because everywhere I go I’m surrounded by virulent anti-smokers, but it still makes me feel, well, not quite cool, but certainly less awkward.

My first cigarette was in the back row of a cinema, in the days when everyone was allowed to smoke in the back row. I was fourteen years old, with a group of girls and boys from school, and, although I never really fitted in, they didn’t care if I tagged along because they thought I was ‘a good laugh’.

Naturally I was never fancied, but I was always able to put a smile on their faces, and so I became one of the gang. And in the back row of that cinema, while the others kissed loudly and longingly, at that stage not quite aware of what desire feels like but desperate to emulate it anyway (that knowledge came with hindsight, none of us knew that at the time), I sat and smoked.

I remember unwrapping my pack of ten Silk Cut, the first pack of cigarettes I’d ever bought, and drawing out my first ever cigarette. I lit it with a match and sat back to watch the film, feeling impossibly cool and grown up.

‘You’re smoking!’ said one of my friends loudly, in both horror and respect, and all the others stopped kissing and turned to watch me.

‘So?’ I said, puffing away on my cigarette, holding the smoke in my mouth then releasing it in one big gasp.

‘So, where d’you get them?’

‘I bought them, dumbass.’

‘But you don’t smoke.’

‘I do now.’ I carried on puffing, painfully aware that six sets of eyes were watching my every move.

‘You’re not inhaling!’ said one of the boys, loudly enough for an older woman sitting in front of us to turn around, a look of anger on her face, and say, ‘Ssshhh!’

‘Ssshhh! Ssshhh! Ssshhh!’ my friends echoed, falling about with laughter, while I felt slightly sorry for the woman, who did, after all, want to watch the film.

‘But you’re not doing it properly,’ he insisted. ‘My mum smokes and it only comes out in a puff of smoke when you don’t inhale. I bet you can’t blow it out through your nose.’

I tried, and failed, I snorted but nothing happened.

‘See, told you. You can’t inhale.’

‘I bloody can,’ I said, and, in a gesture I had seen hundreds of times on television, sucked the smoke into my mouth and breathed in. The smoke filled my lungs, a burning, acrid smoke, and almost instantly I started to feel dizzy. But see how cool I am! See how sophisticated I look! I exhaled the smoke in a long, slow stream from my nostrils, and turned to my friends with a smile.

‘Who says I can’t inhale?’ The others were too impressed to speak, and I finished my cigarette, feeling more and more dizzy and nauseous. Deep breaths, I told myself, deep breaths. I. Am. Not. Going. To. Be. Sick. And I wasn’t. Not until later, anyway.

But amazingly enough that didn’t stop me. For years cigarettes made me feel sick but it didn’t stop me. And now, after years of practice, cigarettes have stopped making me feel sick, and they have become a habit, an addiction that, much like food, is proving impossible for me to break.

Sitting here in Geraldine’s car, when I compare Geraldine’s seductive long drags to my short ones, I feel all wrong smoking. I look awkward, awkward fingers grasping the cigarette, exhaling all too quickly. I still, unfortunately, look like a fourteen-year-old trying out her first cigarette.

‘So how’s everything at work?’ says Geraldine, flicking the butt out the window and checking in the rear-view mirror that her lipstick is still perfectly applied.

‘Same really,’ I say with a shrug. ‘I went to see the editor again and surprise surprise, there aren’t any vacancies at the moment.’

‘Oh poor you,’ says Geraldine, but I think she’s probably relieved. Geraldine knows I can write, Geraldine wouldn’t be anywhere if it weren’t for me because whenever she has a deadline I’m the one she comes running to asking for help. At least once a week I sit in front of my computer reading Geraldine’s haphazard copy, before ripping it apart and putting it back together again so it makes sense.

And I don’t mind, really, I don’t, and perhaps in a strange way this is why, sitting in her car, I’m feeling less bad, less intimidated by her, and I’m starting genuinely to like her. And perhaps it’s also because I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that when it comes to words I am infinitely more talented than Geraldine, however slim and beautiful she may be.

For if I were promoted, who would help Geraldine?

‘Oh well,’ she continues, ‘never mind. Your time will come.’ She lifts her hand and puts her sunglasses on, groaning. ‘God, what a hangover.’

I look at her in amazement, for Geraldine obviously does not know the meaning of the word. A hangover means bloodshot eyes, pale skin with a hint of grey, lank hair, deep shadows under the eyes. Geraldine, as she always does, looks perfect.

A gurgle of laughter emerges from my mouth. ‘Do you ever look anything less than perfect, Geraldine?’

Geraldine flicks her hair back and says, ‘Believe me, I look a mess,’ but she’s pleased because, like all girls who are perfectly groomed, below the perfection is a writhing mass of insecurity, and she likes to hear that she’s beautiful. It helps her to believe it.

‘So what happened last night?’

‘Oh God,’ Geraldine groans. ‘Dimitri took me out for dinner and I drank so much champagne I was positively comatose.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘The Collection.’

‘I haven’t been there yet,’ I say, knowing full bloody well that I’ll probably never go there, being, as it is, a restaurant for the rich and the beautiful, but I know all about it. I know about the bright young things from the magazines who go there, and I know about it from Sophie and Lisa, who naturally have been wined, dined and seduced in both the bar downstairs and the restaurant above.

‘I suppose it was filled with the famous and beautiful?’

‘Actually,’ says Geraldine, ‘actually, it was filled with lots of people who looked as if they ought to be famous, except neither of us knew who anyone was.’

‘Bloody wannabees,’ I say with a deep sigh. ‘They’re just everywhere these days,’ and we both laugh.

Geraldine suddenly turns right and pulls up outside a large mansion block. ‘Sorry,’ she says, turning to me. ‘Ben Williams was bugging me for a lift so I said we’d come and get him. You don’t mind do you?’

‘No,’ I say, heart suddenly pounding. ‘I didn’t know he lived here.’

‘Me neither until he gave me his address yesterday, but even a rat must have a home.’

‘Who does he live with?’

‘Two other guys, apparently. God, can you imagine what their flat is like?’

‘Ugh,’ I say, even though I haven’t got a bloody clue. Me? How the hell would I know what a bachelor pad is like, but then again I’ve watched Men Behaving Badly and even I can pretend. ‘Stinking socks draped over all the radiators.’

‘Porn mags piled up in the corridor,’ Geraldine says, grimacing.

‘Sheets that haven’t seen a washing machine in six months.’

‘Piles of filthy washing-up overflowing the sink.’ We both clutch our stomachs and Geraldine makes gagging noises. I laugh, but suddenly I see Ben running out the front door and the laughter stops as my stomach does its usual lurch on sight of this gorgeous man.

‘Make him sit in the back,’ whispers Geraldine. ‘I don’t want to sit next to him.’

So Ben walks over to the car and I climb out, trying to be dainty, delicate, feminine. ‘Morning girls,’ he says, ‘both looking particularly lovely today.’ He doesn’t mean me, he’s just being polite, so I stand awkwardly on the pavement and Ben looks at me patiently, waiting for me to climb in the back.

‘Ben,’ shouts Geraldine from the driver’s seat. ‘You don’t mind getting in the back do you?’

‘Oh,’ says Ben. After a pause, in which I wish more than anything in the world that the ground would open and swallow me up, he says, ‘Sure.’ And in a swift and graceful movement he climbs in.

I buckle up my seat belt while Ben leans forward, resting his arms on either seat in front. ‘So girls,’ he says, as Geraldine pulls out. ‘Good night last night?’

‘Yes, thanks,’ says Geraldine, while I stay quiet.

‘What did you do?’

Geraldine tells him, and I start playing this little game I play a lot of the time. I do it when I’m in a car and we pull up to traffic lights. If the light stays green until we pass, then I will find true love. Sometimes I add within the next six months. I don’t know why I carry on playing it, as it never comes true, but I do it again now. I think, if you ask me what I did last night, then it means that we will end up together. Please ask me, Ben. Please. But then if he does ask me, what will I say? That I stayed at home and ate chocolate biscuits? Oh God, how can I make myself sound interesting.

‘What about you, Jemima?’ Oh Christ. The question’s out there before I’ve formulated an answer.

‘Oh, I went to a party.’

‘Did you?’ Ben and Geraldine ask the question simultaneously.

‘You didn’t mention that,’ says Geraldine. ‘Whose party?’

Quick, quick. Think, Jemima.

‘Just an old friend.’

‘Wild night, eh Jemima?’ says Ben with a wink.

‘Yup,’ I say finally, deciding to throw caution to the wind. ‘I got very drunk, slightly stoned and ended up shagging some guy in the toilet.’

A silence descends on the car, neither Ben nor Geraldine knows quite what to say, and I feel sick. I know I’ve said the wrong thing. It doesn’t come out as funny as I had intended, it comes out as peculiar, so I take a deep breath and tell the truth. Well. Sort of. ‘Actually, I’m lying. I stayed in and watched World in Action.’

Ben and Geraldine get the joke and they laugh. Except unfortunately, at least if you’re sitting where Jemima Jones is sitting right now, it really isn’t very funny. It’s actually rather sad.
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