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by Laurie Graham

HEN my children were
young, one of the treats
promised by their grand-
parents was a ride in
Grandad’s car.

Grandad’s car was a tragedy waiting to
happen. He drove a fibreglass three-wheeler,
chosen because it didn’t require him to hold a
full driving licence. Grandad, an excellent
man in every other respect, would never have
passed a driving test.

So I put a lot of effort into discreetly ensuring
Grandad’s car rides never happened.

If he was offended by the excuses we made to
ensure our children never rode in his chariot of
death, he didn’'t show it. Perhaps he understood
that parents trump grandparents, and once you
get used to the idea it’s not so hard to live with.

Fast-forward some decades and I'm a
grandparent myself. I have six home-grown
grandchildren and three step-grandchildren.

On the subject of raising children, I'm as full
of opinions as ever (though experience has
softened some of them), but I realise my duty
now is to keep those opinions to myself, unless
invited to share them.

Sometimes it’s hard, but mainly I'm relieved to
have done my stint. And being a parent today is
far more difficult than 30 years ago. In the

Seventies, my children played in
the street, read politically incor-
rect stories, ate home-cooked
food and occasional junk and, yes,
were sometimes smacked.

But my grandchildren are
growing up in a world of pernick-
ety parenting. There are a million
things they can't do, from standing
under a conker tree without a
helmet to eating white bread.

And this offers grandparents
an altogether new, rather crucial
role. We can be the antidote to
this nonsense. We can be fun.

I'd like to see my grandchildren
climb trees, not stand under
them. I'd like to see them learn
to make bread and brown it over
a fire using my toasting fork.

UT there are times to

take a stand, and times

to button your lip. The

latter is difficult when
you take an active role in raising
your grandchildren.

Some of my friends look after
their grandchildren several days
a week while the parents work.
I'd say getting up at 6am to make
breakfast and do the school run
and picking them up again at
3.30pm entitles them to a few
opinions. Yet some areas are out
of bounds.

To begin at the beginning: the
names your grandchildren are
given. Not your business. You had
your turn, and maybe your kids
aren’t so thrilled with the names
you gave them.

Then there’s religion. Live and
let pray. Our grandchildren know
we say grace before dinner. They
may look back on it with
affection, or as confirmation that
we were superstitious nuts.
Whatever. Our house, our rules.

And discipline. It is unthinkable
to smack a child now. Alternatives
are used — time-out, the naughty
step — and not always effectively.

The problem is that banning
smacking takes the spontaneity
out of normal parenting, and
doesn’'t prevent some people beat-
ing their children black and blue.
But I know I'm of a different era.

There are grey areas. Safety is
one, diet another. The over-
protection of children is insidious.
I find myself falling for it. The
things I allowed my children to do
— cross aroad, take a bus — worry
me now. Why? I can’t explain it. I
can only regret, it.

And then there’s food. All par-
ents know the current nutritional
wisdom, and the risk of surveil-
lance by the obesity inspectorate.
In spite of this, they still end up
with children who’ll eat nothing
but dinosaur-shaped gunk.

Here, not only can grandparents
reassure parents, they can show
the children a meal need not be a
battle. I have but one rule at my
table. You may leave your
cabbage, but youwll sit still and
behave until I've eaten mine.

In some areas grandparents
are allowed sticking points.

No television. I don’t have one
and I won't get one just to pla-
cate grandchildren. If they get
withdrawal jitters, so be it.

No in-depth negotiations. This is
not the United Nations. ‘Do you
want a yoghurt?’ requires a simple
yes or no.

I will buy them whatever clothes
Ilike. Soon theyll be clad in teen-
age threads of their choice. If they
never wear what I buy, fine. I've
had the pleasure of the purchase.

If I was a knitter, I'd knit. What
child hasn't been knitted against?
A woolly hat made with love and
ten thumbs never Killed anybody.

I will not submit to the Political
Correctness Police. Fairy stories,
nursery rhymes, right and wrong.
Frankly, even if I wanted to be
PC, I don’t think I'd manage it.

We can do grandchildren a
favour just being ourselves.

Scary stories,
sherbet dips but
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Children have to learn to get
along with people who have odd
tastes. We are a child’s first safe
experience of eccentricity before
he goes into the world and meets
real weirdos.

More than that, grandparents
can be a welcome relief. If your
folks won't allow you to eat sweets,
what heaven to go to Granny’s
and be treated to a sherbet dip.

RANDPARENTS don't
have an agenda, except
to stop you drawing on
their walls. Which
brings me to my final point.
Grandparents should not smile
through the bedlam parents take
in their stride. A child who chooses
his own bedtime and makes life
hellis a child who needs acquaint-
ing with Granny’s book of rules.
No shinning up the curtains, no
jumping off the couch, no playing
piano with a Little Vandal Power
Hammer. And no grizzling. Go to
bed. Stay there. Granny loves you.
One of my comrades in granny-
hood says what irritates her is
being given an instruction manual
the size of War & Peace when she
babysits. As she says, she’s done it
all before. Her grown-up children
are a testimony to her skills. She
gets huffy every time her daugh-
ter-in-law tells her to be sure to
settle the baby on his back.
Funny, as the very idea of a
breathing-sensor baby alarm
scares the bejaysus out of me.
When it comes to the high-tech
nursery I want everything in writ-
ing. My strengths lie elsewhere,
and so, grandparents, do yours.
We know time flies. That there's
a place for whimsy and variety,
that the world doesn't end if you
eat Shreddies for dinner. We know
things don't have to be perfect.
Just as well because, as we
also know, they never, ever are.

confidence a much-needed boost. At 5ft 5in

tall and weighing 9st 61b, she was hardly over-

weight, but hated the extra fat she had put on
around her middle.

In search of a quick-fix one evening, she came across an internet
forum on slimming pills where dieters talked about using a drug called
Ephedrine to speed up their metabolism and help them lose weight.

Michelle, now 46, placed an order for the drug online — a decision
that was to have tragic consequences. She developed a four-year
dependence on the pills, causing a heart condition that has left her
with a life expectancy of just ten years.

‘I'm angry and depressed that I have effectively been handed a
death sentence,” she says. ‘It never occurred to me that these pills
could be so dangerous.’

Shockingly, Ephedrine is legal in the UK and available without

IKE most women, Michelle Rumsey thought
that dropping a dress size would give her

prescription. Marketed as a cold and
flu remedy, internet chatrooms are
awash with women waxing lyrical
about its weight-loss properties.

It is one of several ‘diet’ drugs
being used by increasing numbers
of women desperate for a short-cut
to weight loss. Most are deemed too
unsafe for doctors to prescribe in
Britain, but are available online
from overseas pharmacies.

Dr Ian Campbell, former chair of
the National Obesity Forum and
honorary clinical director of the
charity Weight Concern, warns: ‘The
ereat hopes we had for medication
in the past decade have been
dashed. My advice is not to use
these slimming aids. I wish we had
an effective and safe weight-loss
medication, but at the moment
there is only one — Orlistat.

‘The alternatives are of little use or
high-risk.’

So what is driving otherwise
sensible women to take such
desperate measures to control
their weight?

Until she reached her late 30s,
Michelle, from Saxmundham,
Suffolk, was the epitome of good
health. At 8st 7lb and a size ten, she
ran a horse yard and enjoyed
running, cycling and climbing.

In November 2005, she met Michael
Harrowven, a steel constructor, then
28. Michelle relaxed into her new
romance, letting her healthy
eating habits slip and swap-
ping salads for Michael’s
favourite fast foods. By
the following May,
she’d put on 131b.

Michelle says:
‘Michael said I
looked beautiful
but I was 39 and
11 years his senior.

I wanted to look
like his girlfriend,
not his mother.’

She researched
slimming pills
online, and on one
forum, users recom-
mended Ephedrine.

A naturally oceurring sub-
stance with amphetamine-like
properties, it is not prescribed as a
slimming aid, but is available as an
over-the-counter cold remedy.

It can increase blood pressure,
however, leading to heart disease,
anxiety and insomnia. Its dangers
have not gone unnoticed by the
medical profession.

‘There is a move to make it presecrip-
tion-only,” says Dr Campbell.

Michelle didn't realise Ephedrine
was available in Britain, so she
ordered 50 tablets for £12 from a
manufacturer in Canada, which
was marketing it as a nasal
decongestant.

HE bought two packets of
50 tablets every month and
admits she should have
known better.

‘I actually thought it was illegal,
but didn’'t see how it could be
dangerous. Michael was against the
idea, but I was determined to lose
weight,” she says.

She started taking two tablets a
day, cut down on what she was
eating, and was delighted when
she lost 71b in three weeks. By
August 2006, she weighed 8st and
was a size eight.

‘I skipped breakfast and dinner
and had a baked potato with a small
amount of cheese mid-afternoon,’
she says. ‘Michael said I was too
skinny, but I liked the way I looked.
The pills kept my appetite down

One-third of Britons
are classified as
overweight and the
nation spends
£11billion a year
trying to get slim

by Antonia Hoyle

and I was convinced that if I stopped
taking them, the weight would pile
back on.’

In February 2008 she and Michael
broke up, but her addiction to the
pills continued. Two years later, she
started suffering side-effects after
she’d taken her pill one morning.

‘I felt light-headed. The room was
blurred and my heart was racing.
After ten minutes, my heart rate
went back to normal, but I was
terrified. I was sure the pills were to
blame and threw them in the bin.’

Despite her decision to stop taking
the tablets, Michelle didn't put on
any weight. ‘I'd been spending £12 a
month for nothing,” she says.

In September 2010, Michelle met
Mark Malster, 39, a mechanic, and
they started seeing each other. They
were out on a bike ride together
that month when she suddenly
developed chest pains.

She says: ‘Over the next few weeks,
I became more out of breath, and
within a month I found it hard to
walk up half a flight of stairs without
gasping for air.”

In January 2011, Michelle’s GP
referred her to the specialist heart

and lung hospital, Papworth, in
Cambridgeshire. She had
scans and tests, and in
September 2011 was
diagnosed with pul-
monary hyperten-
sion — high blood
pressure in the
arteries of the

lungs which
causes heart
failure.

Ephedrine had
constricted the
vessels in Michelle's
lungs, and the doc-
tor said her heart was
under so much pres-
sure it wouldn't be able
to cope for much longer.

It is illegal for shopkeepers
and chemists to sell it in large
quantities because it is dangerous
if taken for long periods of time or
in large volumes. But the drug is
sold over-the-counter because it is
intended for short-term use as a
nasal decongestant.

Michelle was prescribed a cocktail
of seven drugs to keep her blood
vessels open, her blood thin and the
muscles in her lungs working.

When they fail — and doctors can’t
predict when — she will have to
have a tube inserted into her heart
to infuse drugs to keep it pumping.

Her life expectancy is now just
ten years.

‘I couldn’t stop crying when the
doctor told me what was wrong,’
she says. ‘I thought about all the
experiences I'll miss and the horrible
death I'll have, bed-ridden and
breathless. Mark is supportive, but
we are both devastated.’

Michelle no longer works at the
horse yard, and even a simple walk
leaves her exhausted.

‘TI'm so angry with myself,” she says.
‘Nobody forced me to take them.’

Until recently, doctors were all too
eager to dole out slimming pills.

When she was just 11, Helen
Hancock, now 45, was prescribed
Tenuate Dospan — the trade name
for diethylpropion, an ampheta-
mine-derivative which suppresses
appetite, but also causes anxiety
and increases heart rate.

In 1978, Helen’s GP in Loughton,
Essex, promised her and her mother
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As more and more women buy diet pills
online, a chilling investigation reveals
the deadly gamble they are taking

Ruth that the drug would help
her lose weight. She was size 14
and weighed 11st.

‘I felt self-conscious compared to
my skinny classmates,” says Helen,
now a mother-of-three from Steeple
Bumpstead, Essex. ‘The pills
seemed like a quick solution.

Helen’s 15-year-old sister Louise
Plant was put on Tenuate Dospan
at the same time — despite weigh-
ing just 8st 131b. ‘I was desperate

to lose weight, and pushed Mum
into letting me take them,’ says
Louise, now 49, a mother-of-two
and school administrator from
Haverhill, Suffolk.

‘They made me feel sick and I
could feel my heart beating errati-
cally. It was frightening, but my
appetite disappeared and within a
year I'd gone down to 7st Tlb.’

Helen felt the effects immedi-
ately. ‘I was permanently on edge.

I couldn’t sit still,” she remem-
bers. Within a year she weighed
9st and was a size ten. She was 18
before she managed to wean her-
self off Tenuate Dospan, and
within months she went from 9st
back to 11st.

Helen fad-dieted throughout her
20s and 30s, but the weight contin-
ued to creep on.

Louise, who had stopped taking
the pills when she was 20, discovered

iy

b

six years later when she was pregnant
with her first child that they had
caused an irregular heartbeat.

Louise, who is 5ft 3in and weighs
16st, says: ‘I didn't need to take
medication for it but I was furious
with our GP for giving such a
dangerous pill to a 15-year-old girl.’

By March 2008, Helen, by then
aged 41, was 20st. She is 5ft 4in.

Her GP offered her a solution — a
new slimming pill called Acomplia,
which is the trade name for rimona-
bant. It blocks receptors in the
brain to stop it sensing hunger.

On its UK launch in 20086, it was
prescribed to one in every ten
obese patients. However, two
years later it was banned because
of side-effects which can include
suicidal thoughts.

‘It made me feel awful,” says
Helen. ‘I had headaches and heard
a constant whooshing noise.’

That October, after seven months
on the pills, she stopped taking
them and quickly put back on the
2st she had lost. Later that month,
rimonabant was banned.

Two years ago, Helen finally
learnt how to lose weight through
diet and regular exercise.

Yet despite her healthier lifestyle,
she was diagnosed with danger-
ously high blood pressure in May.
She was told she was at risk of a
heart attack, and will have to take
medication for the rest of her life.

‘T'm very angry,” she says. ‘Those
pills could have killed me. It is
shocking to think that there are
women still taking these pills.’

Another slimming pill recently
banned in Britain is sibutramine,
which alters the serotonin levels in
the brain to reduce appetite. ‘It
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Seriously ill: Michelle
Rumsey has destroyed her
health and Lilla Allahiary,
left, suffered side-effects

was shown to cause heart disease,’
says Dr Campbell. ‘It also causes
restlessness, anxiety, depression
and insomnia.’

Lilla Allahiary, 27, from Hove,
Sussex, suffered many such
symptoms when she was
prescribed Reductil — the trade
name for sibutramine —in January
2002, at the age of 16.

At 5ft 6in, she was 12st and a size
14. ‘I'd dieted unsuccessfully for
three years,” she says. ‘I didn't
think pills prescribed by my doctor
could be dangerous.’

Within four months, she’d lost

hree stone — but she also devel-

ped sleeping problems.

‘I'd be awake until 5am with
heart palpitations, sweaty palms
and stomach cramps. I couldn’t
concentrate, so my college work
and social life suffered. I'd reached
my target weight of 9st that April,
so I stopped taking Reductil,” says
Lilla, a social media strategist.

Six months later, though, she’d
put on two stone. Wanting another
quick fix, she searched for slimming
pills online and came across Xenical
— the trade name for Orlistat.

HE only slimming pill in

the UK now available on

prescription, it stops the

body’s absorption of fat.
In April 2009, it became available
in a lower dose, over-the-counter
pill called Alli.

‘It works to a degree,” says Dr
Campbell. ‘Its side-effects, though
unpleasant, are not dangerous.’

Lilla ordered it online. ‘It seemed
easier than going to my GPB’ she
says. ‘I wasn't asked any questions
about my weight.’

Ultimately, it failed to keep Lilla’s
weight down. By the age of 22, she
was a size 18 and weighed 16st.

She went back to her GP who
prescribed her Reductil again, but
at a lower dose.

‘He gave me a two-month supply,
but after a month the palpitations
and shakes started,” says Lilla. ‘I
knew I had to stop taking them.

She has since lost three stone by
eating sensibly. She now weighs
12st 111b, and is a size 14.

‘I'm annoyed with myself for
thinking slimming pills were a
healthy solution,” she says.

Hopefully other women will heed
her advice before they, too, put
their health — and lives — at risk.




