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      Jo looked out of the window for inspiration and started to run a list of names through her head. The sky was turning to a
         beautiful violet from the deep red, and as Jo watched the sun disappear in the horizon a glittering plane caught her eye.
         It was preparing to land, and, suddenly preoccupied again by her future, Jo imagined packing up her belongings and heading
         back to the horseshoe-shaped airport with Joanne Hill’s passport in her hands. The assistants at check-in would not believe
         that the slim, beautiful woman in front of them was the same dumpy, ugly girl in the passport photo, and Jo smiled. From the
         moment she stepped on to the plane and away from Miami it would be the beginning of her new life. Miami had been the making
         of her, and as Jo remembered the airport’s nickname – MIA for Miami International Airport – she knew what she had to be called.
      

      ‘I’m going to be Mia Blackwood,’ Jo said, as she turned back to Gable. ‘It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?’

   
      
      After working for a variety of national newspapers, Ilana Fox currently works at ASOS.com, and looks after all their social
         media. She lives in London with her clothes, shoes, bags and boyfriend.
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      For Harry and Nan Fox.

      I love you both very, very much.

      I told you I’d do it. So there!
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      Prologue

      May 2007

      Joshua was going to go nuclear, Mia thought, as she sashayed seductively across her living-room to hand him a whisky. As she
         leant down to pass him the Tiffany cut-crystal tumbler, she caught sight of herself in the darkness of her floor-to-ceiling
         window. She paused slightly as she once again acknowledged just how beautiful she was. Her long limbs were lightly tanned,
         her make-up was as fresh as it had been when she’d applied it earlier in the evening, and her cheeks were flushed with anticipation.
      

      Mia smiled softly at Joshua and then walked over to the antique mirror to scrutinise herself properly. Yes, she was stunning,
         but there was something about her reflection that made her feel uncomfortable: she was too perfect. Mia remembered how she
         used to look, and rather than disliking the memory of her former appearance, she was haunted by an image of a happier, more
         carefree girl. As much as she loved her Balenciaga gown, the Cartier garnet and diamond necklace that sparkled against her
         neck, and her expensive gold-spun highlights, she’d have been happier in jeans and a sloppy T-shirt. She wanted to be herself
         again.
      

      Across the river Big Ben began to chime midnight, and Mia suppressed a tiny smile. It was so apt. This was the moment when
         Cinderella turned from the mysterious woman who stole Prince Charming’s heart back into the put-upon scullery maid, and Mia was about to do the same.
      

      In the mirror Mia could see Joshua walking over to her with a fond expression on his face, and as she turned round he produced
         a small Asprey jewellery box and got down on one knee. Mia tried not to look pleased. Joshua really believed that she would
         accept his proposal and give up running Gloss magazine.
      

      ‘Mia Blackwood,’ he announced theatrically in his booming voice, ‘will you marry me?’

      It was one of those chick-flick moments that Joshua was so keen on, and as if on cue Joshua flipped the lid to the box to
         expose the largest pink princess-cut diamond Mia had ever seen. She tried not to laugh. She’d always known that Joshua traded
         in magazine clichés, but this was ridiculously over the top, even for him. His divorce hadn’t even come through yet.
      

      ‘Oh, Josh,’ Mia said with a sigh, glancing at the platinum ring with minimal interest. ‘What if I told you that at midnight
         I turn from being the beautiful princess into one of the ugly sisters? Would you still love me then?’ Mia scrutinised Joshua’s
         face while keeping hers as emotionless as possible. She sounded like she was in a play, but she knew it fitted the situation
         perfectly.
      

      Joshua laughed patronisingly, and scooped Mia up into his arms.

      ‘You and your fairy stories,’ he said, kissing Mia’s nose affectionately. Mia slithered from his grip in a quiet rage and
         took a deep breath. She was going in for the kill.
      

      ‘Joshua, I’m serious.’ Mia’s eyes glinted with steely determination. ‘You sit in your gilded office and think you know everyone
         and everything, but how much do you really know about me? I’m willing to bet you haven’t a clue about the secret in my past.’
      

      Joshua burst out laughing. ‘“Secret in your past”? Why the melodrama, darling, and what on earth are you talking about?’ Joshua
         took Mia’s hands in his and smiled. ‘Did you once make a porn movie in Hollywood when you were helping your brother start
         his career? Might I have seen it?’ Joshua’s tone was light, but Mia knew he was worried. He couldn’t have a wife with any
         skeletons in her closet. ‘Because I’d rather like to watch you having sex … especially considering you’ve been making me wait
         all this time.’
      

      Mia’s green eyes narrowed and her voice turned to ice. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she snapped, and Joshua stopped laughing as he saw
         how serious the beautiful woman in front of him was. ‘Take a closer look at me, Josh,’ she said with slight menace in her
         tone. ‘Don’t you remember me? Because after all this time I never forgot you.’
      

   
      
      PART ONE
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      Chapter One

      
      Seven years earlier

      
      April 2000

      
      ‘Joanne Hill!’

      
      Jo had been starting to fall asleep at her desk when she heard her name being barked out in front of the whole class. She
         groaned inwardly and quickly looked up at her least favourite teacher. It didn’t matter if she was daydreaming about running
         a magazine or was paying as much attention as was humanly possible – Miss Montgomery never failed to sniff out weakness, especially
         when it came to her. As the teacher shot an icy glare in her direction, some of the more popular girls in the English class
         began to giggle, and Jo felt her face start to flush. She hated herself for being an easy target, and was aware – for the
         thousandth time – that her street accent and second-hand, oversized uniform marked her out as someone who didn’t quite belong.
         It didn’t matter that she’d been at the exclusive boarding school for seven years – people still relished gossiping about
         her background, often making up wild rumours when they got bored of the truth. Jo didn’t care that her mother lived on a council
         estate and worked in a call centre, but she hated the others making crude jokes about it on top of everything else.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Miss Montgomery?’ Jo asked in a quiet voice, hoping that if she stayed calm and measured she’d not draw any more attention
         to herself. It didn’t work. Every eye in the classroom turned towards her, and Jo knew they were scrutinising her double chins and rolls of fat as well as her bright red cheeks and lack of make-up.
      

      
      ‘Can you give me an example of brotherly love in Hamlet?’ Miss Montgomery snapped impatiently, and she raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow.
      

      
      Jo felt like screaming about how unfair it all was. Even though she normally loved English, she had to admit that she’d not
         read the play – she’d been up until 4 a.m. on deadline to finish an article for Saint, the school magazine, and had completely forgotten about her homework. Jo racked her brain to think of something that could
         deflect everyone’s attention from her and back to the teacher.
      

      
      ‘Is it when Hamlet’s brother dives in front of a bullet – no, a sword – like a bodyguard, miss?’ Jo hesitated, wondering if
         it really was a good idea to suggest that the seminal moment of a low-budget, made-for-TV film was on par with a Shakespearian
         play. The roar of laughter from the bitchier girls proved it wasn’t, and Jo wanted to slide under her desk and hide. She hadn’t
         meant to be humorous.
      

      
      ‘You think you’re so funny, don’t you, Joanne, but your poor excuse for wit doesn’t disguise the fact you’ve not bothered
         to do your homework,’ Miss Montgomery spat, her dislike for Jo apparent. ‘So what were you doing last night that was more
         important than studying for your A-levels?’
      

      
      Miss Montgomery began walking around the front of the classroom, and all the girls kept their eyes on her, enjoying the performance.
         Apparently, before she came to teach at St Christopher’s School for Girls in Buckinghamshire, she’d been a journalist on a
         local paper, clawing her way up the career ladder with her red-lacquered nails until redundancy meant she had to give it up.
         Teaching and lodging at a private boarding school clearly made more sense financially, but the teacher was still bitter that
         her career had ended so soon after it had begun, and she hated Jo Hill for her almost naïve determination to succeed in journalism. Miss Montgomery flipped her long auburn hair over her shoulder, and then surveyed
         the rest of the class with her kohl-rimmed green eyes.
      

      
      ‘Well?’

      
      Jo hesitated, not wanting to tell the truth because she couldn’t stand it if someone derided her dedication to Saint, but not knowing what to say instead. But it was too late – one of the others swooped in for the kill.
      

      
      ‘She was eating Mars bars, miss,’ Jemima sang out, giving Jo a characteristically bitchy look before smirking at her friends.
         ‘I think Joanne has eschewed formal education in order to beat a world record in the number of chocolate bars she can cram
         into her face in an hour. If my memory serves me correctly, she ate at least four of them.’ Jemima looked smug, and Jo wanted
         to die. It was true, but she couldn’t help it: writing articles for the magazine made her hungry.
      

      
      ‘Now, Jems, I don’t think that’s fair,’ added Susie, casually. Jo looked on in surprise – Susie and Jemima were best friends,
         and Susie had never stuck up for her before.
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t four bars of chocolate, it was at least forty, and I’m sure Joanne isn’t doing this in lieu of her homework. From
         what I heard she’s doing a sponsored eat-a-thon to raise money for impoverished children that walk around in rags. Like she
         does.’
      

      
      Jo surreptitiously looked down at her tatty Pop Swatch – one she’d bought with two years’ worth of pocket money when she was
         ten – and worked out how much longer the lesson would last. Despite loving English Literature she hated Miss Montgomery, and
         she couldn’t wait to get to PE – which was unheard of for her.
      

      
      ‘Girls,’ Miss Montgomery warned, with a hint of amusement in her voice. ‘Please can we not discuss Joanne and get back to
         Hamlet. While there is an important lesson to be learnt with regard to Miss Hill’s enthusiastic eating habits, you’ll be tested on Ophelia’s beauty, not Joanne Hill’s weight.’
      

      
      The teacher let the giggles subside and turned back to the whiteboard, starting a soliloquy about Hamlet and Horatio’s relationship.
         Jo tried to take in what was being said, but she felt too numb to concentrate. When she’d passed the scholarship exams at
         the age of eleven to come to the school she’d never imagined it would be like this.
      

      
      The day got worse – with Susie hitting a lacrosse ball at her stomach in PE, and her maths teacher making her do algebra in
         front of the class – but the discrimination shown towards her by teachers and pupils alike didn’t affect Jo as much as it
         used to, and she supposed it was because it was all she’d ever known. Jo wandered up and down the hallowed halls of her boarding
         school pretending not to notice groups of girls giggling as she walked past, and wondering – for what felt like the billionth
         time since she’d been at school – what her life would be like if the others stopped being so bitchy.
      

      
      While the other girls spent recesses in the lavatories sweeping MAC blusher on their flawless skin – made possible by pots
         of Dr Sebagh Breakout Crème sent in bulk from Space NK – Jo sat in the library reading as many books as possible in the hope
         that they would take her mind off the delicious smells coming from the school’s kitchen. She couldn’t help it – she was hungry
         all the time. But even dinner, sometimes, didn’t give her that fix like a bag of Maltesers always could.
      

      
      That evening – after dinner, but before prep – Amelia wanted to make sure Jo was all right. As she walked into the dorm she
         struggled not to wrinkle her nose; there was a nasty smell coming from the bathroom that was, unfortunately for Jo, at the
         same end of the room as her bed. Jo glanced up at her friend and smiled weakly. Even if everybody else hated her she must have been doing something right if the most popular – and beautiful – girl at school liked her.
      

      
      ‘Are you OK?’ Amelia asked, dropping her expensive-looking cardboard shopping bags on to the floor and flopping on to the
         bed next to Jo.
      

      
      Jo shook her head, unable to get the words out, as Amelia Gladstone-Denham, with her pretty face, designer clothes from Harvey
         Nichols and Selfridges, and boyfriends at Eton, Harrow and even Radley, looked concerned.
      

      
      ‘I heard about Jemima and Susie being bitches in your English set – you mustn’t pay any attention to them. They’re just jealous
         because you got to do that email interview with Justin Timberlake from *NSYNC for Saint. They have a massive crush on him.’
      

      
      Jo let out a wry laugh. ‘Ames, that doesn’t account for the time they locked me in the chapel in the first year.’

      
      Amelia was silent for a moment. ‘Well … no … but … I think they find it weird that you don’t even try to fit in any more.
         Have you ever thought about coming to do your homework with us in the common room instead of spending every evening reading
         magazines?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I tried that years ago along with sucking up to everyone but it didn’t do any good. We both know the real reason nobody
         likes me is because of this.’ Jo gestured at her body and tried not to feel depressed. Amelia tried to be tactful.
      

      
      ‘But it’s not because they’re being shallow about your weight – it’s how we’ve been raised. It just doesn’t do to be overweight
         in families like ours. And it’s not all about good looks, you know,’ Amelia said with an air of authority. ‘It’s about being
         healthy, too. We go skiing, and sailing, and lots of us have ponies. Why, if I was a stone or two overweight there would be
         no way I could compete in horse trials at the weekend – old Brownie would never be able to carry me!’
      

      
      As soon as Amelia spoke both girls pictured Jo – who was at least seven stone heavier than Amelia – climbing on to a horse
         only to find it collapsing beneath her. It didn’t amuse either of them, and Amelia blushed.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Jo.’

      
      Jo gave her a grin. She knew Amelia meant well, even if her words sometimes came out badly.

      
      ‘What I’m trying to say is that it’s all about fitting in, making the most of yourself and being the best you can be. If you
         just lost a bit of weight, perhaps rinsed your hair to make it darker …’
      

      
      ‘You mean if I tried to look like an overweight Joey from Dawson’s Creek people would be friends with me?’ Jo joked feebly.
      

      
      Amelia stared at Jo for a second, unable to gauge her mood. Jo took this silence as Amelia not thinking she was taking her
         advice seriously and rushed to make light of the situation. She didn’t want to offend her one true friend. ‘I suppose I could
         try and look like Britney Spears, instead.’ Jo stood up and struck a pose. ‘What do you think, could I be a sexy singing schoolgirl?
         Hit me, Susie, one more time …’ Jo sang, before she realised she’d lost a button on her itchy BHS blouse. She quickly crossed
         her arms over the huge grey bra that showed through the straining gap around her breasts, and pouted.
      

      
      Amelia laughed. ‘This is exactly what I mean! You’re fun, and when you let your guard down you’re as cool in person as you
         are in those articles you write for Saint … If you just made a bit more effort with how you look and what you eat …’
      

      
      Jo thought about how she’d stopped eating puddings for a week and had gained five pounds in the process. It was a lost cause.
         ‘I do make an effort, but I don’t have unlimited pocket money to spend on all those expensive lotions and potions you get. And besides, all the effort in the world wouldn’t make much of a difference … I’m not pretty enough to fit in, I
         know that.’
      

      
      ‘But you have gorgeous green eyes …’ Amelia pleaded, tentatively. She’d had this conversation before, and Jo always shot her
         down.
      

      
      ‘Look, nobody’s given me a chance here in seven years, and if I’m brutally honest I’m counting the days until the exams are
         over and we leave. If I was meant to be friends with everyone it would have happened, and let’s face it, Ames, you’re the
         only one who even bothers to speak to me.’
      

      
      For once Jo let a wave of self-pity wash over her, and she fought not to cry, knowing if she did, like last time, she wouldn’t
         be able to stop. She was stronger than that. She was determined to be.
      

      
      Amelia could see Jo’s eyes shining with tears and she played her trump card. ‘Here, this will cheer you up – the new Cosmopolitan, just out today. It’s got a great piece where they give a girl a make-over … You should email them and see if they’d do a
         make-over for you – could be a great chance to make some contacts for when you start your career.’
      

      
      Jo shook her head, but Amelia dragged her over to the mirror and forced her to look at herself properly. Jo cringed.

      
      Her mousy-brown hair lat flat against her head and limp on her shoulders, and her eyes, set against the frown of her face,
         were dull. Apart from her wide nostrils, her nose wasn’t too bad, as noses went, but her lips were too thin, her eyebrows
         too thick, and Jo knew that even if she lost some weight she’d be one of those girls who are lost in the crowd. She was average
         – not ugly, not pretty, just nondescript. Jo wished with all her heart that she was stunningly beautiful like Amelia.
      

      
      ‘I bet the beauty department could made you look great in just a couple of hours,’ Amelia said, lifting Jo’s hair from her shoulders to see what it would look like if it was up. ‘And you could pitch them that idea you were telling me about the
         other night – about how girls should be made-over and PhotoShopped so they look like celebrities, so they don’t feel so bad
         about themselves.’
      

      
      Jo shook her head, and her hair fell from Amelia’s hands. She’d be too terrified to have a magazine make-over – because no
         matter what they did to her, she’d still be overweight and she’d still be plain old Jo Hill who didn’t have class and never
         would. She refused to look at her reflection any longer – it hurt too much. Jo eyed Cosmopolitan longingly, and Amelia got the hint.
      

      
      ‘Shall I leave you to fawn all over your magazine, then,’ she joked, and after she’d gathered her bags and had gone Jo breathed
         a sigh of relief – not because she didn’t like Amelia’s company, but because by picking up the magazine she could finally
         escape real life and disappear into the glamorous world of models, make-up and fantasising about what it would be like when
         she was finally an editor of a glossy magazine. She would wear Manolo Blahnik heels, Versace suits and, as well as being thin
         and beautiful, she would be powerful.
      

      
      As Jo settled down with the magazine she instinctively analysed it – memorising how to write pithy features and learning what
         worked on fashion shoots. She opened her bedside drawer and found some Jaffa Cakes, and as she ate her way through the packet
         she read the top make-up tips from her favourite beauty editors, and worked out what colours she’d use on her eyelids if she
         were going to a celebrity-packed party. In reality she would never dare use make-up – she believed she was so ugly that a
         touch of shimmering colour wouldn’t make any difference, or worse, would make it look like she actually cared – but when Jo
         retreated into the glamorous world of fashion magazines she could pretend she was just like any other girl: carefree, young,
         pretty and slender.
      

      
      Because the truth was that Jo was more than just overweight. She was sixteen stone and she was finding that even her extra-large
         school uniform was straining at the seams.
      

      
      Jo knew she had to go on a diet – she wasn’t stupid – but she couldn’t seem to stop herself eating, and even though she hated
         the rolls of fat that collected sweat under her uniform, she was always hungry. The kind dinner ladies didn’t help matters
         either. Every day they piled more and more food on her plate in the hope of getting her to smile, and even though Amelia frowned
         at the heaped plates of food, she never said anything about Jo cutting back, not even when the bitchier girls laughed as Jo
         went up for seconds. She was the one person at school who didn’t seem to mind too much that Jo was more than chubby, the one
         person who could see Jo for who she was: a sweet, fun, bright girl who was driven by ambition and the desire to succeed. But
         even Amelia couldn’t protect her from being the odd one out in a school where everyone had to be perfect.
      

      
      ‘Oh, look, there’s Jo Hill skipping her homework again so she can be in bed with a magazine, what a surprise!’ A nasal voice
         interrupted her thoughts, and Jo turned to see Dominique and her group of blonde, identikit friends. Dominique had the bed
         closest to Jo’s, and since the first year she’d picked on Jo to make herself feel better about her slightly rounded stomach
         and large bottom.
      

      
      ‘You’re never going to lose your virginity if going to bed with a magazine is all you’re interested in,’ she said cattily,
         as her friends giggled and nudged each other. ‘Men don’t like girls who just lie on their backs – they like a bit of movement.’
      

      
      Jo stared at the girls coolly. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m hoping that when I do get a boyfriend he’s going
         to be impressed by the fact that I have ambition and am not an airhead like you.’
      

      
      Dominique doubled up with fake laughter. ‘If you call lying on your back while reading trashy magazines “ambition”, then I’m
         sure you’ll find someone to sleep with you. Especially if he can put the magazine over your head before he climbs on top.’
      

      
      Jo felt her good mood vanish, and she turned towards the wall, desperately trying to ignore the giggles and the slumber-party
         atmosphere of bedtime that never included her. The magazine fell out of her hands and opened on the editor’s letter page,
         and Jo stared at it, imagining her slimmed-down and made-up face looking back at her in place of the current Cosmo editor. One day Dominique – and Jemima and Susie and all the other bitchy girls at school – would be fat from having babies
         with philandering City bankers, and they would all turn to her magazine for love-life advice. Jo would be thin, stylish and
         the most revered magazine editor in the UK, and when the girls opened the magazine and saw Jo’s beautiful face in prime position
         on the editor’s letter page they’d wish they’d never bullied her at school. She’d show them.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      August 2000

      
      Jo woke with a jolt. The sun was streaming through her thin My Little Pony curtains, and for a minute she didn’t know where
         she was until she realised she could smell burnt toast rather than Dominique’s overbearing perfume. She glanced around the
         bedroom and breathed a sigh of relief: she was at home, and she was never going to have to go back to St Christopher’s School
         for Snobs again. Old posters of Kurt Cobain hung limply from the pale pink walls, and her curtains blocked out the view of
         the rest of the Peckham council estate. Jo never opened them – they acted as a barrier to the gangs of teenagers outside who
         taunted her for being ‘posh’ and fat. Jo often wondered if she was the loneliest person in the world. She didn’t feel like
         she fitted in anywhere.
      

      
      Today, however, was the start of her brand-new life: A-level results day. Jo couldn’t face going back to the school ever again,
         so Amelia had promised to phone with her results. She couldn’t wait – in a few hours she could properly start thinking about
         how her life was going to be at university, and Jo resolved that today she would start her diet. By the time term started
         she would not only have lost some of her extra weight, but would be ready to meet new people – the people she would be friends
         with for the rest of her life. She grinned to herself. The next few years were going to be fantastic.
      

      
      The phone in the hall began to ring, and Jo was about to jump out of bed when she heard her mother answer it. As the voice of her hard, brittle mother relaxed into conversation Jo
         tensed up – why didn’t her mother understand how important it was to keep the line free? Jo tried not to panic and hurled
         herself into the hallway to give Elaine Hill a dirty look. Jo’s mum – who was dressed in velour jogging bottoms and a faded
         Joe Bloggs T-shirt – turned away from her daughter and laughed into the phone, murmuring something distinctly sexual. Jo grimaced.
         She was on the phone to one of her men-friends then, most probably the one who sometimes gave her money for the final demands
         piling up by the front door.
      

      
      Jo stepped into the bathroom, where she pulled off the long shirt that doubled as a pyjama top, and heaved herself into the
         bath. Suddenly missing the school’s top-of-the-range power-showers, Jo made sure the plastic shower attachment was tightly
         gripped to the bath taps with rubber bands and let the sorry trickle of water wash over her body. As Jo soaped herself she
         kept her eyes on the flaking enamel of the bath that seemed to get worse every time she washed, and when that became too depressing
         she squeezed them tight, desperate to think about anything but her looming grades and how she should have forgotten about
         Saint for a month or two while she revised.
      

      
      In her fantasy Jo became a model in a shower-gel commercial – all leggy with cascading dark hair that shone like glass as
         the water glossed over it. Jo shook her head, and as her hair touched her back she felt like the girl she knew she was, inside
         her extra padding. She could be sexy, she could be flirtatious, and she imagined the make-believe cameraman finding her irresistible.
         As he began to wink at her, Jo turned the other way, flashing her bottom at him while imagining him telling her she was beautiful.
         Jo began to smile despite her shower starting to run cold, and just as she was working out if the cameraman looked like George Clooney or Russell Crowe in Gladiator, her mum’s pissed-off voice broke through the daydream.
      

      
      ‘Joanne, your posh friend’s on the phone for ya.’

      
      For a second Jo was disappointed that she’d turned back into a sad, overweight teenager holding a grubby white shower attachment
         over her head, but she chose not to let it bother her. It was results time.
      

      
      ‘Amelia? Hello, is that you?’ The moment she said the words Jo felt stupid, as nobody apart from Amelia ever phoned her. She
         squirmed under the small threadbare towel that didn’t hide her body properly.
      

      
      ‘Yah, Jo, hi,’ Amelia said perkily down the phone, and in the background Jo could hear squeals of delight coming from her
         former classmates. Obviously everyone had done well.
      

      
      ‘So …?’ Jo was frantic, and couldn’t be bothered with small talk. There would be time for that later.

      
      ‘Three As and a B,’ Amelia said proudly, and Jo welled up with pleasure – she was going to Edinburgh! Except … she had only
         taken three A-levels. Jo’s brow furrowed slightly, and she realised there was silence at the other end of the phone. Suddenly
         she understood.
      

      
      ‘Ames, that’s brilliant, well done,’ Jo gushed, hoping her disappointment wasn’t showing. Amelia deserved good grades. She’d
         worked hard.
      

      
      ‘I know!’ Amelia squealed. ‘Would have been top of the year but Susie got four As.’ Jo’s grin faded and anger threatened to spill out. How had Susie – the girl who spent every evening organising
         her clothes – passed? Had she plagiarised her essays? Jo didn’t think Susie was that smart. It was a backhander from her father,
         most probably. Jo sniffed. Who said money couldn’t buy happiness?
      

      
      ‘So what about me?’ Jo held her breath – she could barely stand it.

      
      Amelia cleared her throat and Jo instantly knew it was bad news.
      

      
      ‘Just tell me. It doesn’t matter.’

      
      ‘You got a D in English Lit,’ Amelia began, and Jo made a small choking noise. Amelia hurried on, anxious to make Jo feel
         better.
      

      
      ‘But you got a C in General Studies, and a C in History of Art, too.’

      
      Jo was stunned, and she could feel the blood draining from her face.

      
      Amelia rushed on. ‘I spoke to Mrs Wickham and she says you can appeal if you want to, but there’s not much chance of your
         grades changing. I think she’s a bit annoyed that Bedales beat us in the league table, to be honest. We beat Scabby Abbey
         again, though …’
      

      
      Jo stared blankly at the grubby wood-chip wallpaper. She’d got all Bs in her essays … and all her teachers – even Miss Montgomery
         – had predicted top marks for her. Something had gone wrong … badly wrong. Jo couldn’t bear to be on the phone any longer.
      

      
      ‘Thanks for letting me know, Ames, I appreciate it,’ Jo said as politely as she could, but before she could get off the phone
         Amelia interrupted her.
      

      
      ‘Oh, hang on, Dominique wants a word,’ she said, before lowering her voice. ‘Maybe she wants to make amends for always being
         such a cow.’
      

      
      Jo’s heart dropped even further. The last thing she wanted now was to speak to one of her former dorm buddies. Jo forced a
         bright smile and hoped she’d sound as breezy as possible.
      

      
      ‘Domi, hi, how are you?’

      
      There was the slightest pause at the end of the phone before Dominique spoke, and Jo could hear her walking away from the
         others, her stiletto heels making a hollow clicking noise on the waxed wooden hall floor.
      

      
      ‘Very well, thanks, Jo … and it’s good to talk to you – I wanted to say goodbye, as we’re probably not going to ever see each
         other again. After all, it’s not like we run in the same social circles, is it?’
      

      
      Jo stopped smiling as soon as she heard the cold tone of Dominique’s voice.

      
      ‘Fine,’ Jo said bluntly, all pretence at social niceties gone. ‘Goodbye, then.’

      
      Jo was ready to hang up the phone, but Dominique’s voice came through the receiver loudly. ‘But before we do say goodbye,
         I was wondering what marks you got,’ she said in a nasty tone that implied she knew just how badly Jo had done.
      

      
      Jo’s hand gripped the telephone so hard that her knuckles turned white. She didn’t speak.

      
      ‘Cat got your tongue, Jo? Never mind – the list is up on the wall anyway, and I can see for myself …’ Jo imagined Dominique
         trailing a manicured finger down the list of names, as she let out a tinkling laugh.
      

      
      ‘Oh, dear, Joanne,’ she said patronisingly. ‘Maybe you should have taken my advice after all and actually done a bit of revision!
         I did tell you that reading all those magazines wasn’t going to help your career, and I was right, wasn’t I?’
      

      
      Jo slammed the phone down as hard as she could, but before she could take a few deep breaths and calm down, she spotted her
         mother staring at her with thinly veiled disgust.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ she asked impatiently as she started rinsing some dishes in the sink.

      
      Jo shook her head, and refused to meet her mother’s eyes.

      
      Elaine Hill snorted and kept on washing up. ‘About time you realised you ain’t posh like your little friend,’ she muttered,
         and she plunged her hands deeper into the oily suds. ‘You can go on the dole and start paying me rent,’ she directed at her daughter with a sharp glance and Jo felt sick.
         She looked at the small kitchen with the peeling 1970s wallpaper and grease-stained oven, and she felt despair quickly consume
         her. University had been her one chance to escape, but without the grades – or the money – the reality of getting there was
         impossible. It was a dream, just like everything else good that happened to her.
      

      
      Jo sat down in the corner of one of her favourite places in Peckham – Frank’s Café – and her nose twitched appreciatively
         as she sniffed the air. Frank’s had not changed in years, and its all-day breakfasts were the stuff of local legend. Jo loved
         it in here; despite St Christopher’s trying to rub off her rough edges, she always gravitated back to the café on school holidays.
         Jo was just sitting down at a small table near the back when Rose – Frank’s wife – spotted Jo while serving fried breakfasts
         to some burly builders reading the Sun. Rose’s tired face lit up, and she gave Jo a wide grin.
      

      
      ‘Frank, Frank!’ she called out to her husband, and Frank, the Italian owner, came out of the kitchen wiping his hands on his
         apron. Frank and Rose were in their late fifties but they loved working in their café, an institution on the high street to
         those in the know and invisible to those who rushed past on their way to the centre of London in their cheap suits.
      

      
      ‘Joanna!’ Frank said, grabbing Jo by her shoulders and kissing her on the cheeks. ‘How is our little bright spark, eh? Packing
         her bags for university where she will find another café, no?’ Jo grinned at Frank and his wife. They never failed to cheer
         her up.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Frank, I messed up,’ Jo began and she played with the salt and pepper mills on the plastic red and white checked tablecloth.
         ‘I didn’t get the grades and no university that does my course will take me.’
      

      
      Frank turned to his wife in mock horror, as Rose, unburdening herself from the plates she was serving, came over.
      

      
      ‘Joanna, you are a smart girl, how could this happen?’

      
      Jo shook her head. No words could explain it. She wasn’t really sure herself.

      
      ‘What we will do is this – we give you a good breakfast to fill you up and then you tell us everything, OK?’

      
      Jo looked up at Frank and Rose and felt a wave of appreciation. It felt like it had been a long time since anyone apart from
         Amelia had been kind to her.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, I’d like that, but I’m on a diet. I’ll just have a coffee. I don’t want to get any fatter, right?’ Jo joked sadly.

      
      Rose looked at her husband, who took Jo in hand. ‘Today you’ve had some bad news, so you eat, and then you think. Tomorrow,
         tomorrow is the day you diet, although I think you are beautiful as you are.’
      

      
      Jo grinned and nodded, and the couple rushed back into the kitchen while Jo stared despondently at a ring of sticky coffee
         on the tablecloth and tried to ignore the sounds of Radio coming from behind the counter. She had fucked up, she knew that,
         but it had never crossed her mind that she might need a back-up plan. Jo had planned to lose weight, go to university, get
         a brilliant degree, and when she was twenty-one she planned to go to journalism college. A couple of years on she’d be writing
         for the glossies, and from there it was only a matter of time before she was in charge. Jo planned it so that by the time
         she was thirty she’d be running a magazine. The only problem was that she wasn’t going to get that degree after all. And she
         had gone from knowing what she was going to do in years to come, to not knowing what she was going to do tomorrow.
      

      
      Rose brought out a plate of food and a cup of tea for her, and Jo, despite her good intentions to start her life again, gave
         in to the smell of bacon and the rumblings of her stomach. The tea was strong, sweet and milky, and as she sipped it she looked at her plate. The eggs had bright yellow yolks, and next
         to them were golden pieces of fried bread and crispy rashers of bacon with chewy rinds of fat. Soft button mushrooms sat on
         the side alongside ruby-red cooked tomatoes, glossy baked beans, toast dripping with butter, and plump, juicy sausages – as
         Jo bit into one she knew she’d be able to clear her plate. Compared to her mother’s distinct lack of culinary skills, the
         food was amazing.
      

      
      ‘How is it, Jo?’ Rose called out from behind the counter, and Jo, mouth full and eyes shining, nodded in delight. She barely
         noticed the old ladies on the table opposite looking at her disapprovingly, and didn’t register them properly until she was
         using a crust of toast to mop up the juices on her plate.
      

      
      ‘Shouldn’t be allowed,’ she heard one of them mutter to the other, as they looked up from their tea at her every few minutes.
         ‘She should be ashamed of herself, shovelling food down her throat like that in public. And at her size, too!’
      

      
      ‘Someone should stop her – she’ll have a heart attack before we know it,’ the other one said, tutting, and Jo, who couldn’t
         stand the whispers any longer, stood up and accidentally caught the edge of the table with her hip. The salt mill fell over,
         and as salt ran on to the tablecloth Jo burst into tears in anger. Rose rushed over and ushered her into the kitchen, where
         Frank was sitting at a small table smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. He looked up in alarm as he saw Jo’s face.
      

      
      ‘Joanna, Joanna, what is the matter?’ he began, as Jo’s tears showed no sign of stopping. ‘The breakfast was bad, huh?’ he
         joked, while Rose put another cup of strong, sweet tea in front of Jo and went back to the café. The elderly ladies were self-righteously
         patting their blue-rinsed curls into place under their plastic headscarves.
      

      
      ‘Mum wants me to sign on the dole so I can pay her rent, I have no friends round here, I have no future, and I’m a big fat
         lump who nobody likes.’ Jo’s words rushed out, and she sobbed into her hands as Frank stared at her.
      

      
      ‘Your mother is not a very nice person, that is right, eh?’ Frank began, and when Jo didn’t respond he continued. ‘For years
         you come to Frank and Rose with your pocket money to spend on food because your mother doesn’t look after you properly, and
         when you were at that school you were unhappy because the girls didn’t understand you. That is correct, yes?’
      

      
      Jo felt too weary to say anything and nodded, watching a tear splash into her tea.

      
      ‘And now you don’t get the grades you need to better yourself you are upset, yes? You now have to stay with your mother, yes?’

      
      Jo nodded again. She wasn’t used to someone trying to understand her.

      
      ‘So what you need to do is get a job to get away from your mother!’

      
      Jo stopped crying and looked at Frank as if he were mad. ‘But who would employ me? I’m fat and ugly and stupid.’

      
      Frank made soothing noises to Jo. ‘Yes, you are overweight, but all the best Italian girls have meat on their bones, with
         my Rosa a good example. You don’t think she is ugly, eh?’ Jo shook her head as Frank continued. ‘And you are not ugly, you
         have a bloom that older women want to buy in bottles. Why, if I was a few years younger …’ Frank looked Joanna slowly up and
         down approvingly.
      

      
      Jo sniffed. ‘But I am stupid. I failed my A-levels.’

      
      Frank disagreed. ‘You, Joanna, are not stupid. You have A-levels, you’ve had a brilliant education. And you have fire, a drive.’

      
      Jo went to argue, but Frank stopped her. ‘No, no, let me finish. You have your dreams, and you have reached a hurdle. People don’t give up at these hurdles, and if they can’t get
         over them they go round them to get to their dream.’ Frank reached over to Jo and touched her arm. ‘Little Joanna, I know
         you can do this. You are special.’
      

      
      Rose came back into the kitchen and pulled up a chair, and Frank stepped away from her and moved towards his wife.

      
      ‘Rosa,’ Frank said, looking at her, ‘Joanna needs a job, she will start working here tomorrow, yes?’

      
      Rose nodded enthusiastically, and Jo began to weakly protest but the couple refused to let her back down.

      
      ‘You will be here tomorrow morning at five o’clock, Joanna,’ Frank said as Jo blanched at the early start, ‘and you will start
         the rest of your life.’
      

      
      Frank turned to his wife and grinned, showing her his yellow nicotine-stained teeth. ‘Joanna will be like the daughter we
         never had!’
      

      
      Life at the café was hard. In the mornings Jo walked to work just as the sun was rising, and she spent hours in the kitchen,
         signing for the deliveries and preparing food for the early morning rush at six. Counters needed to be wiped down, the floor
         swept and mopped, and the kitchen had to be sparkling. Jo found that even before the first customers walked into the café
         she was exhausted. Being at boarding school on a scholarship had been a breeze compared to this.
      

      
      Slowly, though, Jo began to get used to the hours and slotted into her new working life. The job was physically tough, and
         her thighs were rubbed raw at the end of the day, but the small amount of pay she earned slowly began to build in her bank
         account. Suddenly, her life seemed a whole lot better than it had been for years – she had a job, some savings, and while
         she didn’t have friends, most people in the café seemed to accept her for who she was – an overweight, lonely teenager trying to make ends meet. Frank seemed irritated by her, though, glowing red when she stood near him and catching
         her eye whenever Jo looked towards him. Jo didn’t know what she was doing wrong.
      

      
      ‘I thought you wanted to be a magazine writer, Joanna,’ he said to her one Friday evening, as Jo was tidying up the front
         counter of the café and he was locking the door.
      

      
      Jo shrugged, opened the till to bank up the cash, and began to count the notes.

      
      ‘You have given up on your dream, then, eh?’

      
      Jo looked up at her boss sharply, and then went back to making piles of ten-pound notes, counting and then recounting them
         until she realised that she’d lost track of her sums. She sighed. ‘I’ve got a plan. I’m going to save up enough to retake
         my A-levels at the local college and then – when I pass – I’m going to journalism college. I’m going to skip university completely.
         I think I’m good enough to be able to.’
      

      
      Frank stared intently at the teenager behind his counter and smiled.

      
      ‘Jo, it will take you years to save up enough to do that. This is not a good idea, no? And what does this say to Rosa and
         me? Are you saying that this job is only a means to an end, that our business, that we have built up with love since before
         you were born, is a meal-ticket until you want out?’
      

      
      Caught off-guard, Jo didn’t understand. ‘But I thought you gave me a job so I could find my way? Wasn’t that the plan?’

      
      When Frank didn’t say anything, Jo suddenly felt as though she was in the wrong, but she didn’t know why. ‘You know I love
         working for you and Rosa, Frank, but I want to work on magazines … it’s all I’ve ever wanted.’
      

      
      Frank remained silent and Jo felt uncomfortable. But then he smiled.

      
      ‘Rosa and I have talked, and we have decided we want to train you up to take over running the café. Rosa, she gets tired,
         but you, you’re young, and we love you like you are one of our own.’
      

      
      Jo felt her heart drop. As much as she liked Frank and Rose, there was no way she wanted to give up her dream of working on
         magazines to run a greasy spoon.
      

      
      Frank sat down on a chair and gestured to Joanna to join him, but just as she went for a chair opposite him he reached out
         for her and pulled her on to his lap. The physical contact of a man jolted Jo, and she froze in shock as she let Frank move
         her on to him.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Joanna, I’ve watched you grow into a beautiful young woman, but you still have your head in your childlike fantasies.
         Now, I know it is hard but I think you need to accept that you’re not going to be able to go to journalism college.’
      

      
      Jo began to squirm on Frank’s lap and felt uncomfortable. She felt his hot breath on the back of her neck and when Jo tried
         to stand up she found that Frank’s grip was surprisingly strong.
      

      
      ‘As you have no father figure in your life, I feel it is my duty to tell you these things. I know it is hard, but I think
         you accept this as fact, yes? This way, you can settle here and be a proper part of the family. I think you knew deep down
         this was your best option, and I have also been seeing how you look at your Frank. You like it here, eh?’
      

      
      Jo tried to use her elbows to push herself from Frank, but it didn’t work.

      
      ‘I’ve been watching you for years, feeding you food and watching you grow into a ripe, beautiful young woman. Little Joanna,
         sweet Joanna, I think you want more from me than a job, yes?’ Frank’s voice was thick with longing as he spoke, and Jo could
         feel an erection through his apron. Frank began to stroke Jo’s hair, and then his hands moved down to her shoulders, and then her breasts.
      

      
      The sudden, overt sexual contact jolted Jo, and she moved her body violently in an attempt to get away from Frank’s rough
         hands. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she yelped.
      

      
      Frank turned Jo on his lap and started kissing her to stop her talking. For a moment Jo froze, and she could feel Frank’s
         garlicky, smoke-flavoured tongue force itself into her mouth. With a surge of strength Jo pushed herself off Frank’s lap and
         when she was free she ran to the door. She had forgotten that Frank had already locked it.
      

      
      ‘Joanna, little Joanna, you love your Frank, yes?’

      
      Jo was outraged. ‘No! Not like that!’

      
      Frank walked towards Jo, undoing his apron and then unzipping his trousers. ‘Oh, but I think you do, Joanna,’ he said in a
         whisper, as Jo’s eyes darted around the café for the keys to the door. When she spotted them on a hook by the pay-phone she
         pushed past Frank, grabbed them, and then fumbled with the lock until the door opened freely.
      

      
      Jo stared incredulously at Frank with his trousers around his ankles and she realised she could never come back to the café
         again. A feeling of sad inevitability washed over her, but before Jo could linger on yet another notch in her run of bad luck,
         the pile of bank notes on the counter caught her eye. With as much courage as she could muster, Jo walked over to them, nervously
         put them in her pocket, and turned to look at Frank for one final time. His erection had gone limp in his hands, and he no
         longer looked threatening, but pathetic. Jo threw the door keys at him, and they hit Frank hard on his chest. As he doubled
         up in pain, Jo pulled the door open and felt fresh air on her face.
      

      
      ‘Fuck you, Frank.’

      
      ‘He actually got his dick out? Are you serious?’ Amelia yelped down the phone in disbelief. ‘He offered you a “management” position in his shitty café and then thought you’d want
         to have sex with him? Are you kidding me?’
      

      
      Jo bit her lip and tried not to smile. ‘Don’t make it sound so funny,’ she said with a shudder, as she recounted the tale
         to her best friend and shifted in her seat. Her arm was aching from holding the phone up to her ear, and once again she was
         grateful that Amelia always phoned her back. At least her mother couldn’t yell at her about the phone bill along with everything
         else.
      

      
      ‘Look, you must be feeling pretty lousy, but why don’t you come down here for a couple of days?’ Amelia stared at her toenails
         – wet with Chanel polish – and tried not to move her feet. ‘The holiday that Daddy promised me for passing my exams is on
         hold – Granny fell over and broke her hip and Mummy’s at home nursing herself with vodka over the price of the hospital bills.
         I’m dying for a bit of girlie fun.’
      

      
      ‘Won’t I be in the way of you and Charlie?’ Jo asked, feeling awkward. Apart from revelling in Jo’s clumsy first kiss with
         Frank, Amelia’s favourite subject at the moment was her new boyfriend, and the various different sexual positions he introduced
         her to. Every time she started to talk about her love life, Jo felt incredibly uncomfortable. Gloss magazine may have provided a detailed guide on how to help him make you come, but Jo felt out of her depth talking about
         real sex with real people. She smiled to herself: she’d stick to the stuff of trashy novels for now.
      

      
      Amelia snorted. ‘Don’t be stupid. Besides, Charlie’s bar is having a party and it would be the best time for you to come over.
         Sounds like you could do with a laugh.’
      

      
      ‘But …’ Jo was momentarily floored by the thought of socialising. ‘But what would I wear?’

      
      Amelia smiled sneakily as she imagined making Jo over. ‘Don’t worry about that … Just leave it to me.’

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      When Amelia pulled into her sweeping circular driveway the next day, Jo’s wariness about fitting in intensified. Throughout
         the train ride from Waterloo to Winchester Jo had lost herself in a new issue of Marie Claire, but during the forty-minute drive through the depths of the Hampshire countryside Jo’s stomach had filled with butterflies.
         Now they were outside Amelia’s pile she felt sick. She was definitely outside her comfort zone.
      

      
      The Gladstone-Denham gothic country house was the stuff of people’s dreams: it was an imposing tall building with dark grey
         pillars and intimidating gargoyles, and to Jo it felt like a nightmare, especially when she thought of Amelia’s judgemental
         mother inside. Jo slammed the door of the beat-up Beetle and followed Amelia to the side entrance nervously, looking at the
         Victorian doorbell that read: ‘Servants.’ Her palms were damp with sweat.
      

      
      ‘We don’t use the front door unless we’re having dinner parties,’ Amelia explained as she entered the house, and Jo tried
         to look blasé as they walked across the cool grey flag-stones into the big kitchen. Amelia’s mother was sitting at a scrubbed
         pine table with the Daily Mail in front of her, and as she looked up Jo felt her eyes assessing her. Jo swallowed hard and forced herself to smile. Amelia’s
         mother looked like she was a member of the Royal Family.
      

      
      ‘Joanne, isn’t it?’ Sarah Gladstone-Denham asked politely, and Jo nodded meekly. As Amelia turned on the kettle to make them
         a cup of tea, Jo struggled with a kitchen chair and ignored Amelia’s mother’s visible wince as she sat down. Despite Sarah’s
         reservations the fragile pine chair held her weight and Jo fidgeted awkwardly, trying not to stare at the huge rosy pearls
         round Sarah’s neck and the rocks of diamonds and rubies on her impressive engagement ring.
      

      
      ‘You have a beautiful home,’ Jo said, hastily trying to start a conversation. ‘Apart from St Christopher’s I don’t think I’ve
         ever been in such an old building.’ An image of her mother’s 1960s council flat popped into her mind, and Jo felt even more
         nervous. The flat was practically the same size as Amelia’s kitchen.
      

      
      Sarah smiled, showing her perfect white teeth, and Jo was reminded of the Cheshire cat. ‘Thank you, it’s been in the family
         for two hundred years and we recently renovated it. Now, Amelia tells me you’re from London,’ she said, glancing at her daughter,
         who was rummaging around in a bottom cupboard looking for biscuits. Her hipster jeans rode down her bottom as she bent over
         and Sarah frowned at her black thong on display. ‘Do tell, what part of the city do you live in?’
      

      
      Jo hesitated and glanced at Amelia, who was blithely unaware of her friend’s discomfort. ‘Oh, just South London, you know,
         nothing special.’
      

      
      Sarah straightened her back. ‘Battersea?’ she asked, enjoying Jo’s discomfort. Jo shook her head. ‘Wandsworth? Barnes? Putney?’

      
      As Jo began to look miserable, Sarah let out a little laugh and hoped she wasn’t being too unsubtle.

      
      ‘Gosh,’ she said innocently as her daughter came to the table with a teapot, cups and saucers. ‘Where on earth do you live,
         then?’
      

      
      Jo looked at the delicate Wedgwood china cups and saucers and smiled to herself – a real one rather than a forced grin. She’d
         not seen a set since she’d been at school and they reminded her that she was just as good as her friend – or that she at least
         knew how to hold a cup and saucer correctly. Fuck it, she thought. She had nothing to be ashamed of. Jo felt amusement bubbling
         up inside her and wondered what Sarah Double-Barrelled Name would do if she told the truth. Banish her back to the slums,
         or tell her she was sleeping in the servants’ quarters? Jo laughed to herself. Sarah would never be rude to her face. It wouldn’t
         ‘do’.
      

      
      Jo took a sip of tea, quietly cleared her throat and decided it was time that Sarah officially knew her beloved daughter was
         friends with the working class.
      

      
      ‘Officially I live in Peckham,’ she said happily, thinking of home with its violence, litter and dirt. ‘But really I’m closer
         to Camberwell, which is great because of the cheap food I can pick up in the Turkish shops.’ Sarah looked visibly affronted,
         as if Jo had just sworn, but she remembered herself and her face returned to what she called ‘pleasant’. Amelia struggled
         to collect herself as she tried not to giggle at her friend’s daring.
      

      
      ‘James – Amelia’s father – believes that some of those big old Victorian mansions may be worth a thing or two in a few years,’
         Sarah began, struggling to continue the conversation and grasping at something – anything – that could put her back on track.
         ‘Of course, the so-called council would have to get rid of those awful hippies using the places as squats. I blame Tony Blair,
         personally …’
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