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Chapter One

It was Saturday morning and just starting to get light. Everyone else in our house was asleep as I tiptoed down from my attic room.

I’d showered, washed and dried my hair and got dressed as far as my unsexy white Marks and Sparks underwear. With my latest vintage find over my arm, I was stealthily heading for my sister Plum’s room on the first floor.

Plum was staying over at her boyfriend’s, something she did pretty often these days. Dad and my stepmother were sleeping off the effects of a boozy dinner with some of Dad’s work colleagues, and my sister Nelly likes to sleep late at weekends. It was unlikely I’d be disturbed.

Yet as I padded down the silent corridors, I felt uncomfortably exposed, as if I was being filmed by a hidden CCTV camera. I was on an extremely private and personal mission, the kind that only another insecure fourteen-year-old girl in need of a full-length mirror could understand. In a few hours I was meeting the other girls in the Breakfast Club. Today was a major red letter day for everyone and I wanted to look my best.

I was tiptoeing extra carefully now, in case I set off the creaky floorboard outside Nellie’s room. Nellie’s full name is Eleanor but everyone still uses her hideous baby-name, even Rupert, her long-term boyfriend.

Unfortunately for me Nellie didn’t spend nearly as much time with Rupert as Plum spent with Gus. When my sisters were at home, they tended to gang up with my stepmum; constant little nitpicks about my looks or the sloppy way I stand or how many pieces of toast I stuffed down at breakfast. The slightest thing could set them off. That’s why I’d got up at dawn to sneak an illicit peep in my sister’s mirror so I could avoid any snide comments.

Plum’s room is now so different to the rest of our house that I got an actual physical jolt every time I crossed the threshold. When she was ten years old she stuck a notice on her door: Bratty Little Sisters KEEP OUT (that means YOU Natalie!) and her room still felt like forbidden ground as I softly turned the door handle and crept in.

Sometimes I hear girls talk about their older sisters; how they borrow their clothes and help them get ready for parties, and I feel as if I must have grown up on a different planet. My sisters never went to parties, or if they did they kept it a deadly secret. When they eventually hit their teens they didn’t start slapping on too much make-up or get piercings. They did something far more shocking. They turned into younger versions of Jenny.

Jenny did her hair in a French pleat like it was the 1950s and so did they. Jenny bought her skirts from Country Casuals and so did they. Jenny could tell you how many calories there are in a single slice of cucumber and so could they. Dieting became their second favourite shared topic for discussion (their first favourite topic being me). Then Plum met Gus and almost overnight she changed. She dumped the Country Casuals, started buying super-sleek outfits from all Gus’s favourite designers, and redecorated her room in the pale neutrals Gus prefers; Ella calls them ‘non-colours’. You won’t see any of that old style clutter in Plum’s room that you see in the rest of our house. Everything is totally subtle, tasteful and new.

Despite hardly ever being at home Plum still kept her queen-sized bed immaculately made up, with cushions and throws like a bed in one of those chic boutique hotels. The room smelled of her favourite green tea perfume. (It was Gus’s favourite so now obviously it was hers.) Beside her bed was a chunky scented candle (green tea and fig), and a framed photo of Plum and Gus looking all loved-up on a recent scuba-diving holiday.

I think my sisters are really pretty. Lately Nellie has taken to wearing younger and more stylish clothes like Plum and they both have this long honey-coloured perfectly glossy hair. My friends say my sisters are too skinny, but I doubt if either Plum or Nelly would understand the concept of ‘too skinny’. My stepmum definitely wouldn’t.

Plum’s no-colour cotton rug felt firm and nubbly under my bare feet as I stole over to the window and carefully raised the blinds to halfway. Like a searchlight, the early morning light went streaming directly on to Plum’s mirror. I quickly averted my eyes and went to sit on my sister’s bed, rubbing the gooseflesh on my arms.

The Breakfast Club’s unwritten rule is that everybody turns up in the clothes they feel happiest in. My friends would be appalled if they knew I was working myself into a complete froth over a stupid outfit. I did get that it was dumb. I was just desperate to look as pretty as the others. I was scared of letting myself – or them – down.

I ran into Ella and Billie on my very first day at my new school. I say I ran into them, but it’s more like they rugby tackled me in the playground! I had left my boarding school under a bit of a cloud – actually a lot of a cloud. Ella says they took one look at me tottering in through our school gates on my jelly legs and decided I needed rescuing. Then after we’d known each other a while they started saying that they must introduce me to Lexie Brown.

Lexie, Ella and Billie all used to attend the same Notting Hill primary school. The three of them were completely inseparable, staying at each other’s houses, borrowing each other’s hair-brushes and clothes. Then Lexie’s family moved to Shepherd’s Bush and it probably seemed like that was the end of the notorious gang of three. That is unless you know Lexie, Ella and Billie! They’d never ever lost touch, emailing and texting when they couldn’t meet up.

When I eventually met this mysterious Lexie I’d heard so much about who called her mum and dad by their first names and learned to ice skate almost as soon as she could walk, it was by accident. I was just coming up out of the Underground at Notting Hill when I bumped into my new friends, who were enthusiastically thumping a third girl on the back, trying to cure her of a dramatic choking fit. I quickly took in her charcoal-grey hoodie and the skinny jeans worn with soft Ugg boots with the fleecy tops turned down and realised that this had to be the legendary Lexie. It turned out she had drained the last of her Pepsi a bit too enthusiastically and it had gone down the wrong way. My first glimpse of Lexie was this spluttering wreck with brown bubbles coming down her nose!

Once Lexie had recovered her breath and her dignity, Billie quickly made the introductions and luckily Lexie and I clicked. I say ‘luckily’, because if she hadn’t liked me she’d have made it crystal clear. Lexie is the kind of girl who believes in speaking her mind.

‘Were you actually born in this house?’ she asked with a shiver the first time I’d invited them back for tea. I just nodded and she said sympathetically, ‘Wow, it must be like growing up inside a museum!’

I didn’t know what to say, so I quipped, ‘Yeah, a museum where they let dogs chew the exhibits!’ (My stepmother breeds cocker spaniels.) It was only later that I realised it wasn’t just the portraits of my ancestors in their Tudor ruffs or the looming heirloom furniture that my new friends found off-putting. It was my actual family – mostly my stepmother and sisters.

‘Is your stepmum always that patronising?’ Lexie had demanded, with her usual bluntness after that same visit.

‘Did you think she was patronising?’ I asked in surprise. It had never occurred to me to judge Jenny’s behaviour. In our family it’s my stepmother who does the judging.

‘She’s a bit more than patronising!’ Billie had said with feeling. ‘She looks total daggers at us like we’re going to nick the family silver and sell it for Class A drugs! Your dad is a sweetie though,’ she’d added quickly, obviously feeling she’d been a bit harsh.

‘He’s more like Nat! She’s a sweetie too!’ Ella had agreed, hugging me, and I felt this amazed relief flood through me. Despite the chilly reception they’d had from Jenny and my sisters, Ella and the others wanted to be my friends! I can’t tell you what a huge moment this was. For as long as I could remember I’d been told that I was a Bonneville-St John, distantly related to the royal family, and that I must live up to my name. I’d grown up believing that my family was the most important thing about me. But my new friends didn’t give two hoots about my connection with William and Harry. They just cared about me!

I’d known the others for almost six months when we reinvented ourselves as the Breakfast Club. We were at Lexie’s house and it was raining and Ella was in a bad mood because she had just had a big fight with her mum. The new horror DVD we’d been looking forward to all week had turned out to be about as exciting as cBeebies. The DVD was the last straw for Ella and she went into this long rant. She said it totally sucked being fourteen. She was sick of hanging around just watching lame DVDs and playing Xbox. She didn’t want to have to spend her teens on hold waiting; waiting to grow up, waiting so we could do real life things like get flats and jobs and stay out clubbing till late, then go out for breakfast in some quirky café.

That’s when Ella had the revelation that changed our lives. ‘OMG!’ she gasped. ‘We might be too young to get jobs and too hard-up to rent our own flat, but nobody could object to us going out to a cool café for breakfast.’

It’s the kind of genius idea that seems so obvious once someone else has said it out loud. In a weird way it felt like something that was actually waiting to happen. It would be like a tiny taste of independence, a chance to get away by ourselves without parents or annoying siblings breathing down our necks. But the Breakfast Club is about much more than that. It’s not just girls gossiping and sharing their problems, though we do that too. It’s about being the best selves we know how to be, making plans, dreaming dreams; what Ella calls being our ‘superstar celebrity selves’.

Since that rainy spring day we haven’t looked back! I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that Saturday mornings at Mario’s are the thing we most look forward to all week. Ella says being in the Breakfast Club is better than therapy. I tell her I’ll take her word for that; I think my family would sooner send me to a voodoo priestess than let me have therapy.

Anyway, today was an extra-special day for us Breakfast Clubbers. For two heart-stopping weeks we thought we’d lost our special café for ever after the landlord decided to sell it to a property developer. Mario’s is special to all of us but it had super-special associations for me because we found it on the same day that I first met Lexie and was officially accepted into their little group. Ella is a great one for signs and omens and she says the fact that we found our perfect café on the same day that all four of us officially became friends was a Sign that the Breakfast Club was meant to be.

Then, less than six months after we’d found it, our perfect café got cruelly whisked away and we were all totally gutted. Luckily, this story had a surprise fairytale ending. Totally unexpectedly, Mario inherited a fortune from his elderly aunt and was able to buy the café premises outright.

When we heard the news we literally danced in the street. That’s how much we all adore Mario’s! My friends say it’s like a home from home and I always agree, even though Mario’s is nothing like my home. It’s cosy and friendly, also you get mouth-wateringly delicious food.

In my house, there’s one shelf in our huge old relic of a fridge that is always kept full and that’s for my dad to graze on when he gets back from the City. My stepmother fills the remaining shelves with low-calorie ready meals, and tonic water and nets of lemons. It’s not surprising that I spend my week thinking longingly about what I’m going to order at Mario’s.

Just thinking about it now set my tummy off in a long ferocious gurgle. I took a deep breath. Get on with it, Natalie, I thought, unless you’re planning to go out to breakfast in your bra and knickers?

Bravely positioning myself in front of Plum’s three-way mirror, I slipped the silky tea dress over my head and after a short struggle succeeded in zipping it up. The 1950s dress was the total opposite of no-coloured. It was flaming scarlet with a splashy retro print. Ella had spotted it on a vintage stall the previous week and made me try it on right then and there. My friends had all taken turns to peer into my cramped little changing booth so they could give me their verdicts.

Ella was first. ‘Oh my God! Move over, Gok Wan!’ Then she turned around and boasted to the others, ‘I am such a talented stylist. That fitted fifties style is perfect on her!’

Then Billie had poked her head in. ‘You look gorgeous, girl,’ she’d agreed, nodding. ‘If I looked that good in dresses I’d never wear jeans again!’ Lexie said enviously. I had looked at myself in the smeary little mirror and I had smiled the biggest smile. It was like I was seeing myself through their eyes and I really did look gorgeous!

But the minute I’d brought my vintage purchase back home, the doubts started crowding in. They were crowding in now as I anxiously twisted and turned in front of the mirror.

The dress was designed to be clingy, but was it too clingy? I tried sucking in my breath to reduce the cling factor, but that just made my boobs stick out like tiny torpedoes. I could already hear Jenny’s huff of disgust. ‘Well, that doesn’t leave much to the imagination, Natalie!’ She was always telling me to cover myself up or ‘people’ (i.e. boys) would get ‘the wrong idea’.

I shut my eyes and imagined that my friends were here to support me. I knew exactly what Billie would say, ‘Don’t listen to those three stick insects, girl! Curvy and happy is the way forward!’

Lexie would say something like, ‘Feel pretty and you’ll be pretty.’ And Ella would say, ‘Natalie, sometimes you’ve got to fake it until you make it!’

I followed their advice. I smiled flirtatiously at my reflection, then I did the same flirty smile but this time bashfully looking up under my lashes at my (purely imaginary) boyfriend. I lifted up a handful of brown curls, pouting in what I hoped was a sexy manner, but my reflection looked as if it was about to burst into tears. I let the hank of hair fall back in despair. My new dress was a disaster. Correction; the dress was every bit as gorgeous as my friends had said. It was the girl inside who was a disaster. I wanted to be sexy and sassy, I just didn’t know how.

Unlike me, my friends always seemed to know exactly who they are. Ella is the Breakfast Club’s Boho princess. Outside school, she dresses in gypsy skirts, lacy tops and her favourite pair of lilac Doc Martens. Billie is effortlessly street in checked shirts and denim. Sporty Lexie goes for hoodies, T-shirts and skinny jeans. How come they just know who to be? I asked myself in despair.

I’d asked Ella that question once and she just said, ‘Who do you want to be?’ I’d said, ‘I have NO idea,’ and burst into tears.

I was almost in tears now. I crumpled on to my sister’s bed, hugging one of her no-coloured cushions to my chest. Why couldn’t I be normal like everyone else? OK, so it didn’t help being called Natalie Cordelia Bonneville-St John. Not exactly a name to make you blend into the crowd. It also didn’t help that I’m three inches taller than most girls my age, or that I sound a tiny bit posh.

Everyone in my family sounds posh, the same as everyone in my family gets sent off to boarding school as soon as they can tie their own laces. I’d been a boarder since I was eight years old. I’d actually loved it at St Winifred’s, my prep school. It was small and homey and I made some good friends. Then, when it was time to move up into the seniors, my stepmother got it into her head that I wasn’t being sufficiently ‘stretched’ so I was moved to a well-known girls’ school on the Sussex coast where my stepmother had once been a star hockey player.

My first report said I was ‘bright but not brilliant’. It wasn’t enough to be just ‘bright’ at that school. You had to be ‘brilliant’ or everybody thought that you were just a waste of space. I might have tried harder to shine but it was taking most of my energy not to be noticed. I specifically didn’t want to be noticed by Olivia and Georgia McVeigh. I don’t know why people are so surprised to learn that posh schools have bullies. I managed to keep under the McVeigh twins’ radar for almost two years but I always knew that one day it would be my turn and one day it was.

Those girls should actually write a handbook on bullying because they knew every spiteful trick going; leaving malicious messages pinned to my pillow for me to find before I went to sleep, circulating hideous untrue rumours. Even my one or two small successes they found a way to poison. They were evil but they were brilliantly cunningly evil and I don’t think our teachers ever had an inkling what was going on – and obviously I never told because we Bonneville-St Johns never tell tales.

After a few months of the McVeigh treatment, I started having some weird symptoms. I’d be sitting in class and I’d suddenly be unable to breathe and almost black out. I didn’t know what was happening to me. I thought, (actually I kind of hoped ) that I might be dying.

The matron took me to the doctor, who talked to me for ages and then diagnosed panic attacks. It was the first time I’d heard of them since it goes without saying that the Bonneville-St Johns never get panic attacks. The doctor said my stress levels were sky high and wondered aloud if my school might not be the right one for me.

My stepmother said this was all nonsense. I was just going through a bit of a rough patch and it would pass. I wasn’t and it didn’t. I panicked all day and cried myself to sleep all night. There was only one girl who was in worse shape than me and that was Sarah Corrie and she had major anorexia. Then one day her parents took her away and that just left me, silently weeping into my lumpy school pillow.

I wrote pleading with my parents to let me come home (I couldn’t phone in case someone overheard and reported back to the twins) but since I couldn’t tell them about the bullying, I didn’t seriously believe anyone would take any notice. But someone did.

For the first time, my dad went against Jenny’s wishes, driving down to Sussex and calmly packing me and my belongings inside his gleaming silver Saab. I watched that ivy-covered hellhole disappearing for ever in the rear-view mirror and shakily wondered if this was all just a wonderful dream.

I thought my dad would drive me straight home in disgusted silence. Instead he drove us to a nearby steak house and ordered us both steak and chips with all the trimmings.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I told him when I had gobbled down every delicious mouthful. ‘I tried to make it work. I really did.’

He set down his knife and fork and I braced myself to be told what a disappointment I was. ‘I blame myself,’ he said gruffly to my astonishment. ‘I never thought it was the right school for you. I shouldn’t have let myself be talked round. You’re like your mother; sensitive.’ Then he beckoned our waitress over and asked for a jug of tap water while I sat fighting back tears of happiness and relief.

I could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times I’d heard my mother mentioned by a member of my family. I sometimes felt like I wasn’t even supposed to think about her. Now not only had my dad told me I was like her, he made it sound as if being sensitive was actually a good quality and not a fatal flaw as my stepmother seemed to think.

While we ate our painfully too-hot apple pie with painfully cold vanilla ice cream (Dad joked that we might get electric shocks), he explained that Jenny had already lined up several private day-schools for me to visit. Still glowing from my dad’s words, I had a rare burst of courage. ‘Dad, I’d rather go to a normal London school if that’s all right.’

His eyebrows went up like two woolly grey caterpillars. ‘A state school? Jenny won’t like that, and I’m not sure you will either.’ But I just repeated that it’s what I wanted and he reluctantly agreed to give it a try.

I’d been away from my home for almost two months. For most of that time I’d been an emotional wreck. I’d also been wearing my hideous school uniform seven days a week. Possibly that’s why I’d never noticed that despite being too unhappy to eat most days, I had somehow developed curves where I had previously just been straight up and down.

My stepmum noticed though. She noticed the minute I climbed out of the car. She gave me one withering head-to-toe glance that made me want to crawl into the nearest hole and die. ‘Oh, dear, Natalie,’ she drawled. ‘What are we going to do about all that excess weight?’

After that she monitored everything that passed my lips, counting up my daily calorie intake and telling me when I was over my daily limit. On my first day at my new school, Billie took one look at the rice cakes Jenny had given me for my packed lunch and she dumped them in the bin! Billie said rice cakes were polystyrene tiles sold under another name and anybody with half a brain knew that eating polystyrene was wrong!

I let out a surprise snicker of laughter at the memory. Remembering how Billie and Ella had befriended me suddenly made me feel better. Count your blessings, Natalie, I thought. You could still be at that boarding school being persecuted by the evil McVeigh twins.

Thanks to my dad, not only had I got away, I’d found real friends to support me. Why was I obsessing about my looks! I was going to be with my BFFs and they thought I was gorgeous no matter what!

I uncurled myself from my sister’s bed and beamed at my reflection in the mirror, a proper smile this time. The smile lit up my face, and at that moment, from that particular angle, I thought I looked almost pretty. I would wear the red tea dress after all. I would be the vintage-wearing friend, the curvy, unconfident one who was still trying to figure out who she wanted to be.

I was startled by the scrape of a key turning in the lock, followed by a brisk electric beep as someone switched off the burglar alarm. Next minute my sister Plum came rushing up the stairs. ‘Everybody, wake up! I’ve got some news!’ Her voice was sharp with excitement.

Without thinking I ran to the door. ‘Oh my God, what happened?’

Instead of demanding what I was doing in her room, or what I thought I looked like in that ridiculous dress, my sister threw her arms around me. ‘Gus proposed! He’s just stopped off to buy some champagne! I’m getting married!’ She was almost crying with happiness. ‘Oh, Nat, I’m going to have such a beautiful wedding, and you’re going to be a bridesmaid, isn’t that thrilling!’

I’d been mercifully free of panic attacks since the day I left my boarding school but for a terrible moment I thought they’d come back. My vision blurred and my heart pounded like a drum. I had this spine-chilling picture of myself looking like that beefy girl in Muriel’s Wedding, except I was the beefy bridesmaid obviously, not the bride; a kind of nightmare Bridesmaidzilla.
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