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      “Are you serious?”

      “’Fraid so.”

      Looking across the counter at Connor, I swallowed my shock, trying to take control of the hurt raging inside. “You’re breaking up with me?”

      “Sorry...”

      I stared into Connor’s round dark eyes, framed by thin wire glasses and filled with a look that had nothing to do with being sorry. There wasn’t a hint of guilt or sorrow, rather a type of grimace that indicated he couldn’t understand why he’d gone out with me in the first place. My mind began to whirl. The blood began to boil in my veins as I tried to make sense of the bombshell he’d just dropped.

      How could this have happened? I hadn’t mentioned the ‘L’ word. I hadn’t been needy or clingy. I’d followed every guideline in that Cosmopolitan dating article. Everything had been going so well.

      Or it was on my end, anyway.

      Connor’s and mine had been a whirlwind romance beginning the moment our eyes met over the organic bananas at the supermarket. We’d gone on six dates in the past three weeks. Connor was the perfect gentleman, in fact, so much of a gentleman I was beginning to get a little concerned he hadn’t put the hard word on me. Connor told me he loved my hair. He liked the fact I had my own business. He complimented me on my sense of humour and whispered some rather dirty sweet nothings in my ear. We’d even had a romantic picnic under the willow tree at Apex Park with a bottle of Moet.

      I repeat, Moet.

      Nobody in Merrifield drank Moet unless they were at a wedding, and even then, the instances of such extravagance were few and far between.

      I tilted my head, feeling my brow crinkle in confusion. Okay, not confusion. I was crinkling it purposely so I wouldn’t begin to cry because I certainly wasn’t giving Connor that satisfaction.

      “Does this have anything to do with last night?” I asked.

      “No, no. I don’t think it’s going to work between us, that’s all.”

      The shuffling of Connor’s feet and the uncomfortable shifting of his body — like he’d suddenly become infested with worms or the victim of a disastrous rash — told another story. What did he take me for?

      Last night was the first time Connor and I had done the deed. Being so convinced that he was the one, I hadn’t wanted to have sex until the moment was right and him cooking dinner for me at his place seemed like the appropriate time. I’d even bought a matching set of lingerie in preparation. Yes, the knickers were a tad on the snug side when I’d put them on and my boobs were sort of exploding from the bra but Connor loves red. And boobs. Or so he said.

      Yet, despite the fact I hadn’t eaten all day to ensure my stomach remained as flat as possible and had plucked and shaved my body until it practically begged me to desist, I sensed a certain hesitance on Connor’s part after he’d stripped me of my clothes. It was as if his whole demeanour changed when he discovered I wasn’t the kind of girl who looked hot in see-through undies.

      “Did I suck or something?”

      “Of course not.”

      I gave myself a silent pat on the back. I knew I hadn’t. I had certain skills that had been described as ‘bloody marvellous’ and ‘fucking awesome’ in the past. Unfortunately, they didn’t appear to be enough of a lure for Connor.

      “Then, why?”

      Connor let out a great big sigh. Clearly, he wasn’t expecting the break up to be so difficult. He placed his hands squarely on the counter and looked into my eyes. A muscle twitched at the edge of his jaw. “Look. I just don’t find you that attractive with your clothes off, if you want to know.”

      My eyes opened so wide they began to smart. They really hurt. “Pardon?”

      “You have cellulite, Livvy. Your bum looks like an unpeeled orange. You don’t look good naked. In fact, you’re way fatter than you led me to believe.”

      I didn’t know whether to be mad or upset or both. How was it possible to be fatter than one looked in real life? So, I wore slimming jeans and a push-up bra. Heaps of girls did. They didn’t change the shape of you that much. It was marketing hype to get you to buy stuff.

      The hideous truth of the previous night began to sink in. “Is that why we had to have the light off?”

      “Partly.”

      “What’s the rest?” I figured I might as well get the full story while he was in a truth-telling mood.

      “I thought you were a natural blonde. When the bush doesn’t match the garden, well, it’s a real turn off.”

      I could feel my mouth opening and closing involuntarily. The cheek. Nobody was a natural blonde at our age. “So, let me get this straight, you don’t want to go out with me anymore because you feel you’ve been… uh… misled?”

      “Something like that. Look, I’m sorry.”

      “For what? Calling me fat or for the fact that you’re a complete arsehole? Tell me, was that wining and dining merely to get me in the sack?”

      “Of course not.”

      Which totally meant it was.

      “How many other girls have you picked up in the banana aisle?”

      Connor looked sheepish. “Only a couple. But listen, you’re a nice girl. I like you — as a person — and I’d be willing to go out with you again after you drop ten or so kilos.”

      Oh. My. God.

      “Get out, Connor. Get out now.” Moving from behind the counter, I shoved Connor towards the door and down the two steps that lead to the footpath. I was so tempted to kick his bum on the way out my foot began to rise of its own accord. “Oh, and Connor?”

      He turned.

      “I might be able to lose a few kilos but you’re never going to hide that bald spot by combing hair over it. It’s way bigger than it was a week ago.”

      Slamming the door after him, I leant my forehead against the glass, stopping to take a few deep, calming breaths. My entire body was trembling. My lungs felt as if the air had been sucked from them. A vein had begun to pound on the side of my head. Then, from somewhere inside, a twisted sort of chuckle formed and I started to laugh-cry all in one go. I might have been dumped but at least I’d given him something to think about. Not that I felt any better for it. The sense of gratification was instantly gone.

      Rummaging in my pocket for my keys, I flipped the shop sign to ‘Back in 5 minutes’, checked that Connor wasn’t watching from behind a car or something — because I wouldn’t have put it past him to be happy to see me suffer — and bolted down the street to the Maggie’s Bakery.

      Yes, I was well aware that it was two o’clock in the afternoon and the lunch trade had probably cleaned out the shelves, but if Maggie didn’t have any peppermint slices left there was going to be hell to pay.
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      My foot tapped impatiently as I watched Maggie slide the glass door of the cake cabinet along. Dark chocolaty stripes of icing beckoned me as she lifted the slice from the tray. The sweet scent of peppermint filled my nostrils as she tonged it into a white paper bag. I was salivating in anticipation.

      Okay, not outwardly salivating because that would have made me look like a dog or a deranged person in need of medication, but on the inside I was definitely drooling. I needed a fix. Badly. I wished she’d hurry.

      I’d bought three slices to add to the ruse that I was buying for other shop owners along the street, but I could tell from the look on Maggie’s face she wasn’t having any of it. You wouldn’t need to be a rocket scientist to figure out I was going straight back to Doggie Divas to eat the lot myself.

      “You okay, love?” Maggie folded the top of the bag and gave it a neat crease. Her eyes fell to my hands clenching and unclenching at my sides.

      “Yeah, Maggie, I’m fine.”

      “Man trouble again?”

      The peppermint slice was a dead give away. On happy days, I preferred one of Maggie’s monster slabs of mud cake or a creamy chocolate éclair, thick with icing. My favourite though, was the giant cupcakes Maggie made with faces in the icing crafted from lollies. They were like a double sugar hit.

      “Connor broke up with me. He didn’t like the fact I wasn’t a natural blonde. Oh, and he thought he was getting a Lindt chocolate but ended up with a lumpy Picnic bar when he took off the wrapping. Not to worry though, he said he’d take me back if I dropped a few kilos.”

      “He said you were fat? He’s not exactly George Clooney.”

      I knew Maggie was trying to make me feel better but it wasn’t working. “I know.”

      “Little bugger. You’re well shot of him, love. He always was a terrible flirt, even when he was seven. Last week, I caught him chatting up Shannon over the organic bananas in I.G.A. Terrible things he was saying to make her blush, poor child.”

      “You mean Shannon-down-from-Perth, Shannon?”

      It was funny how everyone called her that. Shannon had lived in Merrifield for over three years now. Been here as long as I’d been back from the city.

      “The very same. I thought she was going to have a seizure when he asked if she’d squeeze his banana to see if it was too firm.”

      I felt the blood drain from my face. Connor had used that exact line on me. Which wasn’t that bad if you ignored the fact that Shannon-down-from-Perth looked like Ten Tonne Tessie. Not that I meant to think such rude thoughts —Shannon was a lovely girl — but she looked so much like an over-ripe mango, I dreamt of smoothies every time we crossed paths.

      So what the hell was Connor’s deal? Did he chat up every woman he met in the fresh produce aisle? Had there been nothing special about me at all?

      “I don’t think he’s ever had a girlfriend for more than a week,” Maggie added. “So you may have broken a record.”

      I snorted and took a twenty-dollar note from my wallet, thumping it onto the glass top display case. “That’s not the only thing of Connor Bishop’s I’d like to break.”
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      By the time I got back to Doggie Divas, I’d eaten two of the peppermint slices and the rush of endorphins had been usurped by the angry pang of guilt at my own weakness. I yanked my key from my pocket and turned it in the lock. Then, I kicked the door open with my toe, shut it with my heel and headed straight for the counter where I dumped the nearly empty bag on the counter. I stared at it for a long while, forcing myself not to eat but it didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, all it did was clarify in my mind a fact I’d known for ages but was refusing to admit.

      I was a relationship loser. And I was possibly destined to be that way for the rest of my life.

      Connor wasn’t the only man to dump me in recent history, you see. In fact, I’d been the victim of quite a few ugly dumping episodes over the last two years. It began with Jacob — I’d found him in bed with a girl who looked like me but had far perkier breasts (obviously fake). Then there was Nigel. He seemed so right until he asked if I minded whether he wore some of my underwear under his work clothes. I drew the line at that. The worst was Michael. I’d had a bit of a crush on him at University and jumped at the chance to offer him a place to stay after his return from an extended overseas trip. I didn’t mind at all. He bought me flowers and wondered how it was that we’d never found each other sooner. He cooked and cleaned. Plus, he looked absolutely adorable in an apron. Unfortunately, I came home from work to find dinner was not the only thing he’d been cooking. My house was in the process of being raided by a team of black-clad special operations police. Turned out Michael’s overseas trip had, in fact, been a stint in jail for possession of a trafficable quantity and he was on the run from the Mafia or a bikie gang or something.

      Since then, I’d understandably become a little gun-shy. It was easier to have no man than to risk involving myself with another player.

      Until Connor, that was. I’d thought he was different. How wrong could a girl be?

      Undoing the bag, I picked at a corner of the last slice and popped it in my mouth. The sweet taste overtook my tongue and I felt the stress begin to melt away. With the chocolate base and icing sending happy hormones rushing to my brain, I blinked away a stubborn tear.

      Why was I rendered instantly stupid when a man flirted with me?  How come the only men I seemed to attract were either utter weirdos, players or so totally up themselves they couldn’t see daylight. Did they see me as some sort of easy target? Surely, that couldn’t be the case?

      I pulled the slice from the bag and took a bigger bite. Bugger Connor. This binge was his fault. I’d been having such a lovely week and now I was reduced to downing slices in order to overcome my problems. Again.

      As I swallowed, the door of the shop opened and Mum bounced in. Her hair newly-coiffed, she bounded up to the counter to give me a kiss. My mother was a rather energetic person. I couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever walked.

      “Hello, possum.” As observant as ever, Mum’s eyes dropped to the paper bag on the counter. “Man trouble?”

      It was annoying that my mother knew me so well.

      “Something like that.”

      “Dear, dear. Not that lovely boy you were seeing?”

      “He turned out to be not so lovely.”

      A look of sympathy spread over Mum’s face. “And how many pieces have you had?”

      “One.”

      Eyebrows rose in disbelief.

      “All right, two and a bit. But in my defence, I needed the sugar. I’m very tired. I was up most of the night.”

      And if I’d known what the result of that would be, I’d never have wasted the sleep time.

      Mum reached into her gym bag and pulled out a hanky. Spitting onto the corner, she proceeded to wipe a few stray crumbs from the side of my chin, clucking like a mother hen.

      I swiped her hand away. “Mum, please.”

      My day had been pretty ordinary so far, without her trying to improve the way I looked with a soggy hanky.

      “You’ll never get a man looking like a washerwoman, you know.”

      “And I won’t get one with my mother treating me like a two year old, either. Can you leave it, please?”

      “I was only trying to help.”

      “Thank you, but it’s not the sort of help I need.”

      “There’s no need to get snippy. People will think you’re having your period. Or taking drugs.”

      I groaned. On most occasions, it was pointless attempting to have a sensible conversation with my mother. She had the ability to go off on a tangent that even a person on LSD wouldn’t be able to follow.

      “So what’re you up to today?” I asked, not that I needed to. Mum’s outfit of purple Lycra leggings, a fluorescent pink ballet wrap and an Olivia Newton John — circa 1981 — headband spoke volumes. Teamed with her new 80’s retro haircut, she looked like an extra in a Flashdance remake.

      “I’ve just finished the Advanced Tums & Bums class. That Alice certainly knows how to make me sweat. I thought my bottom was going to drop off.” She turned, giving her bottom, which was indeed looking quite pert for a woman her age, a wiggle. “You could do with a little Tums & Bums. Sitting around is making you frumpy.”

      “Gee, thanks, Mum. I’ll keep that in mind. Is there anything else or did you only come in to tell me that?”

      “No. Nothing else. Have you seen that new shop going in over the road?”

      I had indeed. I’d spent many an hour, when I should have been getting my tax in order, imagining what was behind the rough hessian covering and scaffolding that hid the façade.

      “Whatever it is, they’re putting an awful lot of work into it. Maybe it’s a boutique,” I said.

      “Speaking of clothes, I bought these for you from the home shopping channel. With all that talk of exercise, I completely forgot.” Mum bent and pulled a shiny red carrier from her gym bag, handing it to me. “They were having a clearance.”

      My hand delved into the bag. I felt a pile of soft fabric. I peered inside, afraid of what I was going to find because... Well, let’s just say Mum’s taste in clothes and mine don’t exactly see eye to eye. “Are these Spanx, Mum?”

      Having never seen a pair in real life, I could only surmise.

      “Yes. Every girl of a certain age needs a little help in the support department. They’re wonderful for smoothing lumps and bumps.”

      “Do you wear them?”

      “No. I pay eight hundred dollars a year to have my body toned at the gym. I don’t need to wear them. But I’ve heard they’re very good.”

      “So why do I need to wear them?” I took the underwear from the bag, eyeing it in dismay. “Do you think I’m fat?”

      “I’m not saying that. I’m merely saying the Spanx could help enhance the look of what God gave you. Tonnes of celebs wear them. You’re going to need every scrap of help you can get if you want to nab a husband now that you’ve exhausted the supply of under forties in town.”

      My mother was nothing if not honest. Sometimes to the detriment of others’ feelings.

      “There’s no need to remind me.”

      Shoving the underwear back into the bag, I hid it behind the counter. The way I felt was beyond description. I was twenty-seven years old. A push-up bra and some tummy toning jeans were one thing but I wasn’t about to start wearing some suck-me-in-pull-me-up business to impress a man. It wouldn’t work anyway. Connor was living proof of that.

      Mum gathered the rest of her things. “So, what happened? You know, with the young man?”

      “He said my bum look like orange peel. Apparently, he doesn’t like girls who look normal.”

      “Oh well, those undies will come in handy sooner than you think then.” With a kiss and a wave, she opened the door to leave. “Toodle-oo. See you later in the week.”

      “Aren’t we having dinner tonight?”

      “Um, ah...no. I’ve uh, double booked myself. I must learn how to use that calendar thingy on my smartphone.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Go-Karting. So exhilarating.”

      Exhilarating and driving little cars around a track were not concepts I’d use in the same sentence but Mum seemed to be into anything and everything lately. Last week it had been naked hang gliding from Mount Seymour, the big hill that overlooked Merrifield. “Well, have fun.”

      “I fully intend to. I bought this great new racing suit to wear. It’s pink with a lavender stripe. I’m thinking it might be good for the charity calendar shoot at the end of the year. It could be quite a sexy look if I was leaning over the bonnet of a car, don’t you think?”

      Oh Lord.

      Glumly, I watched my mother leave. I kicked the bag of Spanx further under the counter. I felt like crying again. She hadn’t said it in so many words but it was fairly clear that even she thought I was fat. Fat and single.

      My life sucked.
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      My fit of depression growing, I finished off the last of the peppermint slice before heading into the grooming room to tidy up for the day. Usually, I liked to sweep up between clients and give the hydro bath a bit of a whizz over with disinfectant, but the morning had been such a disaster I’d let it slide in favour of feeling sorry for myself.

      As I tidied and swept, I considered how my life was shaping up. Not well, by all accounts. Buying Doggie Divas three years earlier was the one bright spot. It had been a godsend at a time when I’d found myself directionless.

      I’d graduated from university with a Masters Degree in Journalism five years previously and thrown myself into my job as weather girl at Channel Seven News, buying TV appropriate outfits and getting highlights that cost more than the rent on my tiny flat. I was skinny back then. Having finally sprouted into my body after years of teenage gawkiness, I could wear whatever I wanted. I didn’t have to think about exercising or eating rabbit food, I was confident I looked good — but not overconfident, you’ve only got to share the makeup room with some stunning model to have that knocked out of you pretty quickly. Still, it was such a stark contrast after being teased every day at school because I wore glasses and had the body shape of a gangly giraffe.

      The first twelve months of working life sped past in a blur. I was happy, challenged and fulfilled. The producers noticed me and were talking about promoting me to ‘feel good’ segments on The Breakfast Show, starting after Christmas. I’d also scored a lovely boyfriend in journalist and news anchor Richard Abbott. We’d been set to buy matching Boxer puppies and a townhouse in Mount Lawley when my world came crashing down.

      Right, in fact, between having the side of my lovely little Fiat defaced by a woman who turned out to be Richard’s disgruntled wife and a dose of something nasty. Of the things I got from Richard, that last one was the one I least expected.

      Richard had neglected to tell me about the wife who spent her winters in the north of Western Australia. She appeared on a plane from Broome one Wednesday afternoon and popped by his office to announce her arrival for Telethon — she came every year — which in hindsight must have made me look like a bit of a simpleton. How had I not known this? Richard was the most well known journalist in Western Australia. Everyone — well, except me — knew he was married.

      The worst part, though, was when she discovered Richard and I enjoying an afternoon delight on the couch under the window in his office. Richard had a thing about sex in public places, and being young and foolish, I was keen to try anything as long as the door was locked. This time it hadn’t been.

      All hell had broken loose and because Richard held far more professional clout than me, I found myself shoved unceremoniously out the double glass doors of the station the next afternoon. My name in the journalism world was mud. I didn’t even get a leaving present. I arrived back in Merrifield unemployed, single and feeling like a failure. Yes, I had my family and friends but my life hadn’t exactly been fun city over the past couple of years.

      Dragged away from my thoughts by the sound of the bell out in the shop, I left the back room to find a cute little West Highland Terrier with a pink diamante studded collar walking towards me, tugging a girl I’d never seen before along behind. The girl was slim and pretty. Her hair — long, straight and chestnut — was held back by a pair of expensive looking sunglasses and her clothes hung just so. The dog, though in need of a good clip, suited her to a tee. She was cute and cuddly and very intelligent looking. They looked as if they belong on a TV commercial for up-market dog food.

      “Hi.” The girl picked up the dog, cuddling it to her. “I was wondering if you’d be able to groom Lulu today? I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had time to scratch myself, let alone see to her. She’s been swimming in the dam and looks an utter nightmare.”

      I reached over, tickling Lulu under the chin. “Sure. Do you want a traditional West Highland cut and a bath and blow dry?”

      “Trim her head to toe and take about a couple of centimetres off her feathers. I don’t think they were designed for foot long grass out in the paddock. Do you put bows in dogs’ hair?”

      “Sure do.” I pointed to a selection of ribbons behind the counter. “I also have a doggie massage built into the service. The dogs love it. And if you’d like any of the add-ons, I’d have time for those too.”

      The girl looked up at the menu style board above offering fur dying, nail painting, bowls of gourmet doggie treats to consume while pampered pooches waited for their owners as well as custom-made doggie coats.

      “Could you paint her nails pink?” The girl asked, picking out a pink spotted ribbon that matched Lulu’s collar.

      “Of course.” I took the spool of ribbon and placed it on the counter to remind myself. Then I opened a new file on the computer and took down Lulu’s particulars. “That ribbon will look adorable with her collar.”

      The girl nodded in agreement. “Oh, I’m Adelaide, by the way. Adelaide Anderson.”

      I reached over and shook her hand. “Olivia Merrifield. It’s nice to meet you, Adelaide. Hopefully, we’ll see each other around town.”

      “Merrifield? Wow. You’ve got a whole town named after you.”

      I guessed that was one way of looking at it.

      “My family were founders of the town. It has its good points and bad points.”

      “I can imagine. Listen, I can’t thank you enough for doing this at short notice. I want her looking nice for the photo shoot tomorrow and you have to wait for, like, six weeks for an appointment in Perth.”

      “Is Lulu a doggy model?”

      “No. It’s family photos. And she’s a part of the family. You know how it is.”

      Walking around the counter, I took the lead from Adelaide and stepped back as Lulu leapt into my arms. Friendly as well as cute.

      “Come back around five. We should be done by then.”
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      It was amazing how fast I could run when I tried. Rounding the corner into the alcove of the Post Office and preparing to pound on the door to be let in, I stopped to catch my breath and glanced up at the clock on the wall above the post boxes. It hadn’t gone a minute past five but Anne, the woman who ran the shop, was a stickler for time keeping and rules. And somehow, I always seemed to be on the wrong side of the law.

      I put my hand over my eyes and peered through the glass of the door. Then, as I raised my knuckles to knock, Anne — who was straightening the display of CDs — turned. God, it was like the woman had some sixth sense. Or supersonic hearing. She shook her head and tapped the face of her watch. Her mouth pursed, making every wrinkle around it more prominent. A grey hair in her chin that was usually invisible suddenly became visible. I bet she didn’t know that. I mean, it wasn’t exactly a face you pulled in the mirror to check out how you looked, was it?

      I gave her my best impersonation of a sad puppy.

      “It’s five-oh-three, Olivia,” Anne mouthed slowly, from the other side of the glass.

      Well, it was now. I upped the sad face to extremely forlorn. “I know, Anne. I know. And I’m super sorry but I had a client till five and I legged it here as fast as I could.”

      “Hmph.” With a furtive look to make sure no one else was hiding around the corner waiting to rush the door, Anne unsnipped the lock allowing me entry. Then she re-locked it and stomped to the counter. She clasped her hands on the laminate top. It was hard to ignore the massive number of rings she wore on every available finger. They nearly reached her knuckles, a complete contrast to the minimalist shirt that was buttoned up so far it obscured most of her neck.

      “And it’s a package you’re after, I suppose?”

      Because unless I was getting my driver’s license renewed, there was no other reason why I’d ever set foot inside the Post Office. I had absolutely no need for DVD box sets from the 90’s. Or pens in the shape of fluffy emus.

      “Yes. A pair of jeans.”

      The expected parcel, ordered a week previous, contained a new pair of jeans from Not Your Daughter’s Jeans — sleek, dark, skinny denim — that I’d planned to wear to on my next date with Connor. The jeans had this bum lifting and tummy tucking technology woven into the denim. I don’t know how they do it, but they manage to make your bum look amazing, even if isn’t. Though given the way Connor felt about being misled by a pair of jeans, I was unsure as to how they’d be received at Shannon-down-from-Perth’s birthday party in a few weeks time which was where I was now planning on wearing them. Unless Patrick Dempsey stopped by to asked me on a date first, of course.

      “What box number?” Anne enquired professionally.

      “You already know my post box number, Annie.” I flashed my nicest ‘pretty-please’ smile, which was quickly countered by a roll of the eye from Anne.

      “Three. Three. Zero. Seven.”

      Anne swivelled, disappearing out the door to the post boxes.

      Having received the bulky yet squishy package, I set off down Harold Street towards home. I couldn’t wait to get my new jeans on and try a few tops with them. I was determined to look my best when Connor and I met again. I wanted him to see what he was missing. Not that I’d ever take him back but I wanted him to see, all the same. It was a matter of pride. Or was it principle?

      I walked down the street past the I.G.A and a few plops of rain fell on my head. Ignoring them, I smiled to myself. The mental picture was forming — the jeans, hugging my curves, a pair of heels like the girl, Adelaide, had been wearing earlier on and that nice sparkly top I’d picked up on a trip to Perth. That’d make a few heads turn. I reached the front door as the rain began to pelt. Giving the parcel a quick shake to rid it of rain, I flipped the hall light on before walking to the bedroom, biting the plastic satchel of the parcel open as I went. I was going to show everyone you didn’t have to be a size eight to look good. Once I got those jeans on, they’d eat their words. Because I was not fat. Curves were womanly. Sexy.

      Stepping out of the canvas trousers I wore at work, I tossed them towards the washing basket and shook the new jeans from their tissue paper wrapping.

      Oh, the smell of new denim, it was like getting a new car but better. Not that I’d ever had a new, new car but I’d smelled that scent you spray at the car wash tonnes of times.

      I slid open the second drawer of the chest and rifled amongst the ‘going out’ tops until I found the silver one I’d been thinking of. I tossed it on the bed, next to the jeans. Then, on hands and knees, I pulled a few pairs of shoes from under the bed. Holding two different heels aloft, I cast a critical eye over each. Clearly, updating my shoe collection hadn’t been high on the priority list since moving home. These shoes were about as fashionable as the ones grandma had worn before she met her untimely death at the nineteenth hole of the Merrifield golf course. When had I turned into such a fashion disaster? I’d been prancing around town in these, completely oblivious to their absolute hideousness.

      Disgusted, I stood up and took the silver top from the bed, slipping it over my head. I turned to look in the mirror admiring the drape and the way the fabric fell in soft folds around my torso. I hadn’t let myself go, had I? If I went to the party wearing this top, I wasn’t going to be the laughing stock of the town, was I?

      I turned to the other side. No, it looked nice. I looked nice.

      I picked up the jeans and slid them up over my hips.

      Okay. Maybe slid wasn’t the most appropriate word in this instance.

      As the jeans reached the centre of my thighs, they stubbornly refused to move another centimetre. It was as if they sensed the impending pain of trying to stretch across my bottom and had gone on strike.

      I pulled and yanked, finally managing to get the jeans up to my hips. The button and fly might be another story though. There was an expanse of skin exposed on my stomach that even I could acknowledge would pose a problem if I was trying to button anything up. There was only one thing for it. I was going to have to get the jeans done up the way Alice and I used to do them when we were in high school.

      One coat hanger hooked through the zipper, some rather uncomfortable breath-holding later and bingo, the jeans were on. The only problem was, I couldn’t get off the bed. I couldn’t even sit because the denim was so taut across my tummy, bending was not an option. I was so stuck I could die there, right on the bed because I couldn’t get off it to use the phone or get food. People would find me days later, prone on my back and wonder what the hell had happened. It’d be like a scene from that movie Seven but without Brad Pitt.

      Well, that certainly wouldn’t be happening. I began to roll side to side to gain momentum. Like a sausage roll stuck on the shelf in the bakery, I rolled until I reached the edge of the bed. Then using my elbows, I hoisted myself upright and turned to face the mirror.

      Wow.

      I looked amazing. My stomach was so flat you could have put a tablecloth on it and used it to serve dinner. That is, if you discounted the fact that the fat from my hips and stomach had formed an enormous muffin top above the waistband. Actually, it was more like a cake shelf. There was no way the silver top would cover that, not even with neck-to-knee Spanx on.

      Hands trembling, I cajoled the jeans back to my ankles and flopped to sitting on the edge of the bed. The company must have sent the wrong size. It happened frequently — well, to me at any rate. I couldn’t have put on that much weight. Ignoring the red marks around my middle, I picked the jeans up and turned them inside out to reveal the label. Size 12. When I saw the promo on the shopping network, the women had definitely said you should order a size down from your usual. Thus, I ordered a 12. But these were nowhere near my size.

      Diving to the wardrobe, I dug through the pile of clothes, meant for ironing. At the very bottom I retrieved my Levi’s — the ones I’d shoved there because the shade of denim was wrong — or, if I was honest because they were getting a little tight. I measured them against the new jeans.

      Crap.

      Exactly the same. No discrepancy in size.

      I knew I’d been wearing those wide leg linen pants because they were ‘in’ and I did wear track pants around the house more than I used to but that was only for comfort. It wasn’t because I had no other clothes that fitted me without a fight.

      Was it?

      And in that moment of uncertainty, the craving hit me again. The longing for something sweet that would make me feel better about myself was so great I would have stabbed someone if they’d stepped between me and that sticky date pudding and double cream I had in the fridge.

      As I stood at the open fridge door, stuffing my face and feeling the sadness disappear, I felt truly grateful yesterday had been a good enough day that I’d been able to save half the pudding. There was no way I was going to be reduced to begging for a biscuit over at Mum’s place.
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      When Mrs Sotheby arrived the next morning with her dog, Snuffle, I was up to my nose in fur. My first client of the day had been a particularly shaggy Old English sheepdog that looked like he hadn’t seen the back end of a pair of clippers in a long while. Consequently, I resembled a snowman, only with fur. Silver, grey and white fur that clung to every part of my body and no matter what I tried it refused to budge.

      I wasn’t in the best of moods either. Accepting Connor may have been right about my weight was like accepting you needed help from your most hated enemy. You only did it begrudgingly and it left a very dirty aftertaste. I wasn’t prepared to go down that road yet.

      At the tinkle of the doorbell, I leant my broom against the wall, did another swift fur brush down and went to greet my client. Mrs Sotheby had been on an Asian Escape cruise followed by a trek around the Great Wall of China for the past three months. We hadn’t seen each other in quite a while.

      “Hi, Mrs Southby.”

      I bent down to scratch Snuffle behind the ear. The dog pushed against my hand, enjoying the attention.

      “Olivia. How are you?” The elderly lady stretched, giving my forearm an affectionate rub. Mrs Sotheby was such a sweet old thing. Her hair, carefully dyed, was cut into a chic bob and held with a vintage clip at her temple. Her dress reached her knees, revealing a pair of super fine hose and buttery coloured shoes that matched her handbag. I couldn’t remember a time in my life when my shoes matched my handbag. Not even when I was a minor G list TV celebrity. Most of the time, I looked like I dragged my clothes out of the ironing basket.

      Okay. Most of the time I did drag them from the ironing basket. Sometimes even off the floor.

      “I’m well,” I said. “How about you? You look as if the holiday agreed with you.”

      “It was marvellous. The Great Wall is such an incredible landmark, awe-inspiring when you see it in person. It was quite a hike and sleeping in a tent on the Wall was the most indescribable experience.”

      “You camped on the Great Wall?” Mrs Sotheby was pushing seventy-five. That was awe-inspiring.

      “Only for one night. The second night was spent in a boarding house.” The woman paused to look me up and down. A faint hint of a crinkle formed between her pencilled brows. “And you look… well.”

      I knew I wasn’t exactly the picture of glamour, being covered in fur and everything, but I had a feeling Mrs Sotheby wasn’t talking about my actual attire. “Erm, thank you?”

      “You’re such a sneaky young thing.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I can’t believe you kept it under wraps this whole time,” she continued, her eyes travelling towards my tummy and stopping there. “And still working, too. Well, good on you. It’s the sign of the modern woman. You don’t need a man to be a mother.”

      Then it dawned on me. The last time we’d seen each other, Mrs Sotheby had had her great granddaughter, Megan, with her. She was the cutest little thing, golden bouncing curls and big blue eyes. I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I wanted to snuggle her to me and tickle her to see the dimples in her cheeks. At the time, I’d expressed my desire to have children one day. I certainly hadn’t meant immediately, not even if I was ‘a natural’, as Mrs Sotheby had put it, and I had no intention of doing it as a single mother. For me, the child came with the man as a package deal. But Mrs Sotheby had somehow convinced herself I was having a baby.

      This was the last straw.

      Not to mention immensely awkward.

      “How far along are you?” Mrs Sotheby said.

      “I’m not pregnant.”

      The room was suddenly quieter than a morgue. Mrs Southby’s face reddened and she began to cough quietly into a handkerchief that she’d whipped from heaven knows where.

      “Oh dear, I do apologise. It’s… well, you seem to have put on a bit of weight since I saw you last. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “It’s not your fault. It’s been a stressful couple of months. I guess I have been doing a fair amount of comfort eating.”

      Not that I’d been that stressed until yesterday but I had been eating. And as I knew only too well, one cake led to another. Okay, probably half a dozen.

      “Of course, of course. And sticking to an eating plan is so difficult when you’re not feeling yourself, isn’t it?” the other woman justified. “You don’t look fat as such… maybe a little... er, rounder in the middle.”

      Which made it sound so much better.

      “My sincere apologies, Olivia. I’m so embarrassed.”

      Deciding the conversation was going to end nowhere but in tears — probably mine — I picked up Snuffle.

      “The usual?” I asked, already halfway through the door to the grooming room.

      “Yes, please.”

      “We’ll be done in about an hour and a half.”

      Mrs Sotheby headed for the door. “I do apologise, Olivia.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      As I was clipping Snuffle, tears of realisation welling up and threatening to plop onto his coat, I had something of an epiphany. If everyone kept telling me I was fat, then clearly the image I saw when I looked in the mirror every morning was wrong. Clearly, I was operating under some sort of delusion that made me think I was thinner than I was, like when people take selfies from above their heads to make their faces look thinner. I’d managed, somehow, to convince myself that my clothes were tighter because they’d shrunk or the sizes were being made smaller than they used to be. I was such a fool.

      I took Snuffle to the hydrobath and turned on the taps. A warm gush of water flooded through the nozzle and I tested it to ensure it wasn’t too hot before I commenced spraying it over the dog’s body. Then I began to lather him with medicated shampoo.

      I’d be damned if I was going to be the fat chick with the lovely personality. I wanted to be thin Olivia, the sexy girl with the lovely personality. And if drastic measures had to be taken to achieve that aim, then that’s what I’d have to do. When I got home that night, I was going to research diets until I found something that would work for me. I was going to throw out the crap in my pantry and take up jogging or something and get thin again. Maybe even a new hairdo.

      Basically I was going to makeover my life.

      Starting tomorrow.

      ‘Cause I should probably finish those éclairs in fridge first. And the lamingtons, too. Couldn’t have them going to waste.
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      Later in the evening, I sat at the kitchen table my fingers sliding across the screen of my iPad as I scoured page after page of diet links — in between gulps of chardonnay and bites of éclair. The number of diets in the world claiming to give amazing results in short spaces of time was absolutely astounding. I had so many tabs open it was a wonder I wasn’t clogging up cyberspace, but I’d no idea what diet to choose or what was best. They sounded either too easy to possibly work, or too healthy or too quick.

      Who’d pay seventy dollars for a diet plan where the only thing you ate was green things? A lot of people judging by the number of people on that Facebook page I saw. And how would you survive only by drinking lemonade with pepper in it? Not only did it sound disgusting but also I hated pepper. I wasn’t going to be swayed because Beyoncé supposedly lost her baby weight on it.

      As I flicked through a few more links, I came across something unusual, Virtual gastric banding. I leant closer to the page, studying the words. Surely not. It had to be some sort of hoax. Still, I clicked on the link to the homepage and began to read. It didn’t sound like one of those buy-these-two-pills-and-watch-fat-melt-away gimmicks. People in the UK were claiming to have lost untold amounts of weight by using the system of hypnosis described. There were testimonials and videos of people who looked so normal there was no way it could be a hoax. They’d done trials that had had a ninety-five percent success rate. And if ninety-five percent of people could be happy, then when couldn’t I? I could hypnotise myself into being thin and I’d never even have to give up a thing. Because everyone on the planet knew as soon as you denied yourself something, all you wanted to do was to have it. Sometimes I even dreamt about cake if I hadn’t had a piece during the day.

      The more I read the more I liked the idea. I mean it wasn’t as if I ate badly — apart from my obvious problems with cake — I just ate too much. This promised to cure me of both those issues. In fact, virtual gastric banding sounded like the best idea I’d had in ages, despite the fact that it was the ‘easy option’. Because the whole world knew the only way to lose weight was by giving things up and exercising. It wasn’t meant to be as easy as putting the weight on had been.

      Picking up the phone, I dialled my friend, Alice. If anyone was guaranteed to know what sort of diet was good, it would be her. Being a personal trainer, Alice was into nutrition and fitness. She knew the latest trends.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi. What’s up?”

      “I’m fat, that’s what’s up.”

      Alice let out a sigh. “When did you decide this?”

      “After Connor dumped me and Mum bought me slimming underwear. I mean, who gives a person a pair of Spanx as a gift? Oh, and Mrs Sotheby thought I was pregnant. That was the nail in the coffin.”

      “Hmm.”

      Alice was being very non-committal. She was a good friend.

      “Do you think I’m fat?” I continued.

      “You are a little plumper than you used to be and you do eat an awful lot of cake.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes.”

      This was dreadful. I’d been walking around town with everyone knowing how fat I was looking and how much crap I was eating and none of them had said a thing — not to my face, anyway. Honestly, I’d never paid that much attention to what went into my mouth. But it was like lots of things, I suppose. It crept up on you without you realising until one day, bingo! There you were. The fat girl.

      “I don’t want to be the fat friend, Alice.” I wailed. “I want to be hot like you, like I used to be when I was on TV. I need to go on a diet. Like now. What do you think about Jenny Craig?”

      “We don’t have one in town. And you have to go to the centre every week.”

      “Oh. I didn’t read that on the website. What about the one with that man that guarantees you’ll lose five kilos in the first week or you get your money back?”

      “Not sustainable, but good if you want to be a body builder. It’s high protein. You’ll never poo again.”

      “Shakes? I saw some on the home shopping network. There was a special where you buy in bulk.”

      “They do work but you need a lifestyle change, Livvy, not a quick fix. Besides, how boring would it be drinking some yucky milkshake for weeks on end? Eww.”

      Fair point. I loved food. A shake was an accompaniment in my book, not a meal.

      “What about hypnosis?”

      I couldn’t bring myself to utter the words ‘gastric band’ out loud. People would think I really was obese. Or completely off my rocker. Because no matter how you dressed it up, hypnosis remained one of those alternative treatments that regular people refused to believe in.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      I rest my case.

      “Um. No.”

      “For heaven’s sake. You won’t get thin by hypnosis. That’s utterly ridiculous. You need to stop eating so much cake and take a trip to the gym every now and then, not get caught up in some fan-dangled mumbo jumbo. Next you’ll be telling me you’re channelling Elvis.”

      Imagine if you could. How awesome would that be?

      I pulled myself back to the topic at hand. “It sounded very good. The success rate is high.”

      “Which is how those companies make their money. They
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