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Dear Boot Camper,


Are you ready? Because your life is about to change for the better!


You’ve heard it all before, right? You’ve bought the book, the T-shirt, the DVD, and the hypnotherapy tape too. There’ve been hi-tech gyms, old-school gyms, machines that vibrate your fat away. Juice fasts, meal replacements, colonic irrigation. A thousand pain-free, easy ways to a New You.


So how come the Old You is still hanging around like a bad smell?


At Windy Hill Boot Camp, we can make you a promise. If you do as we say for one week – that’s just one hundred and sixty-eight hours, or a measly ten thousand minutes – then the New You you’ve been longing for will finally make an appearance.


Don’t be afraid – you have nothing to lose but your muffin top tummies! We can’t wait to meet you and start you on your New You Journey. All we ask for is one thousand per cent commitment. Oh, and that you bring enough sports bras. Prepare to get sweaty.


In return, we also promise delicious, nutritious food to support your body in its new adventure. Luxury accommodation (no bunk beds or latrines!). And plenty of holistic support and massage to keep your body and soul on track.


Ready? Steady! Boot Camp is GO!


Love and good karma,


Edie Simmonds, Chief Executive & Holistic Leader, Windy Hill and Spa Boot Camp


‘The celebrities’ best kept booty secret’





 


Day 1: Sunday – The first day of the rest of your life


How you’ll be feeling: excited, perhaps a little apprehensive. But don’t worry. You’ll love camp – and you’ll love your staffs, too!






	14:00


	Compulsory safety & logistics briefing. Please note: there will be no refreshments provided so eat beforehand. High protein recommended.







	15:00


	Fitness tests and weigh-in







	17:30


	Snack and recreation/unpacking time







	18:00


	Visualisation session







	19:00


	Dinner: Chef’s Special Chilli sin Carne, Power Grains, Spicy Apple Surprise, Sleepyhead tea








Please note all activities and meals are subject to change due to circumstances beyond our control
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Steph


I can see them through the bay window: two blokes in black army berets and camouflage gear, cross-armed and wide-legged, as though their balls are so big that they can’t stand comfortably any other way.


Through the speckled glass, they look almost friendly. OK. I’ll downgrade that to reasonable. Or perhaps firm but fair. Not the kind of guys who’d be too hard on a girl who’s had the misfortune to arrive for the Compulsory Safety and Logistics Briefing thirteen minutes late, through absolutely no fault of her own.


I raise my hand to rap the lion’s head knocker against the chipped black door, but my hands are shaking too much.


Bloody hell. I didn’t have that khaki rash when I left London. Stress, it must be. I need to breathe more.


‘. . . punctuality is NON-NEGOTIABLE!’


The window rattles as one of the soldiers suddenly turns up the volume. I shrink back.


I did everything possible to be on time. My own New You Journey was meant to start with a gentle awakening at seven, thanks to the Brighter Beginning Dawn Simulation Clock that my brothers clubbed together to buy me for Christmas.


Then I’d planned some yoga stretches to loosen up my body ahead of the week’s exertions, followed by a breakfast of half a lemon squeezed into room-temperature (not refrigerated) Evian. I’d already set the sat nav to take me to boot camp via a designer shopping village where I planned to buy some knockdown exercise kit – an investment in the new me – before a final relaxed drive along the coast to arrive early at the Windy Hill Country House Hotel and Spa. Hey, I might even have managed a quick dip in the Jacuzzi.


I was so going to be Teacher’s Pet this time. To prove I can change, not just to Steve but also to myself (not to mention lose at least two stone before the Valentine’s Ball in thirty-three days’ time. But who’s counting?).


‘Self-discipline is NON-NEGOTIABLE!’


Like most disasters, today’s was caused by a chain of events. Despite knowing my tech-ineptitude, my brothers bought me the most complex alarm clock on the market, which failed to go off due to user error, so it was real daylight that woke me at a very un-crack-of-dawn-like quarter to ten.


I then downsized my yoga routine to the last three of the exercises on the Mail on Sunday’s ‘Shake Your Booty’ poster, but got locked in the Downwardly Mobile Dog and had to drive my car in a position that will henceforth be renamed as the Giraffe with Rigor Mortis.


When I got to the shopping village, it had been evacuated because the young offenders at the prison next door were rioting over the sub-zero temperatures in their single-glazed cells. The only alternative my sat nav could offer was the Happy Valley Hypermarket, a chain so downmarket that in the retail trade we call it Crappy Valley. But what choice did I have? Do seven days of workouts in kitten-heeled ankle boots and too-tight-even-before-Christmas size fourteen jeans?


‘Respect for yourself and others is NON-NEGOTIABLE!’


So instead of weather-proof designer workout gear, my kit for boot camp consists of twenty pairs of acrylic Homer Simpson socks, two underwired sports bras so vicious MI5 could use them to extract confessions, one pair of mud-brown trainers, and five Juicy Couture-style patterned tracksuits in different sizes and colours (I cleared the entire shelf). The one I tried on over my clothes had a khaki camouflage print, which might at least help me blend into the foliage on manoeuvres.


Khaki.


Ah. That’ll be the rash, then. I knew that fabric didn’t look colour-fast. At least I worked that out before asking the squaddies for emergency medical treatment.


‘If there’s one thing we hate, it’s SLACKERS! And MOANERS! And WHINGERS!’


Oh, and then the postcode I’d put into the sat nav delivered me to the wrong cliff. Sure, I had the perfect view of the whitewashed building from over there, but it took me another half hour to find a single soul to ask for directions, and drive my protesting Panda up the impossibly steep single-track road.


Twelve-foot gates loomed ahead like the entrance to a Victorian gaol, and when I tried to unbolt them, my fingers froze on the rusted metal. A padlock and chain was looped round one of the curlicues – maybe they’re going to lock us in later?


Close-up, the hotel’s whitewash is crumbling off like country house dandruff, and the sash windows rattle thanks to the wind and the parade-ground orders from the sergeant major.


Oh God. Maybe Steve is right. In life’s great journey, I’m more of a passenger than a pilot. Boot camp? Who am I kidding . . .


‘But if there’s one thing we hate above all others, it’s lazy, LARDY, good-for-nothing LATECOMERS!’


Shit. He’s seen me. Not the doe-eyed one, but the shorter one with the World War One moustache. The one who’s been doing all the shouting so far.


He’s walking towards the window. No, marching.


I should smile. Or run. Or something. But as I stare into the abyss behind his black eyes, my body is paralysed. That doesn’t bode well for ten hours a day of exercise.


‘GIRT YOUR . . . RATTLE . . . BODY . . . RATTLE . . . HERE.’


He’s so furious that I can only make out some of the words as he rants and raves. The paintwork is flaking off the window frames, like the Puff Pastry Cream Horns I was testing on Friday for our Granny Knows Best range.


Despite my fear, my tummy rumbles.


The soldier looks hungry, too. His lips are pulled back in an expression that makes me think of the dangerous dogs you see on the news. The glass has steamed up, inside and out. He’s unhinged.


No. It’s just an act, isn’t it? Professional women don’t pay good money to be abused and bullied. God knows, I can get that at work. The brochure said boot camp takes the positive bits of military discipline: teamwork, supporting one’s fellow woman, being the best . . .


The soldier’s eyes widen and I realise his doe-eyed sidekick has said something to him. Don’t headbutt the window, maybe?


‘GIRT YOURSELF IN HERE NOW!’


Behind the two men, ten women are watching me with relieved expressions. As I head for the front door, I understand why, and my heart sinks even further.


They know the soldier has found his scapegoat. Which means they’re in the clear.
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Steph


I reach down and pull on the elastic band round my wrist. Then I let go.


Ow.


It hurts more than I was expecting, but that’s the point. I got the idea from a magazine article about New Year’s resolutions: every time I slip back into bad habits, I should pull the band, and the sting will remind me to break the cycle. I nicked a whole bagful of elastic bands from work before I left: with my track record, I’m going to need a few spare.


The bad habit I’m correcting right now is expecting the worst. I just need to take a deep yogic breath of the ozone-rich sea air and remind myself that if I didn’t have room for improvement on the fitness and motivation front, there’d be no point being here, and—


‘Oww . . .’


I’m lying face down on a freezing flagstoned floor. I’m too dazed to work out how I got here.


I examine the evidence.


Floor.


Door.


Hallway.


‘Gosh, I’m terribly sorry! I wouldn’t have opened the door if I’d known you were, um, leaning against it. Are you all right?’ A cat-like woman in silky yoga gear is peering down at me.


I try to move all my limbs. ‘Nothing broken. Though I might get frostbite from these tiles.’


She winces. ‘Sorry. Heating the hallway isn’t very eco, what with the door opening all the time. You’ll soon get warm once you’re inside the ballroom.’


She holds out her hand to help me up but she’s so tiny I’ll probably pull her over. Luckily a super-strong Yeti-sized hand appears next to hers. It belongs to the doe-eyed soldier, who is towering over me. But before he can grab me, the angry one pushes him out of the way.


‘Took a tumble, DID WE? At least you’ve got plenty of padding.’ There’s an evil glint in his eye – just the left one; the right one doesn’t seem to move much. ‘You’re wasting time. Join us in the ballroom, when you’re good and ready. Which is sarcasm, by the way. I mean NOW!’ And he stomps off.


The doe-eyed sidekick smiles, then pulls me up effortlessly, even though I weigh eleven and a half stone. Ish. That was when I last weighed myself, first thing in the morning, in my pants, before I broke up with Steve. Right now it might be a tad more.


‘Staff Pepper’s bark’s worse than his bite,’ he says. His voice is softer then I’d expected, with a hint of the Yorkshire Moors, but I’m not convinced he’s telling the truth. ‘I’m Staff Ryan. We’re just in there.’


When he lets go of my hand, it has warmed up very nicely indeed. And the warmth seems to be spreading through my entire body.


Yoga Woman watches his taut backside as he disappears. ‘He’s such a softie. Both staffs are, underneath, as I’m sure you’ll find out. Welcome. I’m Edie. Chief exec of Windy Hill.’


‘Hi. I’m Steph.’


I hold out my hand but instead she embraces me in a cloud of jasmine perfume. Then she mumbles something in my ear. It sounds like ‘Sausage and mash with onion gravy’.


‘Pardon?’


She lets go and smiles: deep grooves appear either side of her thin mouth. ‘It’s a welcome mantra. The boys take care of your physical development; I’m all about your spiritual growth.’


‘Ah. Fantastic.’ Frankly, I’m not here for the holistic stuff. My spiritual growth is perfectly well provided for by an evening on the sofa with Mad Men and a plate of . . . well, sausage and mash with onion gravy. ‘I suppose I’d better . . .’ and I nod towards the door, ‘you know, before Staff Pepper gets even crosser.’


She smiles vaguely, then wafts off up the stairs. It’s only as I struggle to pick up my over-stuffed duffel bag and carrier bags that I realise she could have helped me. I guess that doesn’t come under her spiritual remit.


As I drag my luggage into the room, I feel a dozen pairs of eyes on me. The other women are judging, comparing. Thin or fat? Fighting fit, or barely breathing?


And how do I know they’re doing that?


Because, however hard I try not to, I do it myself. My Compare-o-meter runs twenty-four seven. Ankle size, boob evenness, muffin top. Not to mention my own particular area of paranoia, thigh circumference.


My wrists are slim, though. The only part of my body I actually like.


‘Are you trying to catch flies in your mouth?’ says Staff Pepper.


I clamp my jaw shut and look round for the nearest empty chair. There’s one next to a slim girl whose thighs are almost the same size as my wrists. I scuttle across the room and sit down, trying to make myself as tiny as possible, so people stop looking at me.


What the—


I’m flying through the air at high speed. Either someone has literally fired a rocket up my backside or—


‘Oww!’


Or the seat has broken under my weight.


My hand throbs where it hit the ground. I’ve come to a standstill right at the centre of this massive room. The orange plastic part of the chair has broken off and propelled me along the shiny parquet, bobsleigh style, and I couldn’t be more bruised if I actually had done the Cresta Run. But it’s the total bloody humiliation that’s making my eyes well up. This is so not me. I should turn around right now and drive back before it gets dark.


Staff Pepper is staring at me. I think he’s waiting for me to burst into tears.


And something changes.


No bloody way am I giving him the satisfaction of seeing me cry. I ping the elastic against my wrist and I resolve here and now that whatever that thug throws at me this week – mountain climbs, dawn runs, obstacle courses over barbed wire – I will not surrender.


I can handle seven days, can’t I? It’s for the Greater Good. Everyone knows that Steph ’n’ Steve are meant to be together. Everyone except Steve, that is. So if it takes a week in the back of beyond with a dozen skinny women and a psychopathic soldier to make things right again, it’s a small price to pay.


‘There’s a seat over there that looks sturdier . . .’ Pepper points to a chair next to a blonde woman with dimples and a deep crimson blush on her cheeks.


She’s the first person I’ve seen here who looks like she actually needs a boot camp. Her wrists are bigger than mine and so’s her belly. But it suits her. She looks comfortable in her skin. As I sit down, lowering my bottom millimetre by millimetre just in case this one is booby-trapped too, she whispers, ‘Bad luck. I almost sat on that one too. Reckon they leave it there on purpose.’


I frown. Why would they do that? But before I can come up with a reason, there’s a tap on my shoulder.


I swing round.


‘What’s your name?’ Pepper barks, his lips so close to my ear you’d think he was about to bite it off.


For a second, I can’t even remember. ‘It’s . . . Stephanie. Steph.’


He sighs. ‘Last name. We don’t mess about with first names, here. First names are for wimps and girls.’


‘Oh, um, Dean.’


‘Dean,’ he repeats, like it’s an obscenity. ‘Dean. Well, Stephanie Dean, I think I can safely say I’ll remember that name.’


He obviously doesn’t expect me to answer back. So I do. ‘Why’s that then?’


Pepper tuts, then addresses the other women. ‘Two types of people I remember on boot camp. The winners. And the losers.’ He pauses. ‘I think we all know which of those Stephanie Dean is going to turn out to be.’
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Steph


Hallelujah! The chair holds.


‘I’m Vicki,’ whispers the girl with the dimply cheeks. ‘Thank God you’ve turned up. I was beginning to think I was going to be the only –’ she hesitates – ‘normal-sized person here.’


Hmm. Is that a nice way of telling me I’m fat too? I forgive her because she has a friendly smile. Before I can reply, Pepper is clapping his hands.


‘For the benefit of Dean, I’ll have to repeat the introductions. But in future, if anyone is late, the whole group get punished. My rules. My kingdom.’ He smiles for the first time, revealing those sharp teeth again.


‘So. I’m Staff Pepper. My colleague here is Staff Ryan. We don’t do first names. It’s a respect thing. If in doubt, call us Staff.’


Staff Ryan nods. ‘When you’re being pushed to your physical limits, you probably won’t be able to remember your own name, never mind ours.’


We all laugh a bit too heartily. It won’t be as bad as that, surely?


Pepper stops smiling. ‘It’s not a joke, ladies. And that’s the last time I’m calling you ladies this week. From now on, you’re not females, not individuals, not civilians. You’re my platoon, God help me.’


Ryan’s smile looks a little forced now.


‘You all knew what you were signing up for,’ Pepper barks. ‘That includes permission to squeeze and squeeze until you think you’ve got nothing left. And then squeeze even harder.’


He mimes a testicle-bursting action with his hands. It might be scarier if any of us actually had balls to squeeze. ‘I’ll give you a final chance to change your mind. If anyone can’t accept my rules, then bugger off. We want winners, not whingers. So, who’s jacking?’


Pepper stares at each one of us in turn: first the woman with the wrist-sized thighs. She shakes her head to say, I’m going nowhere, and her serious chestnut bob swishes like a hair ad. There’s something familiar about her but I can’t work out why: I don’t move in the same circles as goddesses like her.


Next there are two blondes who could be twins, identical with frozen foreheads and melon boobs that sit so high up they must have trouble seeing over them. They both shake their heads.


No one’s ‘jacking’. Not the wiry runner, nor the old lady with startling white cropped hair, nor the Indian girl with arms more sculpted than Madonna’s.


Next to Vicki, there are two women who must be mother and daughter. The girl is in her teens, while the mother is a world-weary fortysomething, but they have the same wavy hair and the same upward-pointing noses, as though they’re trying to ignore a bad smell.


Actually . . . there is a bad smell. Egg sandwiches? Drains? Or – I shudder – one of my fellow campers?


The hotel itself seems the most likely culprit. The ‘ballroom’ isn’t quite what I expected from the website photos. The proportions are magnificent – if I half-close my eyes, I can imagine Victorians waltzing to Mozart, or flappers shimmying between Martinis.


But imagination can’t cover up the giant cracks in the ceiling, or the tea-coloured stains seeping up the walls. Where a grand chandelier should be, there’s an ugly copper pendant that casts shadows over our already gloomy faces. I know it’s crazy but I feel sorry for this room. It deserves better.


Pepper is staring at me.


‘What about you, Stephanie Dean? You could walk away now. Do something nice. No shame in it.’ His words might be sympathetic, but his expression isn’t. The one good eye travels down my body and his upper lip curls.


‘I . . .’ My mouth has gone dry, which makes me furious at myself. One quick ping of the elastic and I am back on track. ‘I’m up for it if you are, Staff Pepper.’


That surprises him. Staff Ryan’s Bambi eyes widen. Shock – or amusement?


‘Oh, I’m up for it, Dean. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Because this week, we’re going to show you that your ability to count paperclips or answer a switchboard in a girly voice count for nothing in the real world.’


The Asian girl looks like she could lift an entire switchboard with her little finger. And I bet the old woman doesn’t have a girly voice. But I don’t think he’s seeing us as people. Just as cannon fodder.


‘This is how it works, you lot. We will break you. There’ll be blood, tears, almost certainly vomit. You’ll be begging us for mercy.’


Staff Ryan looks alarmed. ‘But don’t worry. Once we’ve broken you, we’ll build you back up again. Stronger, leaner, certain that you can do more than you ever thought possible. Ready to face the world again.’


‘Yeah, ready to return to your paperclips and your nice shiny reception desk with a whole new lease of life,’ Pepper sneers. ‘Any questions? Last chance.’


The teenager next to Vicki raises a French-manicured hand. ‘On the website, it said most women lose at least half a stone. A dress size. Is that the actual, like, truth?’


She’s already so waif-like that if she held a couple of helium balloons, she’d be in the Caribbean by teatime.


‘We can’t guarantee numbers,’ says Ryan, ‘but if you work hard, you will see definite changes in your body shape.’


‘Great,’ says the little wren girl. ‘It’s for my wedding, you see. My dress is modelled on Pippa Middleton’s. It’s not very forgiving.’


‘Don’t worry, we’ll make sure your husband will be very pleased with the results on your wedding day,’ says Pepper sleazily. ‘Right. Enough chit-chat. Staff Ryan, talk them through the routine.’


‘Our days will begin with a roll call at zero five four five hours,’ says Ryan.


There’s a groan from the room. ‘Does he really mean quarter to six?’ Vicki whispers.


‘WHAT?’ Pepper shouts. ‘Was that a complaint I heard?’


We look at the floor. As Ryan recites the schedule – stretches, beach run, strength circuits, all before breakfast – I count the parquet tiles to distract myself.


But a voice keeps drowning out Ryan’s descriptions of team games and bike rides.


This isn’t you, is it, Steph?


Steve. Even though he dumped me five months ago, we were together so long that I know exactly what he’d say in any situation.


Come on, honeybunch. You’re more of a couch potato than a runner bean. Give up now, before it gets too messy. Stay in your room and eat Green & Black’s. That’s your kind of break, right?


‘Your diet for the week has been carefully designed to maximise energy levels and weight loss. The portion sizes might seem small, but we want to re-educate you about food. Obesity can creep up on you.’


‘If you’re particularly unobservant or very, very greedy,’ Pepper sneers.


You can still tell your dad you finished the camp, Steph. No harm in a little white lie here and there, is there?


I shake my head. Vicki gives me a curious look.


You and institutions don’t work, do they? You’ve got victim written all over you, and that soldier is on to you already.


I can’t shut him up. I know he’s not really here, but every word is true.


Just stop pretending to be something you’re not, eh? In the end, I’m going places, but you like your home comforts. No changing that.


I ping the rubber band. No. That’s where you’re wrong, Steve. I can change. You’ll see.


‘There’ll be times when you want to give up more than anything else you’ve ever wanted,’ Ryan says. ‘That’s when your team mates will save your life. If you encourage each other, you will get through it.’ Ryan smiles at us. Smiles at me.


Bloody hell. He’s gorgeous.


How come I didn’t notice before? As well as the doe eyes, there are little sun-bleached peaks in his spiky hair, and his muscled arms and chest strain the camouflage fabric of his jacket. He’s younger than Pepper: late twenties, and he’s less of a robo-squaddie.


This isn’t good news. It’s easy to hate Pepper. But if there’s one thing worse than getting hideously sweaty and humiliated in front of strangers, it’s getting hideously sweaty and humiliated in front of a handsome stranger.


‘Staff Pepper and I are both qualified first aiders, and if you are in genuine pain, we’ll help. But we’re also experts at spotting fakers and slackers.’


You’re the original slacker, Steph. Who but a slacker would invent a range of TV dinners called Couch Cuisine? No one cares, mate. Let’s face it, when was the last time anyone but me actually wanted to see you naked?


‘Shut up!’ Whoops. Accidentally said that out loud, and Vicki heard me.


‘So, fifteen minutes now to get into your kit. No special equipment but be ready to move fast,’ says Ryan, and there’s a mass scraping of chairs. Vicki stands up.


‘You OK, Steph?’


‘I—’


Tell her you’re leaving. She can pass the message on. You don’t even have to face those thugs yourself.


It’s tempting. ‘Vicki, I—’


‘That Pepper’s an arsehole, isn’t he? But he’s all hot air.’


‘You think so?’


‘Definitely. I’ve got three little boys and they all went through a phase like that just before potty-training. Staff Pepper hasn’t grown up yet.’ And her smile is so encouraging that I don’t want her to think I’m scared of that idiot.


‘He’s a bit intimidating, though.’


‘Nah!’ She laughs. ‘You can’t let a squirt like that win. Have you seen how short he is? Honestly, small men are always the worst. He’s only a real man when he’s holding a gun.’


And suddenly I see him differently. Not powerful at all, but rather desperate. Why else would he get his kicks shouting at women?


‘You’re right.’


‘That’s a first.’ She grins. ‘Now, are you coming to see our luxurious bedrooms? I fancy some shuteye.’


‘We’ve only got ten minutes,’ I say.


‘I’m the expert at naps,’ she says. ‘Forty winks, and I’m a new woman.’


A new woman. That’s what we all want to be, or we wouldn’t be paying the best part of a thousand pounds for a week of extreme pain. I look at the other girls; I’d die for figures like theirs, so why the hell have they signed up?


But what’s the point comparing? I should focus on my own mission. This might be the only way to break twenty-eight years of bad habits – with a boot camp-sized kick up the backside.


At least we can trust Staff Pepper to deliver that.





 


Boot Camp Health & Fitness Questionnaire:


Name: Darcy Webb


Age: Over thirty, under forty


Occupation: TV Presenter


How much exercise do you do on a regular basis? 60 minutes, 3 × a week.


No, how much do you really do? Like I said, 60 minutes, 3 × per week. Seriously, why would I lie on a confidential questionnaire? That would be completely pointless.


Do you smoke? Gave up two years ago.


How many units of alcohol do you drink weekly (Gentle reminder: a unit is a small glass of wine, not a bottle)? On average, fourteen, as per government guidelines.


What do you want to achieve at boot camp? Include as much detail as possible of physical and mental goals. To look younger/better. That’s it.


How do you feel about your body? For example, how would you feel about viewing your naked body in the mirror – or showing it off to a new partner? I have no intention of doing either.


What difference would being fitter/slimmer make to your life? My agent says TV is about survival of the fittest. The fitter I am, the more likely I am to survive.
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Darcy


I’m going to hire whoever did the photos of the Windy Hill Hotel to take my next set of PR shots.


Because if they can make this old ruin look as good as it does on the website, they’ll be able to work miracles on my puffy eyes and city-grey complexion.


‘I’m almost there with your room allocations, girls.’ Edie the Yoga Bunny is clutching her clipboard and avoiding eye contact with any of us. ‘Um, right. Now, I’m afraid there’s been a teeny hitch in our redecoration schedule.’


There’s no sign of any redecoration here for at least fifty years. The mood changes as our group waits for the bad news.


‘Our interior designer is a perfectionist and alas, there have been some hold-ups on our gorgeous new Italian bathroom tiles.’


She’s lying through her laser-whitened teeth. I can tell from her shifty eyes, her over-effusive gestures. The signs are the same whether it’s a hotelier or a dictator trying to deceive the masses.


‘What that means is that unfortunately, some of you who’d requested a single room are going to have to share. Obviously I’ll refund your single supplement. And it’ll be more fun that way. All girls together.’


Bang goes my privacy.


Though sharing a room is the least of my worries. All it takes is one of these girls to realise they can make money from snaps of me rolling in the mud or exercising without full make-up.


Yes, Marian’s Operation Darcy re-launch plans could backfire spectacularly if one of these women decides to turn paparazzo.


‘You’re so lucky; you’re in the Clamshell suite, right at the top of the house,’ Edie says as she skips up the final flight of stairs.


I keep looking for the hidden cameras, because I can’t believe this place isn’t a warped reality TV concept that Marian’s signed me up for without telling me. Surely hotels like this don’t exist anymore? I get it that Marian avoided the usual celebrity boot camps ‘for obvious reasons, darling – this isn’t a makeover we want to go public on’.


But couldn’t she have found somewhere that didn’t theme its bedrooms around crustaceans? It’s very unsavoury. The others are sleeping in Oyster, Lobster and Barnacle. Oh, and the two blonde women who took the Crab Suite cackled like fishwives when they saw the plaque on the door, joking about trying not to catch anything between the sheets.


We should be grateful we’re not bedding down in Cockles and Mussels, alive-alive-o.


‘Here we are!’


We have to duck when we walk in under the eaves. Our ‘suite’ would have been the servants’ quarters when this was a country house, and even though I’m five foot three, I must be a giant compared to the average Victorian skivvy. The space is claustrophobic but I remind myself we shouldn’t be spending much time here.


The Clamshell theme is subtle, to the point of being almost non-existent. There’s a painted wooden sign, a shell-shaped wash basin with a massive crack in it, and a faded clip-frame print of the Birth of Venus (now there’s a girl who could have done with a week of boot camp before her portrait session).


The bathroom door has several large dents in the mahogany-effect plywood.


Edie spots us staring at it. ‘Oh, that was before my time. Apparently a guest tried to kick it down during a row when his girlfriend locked herself in. It’s a testament to the build quality of the door.’


The rest is what you’d expect of any clapped out B&B: no military-style bunks, thank God, but three single beds with mismatched duvet covers and worn-looking towels on top, a selection of rickety bedside tables and a travel kettle.


Best sight all day. I could murder a coffee.


Edie looks at me, then the kettle.


‘Of course, for boot camp week, we’ve replaced all caffeinated beverages with delicious herbal teas! We wouldn’t want to undo your good work!’


Old Sergeant Pepper and his macho posturing didn’t worry me at all, but the prospect of a week without coffee is absolutely bloody terrifying. Marian talked about this week being a detox, but I thought she meant from booze and blokes. No one can expect to give up all their addictions in one go, surely?


This could all be a terrible mistake. Or not. I don’t trust my judgement anymore. You’re meant to learn from your mistakes but in my case, all it means is that I’m paralysed every morning by life or death decisions, like whether to use the black mascara or the brown.


I look at my two room-mates. They were sitting next to each other in the briefing session: the pretty brunette who arrived late and broke the chair, and the fair, mumsy one with the dimpliest smile I’ve ever seen. Though she’s not smiling now.


‘This is the suite?’ she asks.


‘Yes,’ says Edie brightly. ‘It’s got a tremendous view.’ And she leads us all towards the dormer window which does, indeed, offer a view of the black, uninviting sea, if you stand on one of the beds, on tiptoes.


No one says anything.


Edie claps her hands together. ‘Right. Well, I’ll let you settle in. No time to waste, eh? You’ve seen how tetchy Staff Pepper gets if anyone’s AWOL for parade,’ she says, and scuttles away before we regain the power of speech and begin to complain.


I wait for the others to pick their berths. Makes no difference to me, really. I doubt I’ll sleep, and I’ve bedded down in worse places, and with dodgier bedfellows. The memory of some of my most recent dodgy bedfellows makes me shudder. But that’s behind me. Onwards and upwards.


‘Anyone have a preference?’ The girl who fell off the chair – Steph, was it? – is eyeing up the bed nearest the bathroom. ‘Sometimes I need to get up in the night.’


‘Go ahead.’ I hold out my hand. ‘I’m Darcy.’


She shakes my hand but holds on a little too long, as I see recognition in her face. Better to get it over with now, I guess.


‘Oh! Yes. Darcy. Of course you are. Um. Wow. I feel like I know you already.’


I nod politely. It’s what everyone says, but if I tell her that, I’d sound like a total egomaniac. ‘You’re Steph, aren’t you?’


Steph pulls a face. ‘God, everyone knows my name now, thanks to my spectacular entrance.’


‘He’ll pick on someone else soon,’ I say. ‘It’s how they work, men like that.’


She sighs. ‘I hope you’re right. Vicki told me he reminds her of her kids when they were toddlers. Didn’t you?’


We both look round at Vicki, who is staring so hard at the bed under the window that I wonder if she’s spotted a rattlesnake curled up on the pillow.


‘Vicki?’ Steph says. ‘Everything OK?’


‘They said luxury,’ she replies. ‘A suite. I was thinking slippers. Huge fluffy dressing gowns. Bubble bath.’


Steph laughs. ‘Hmm, yes. Anyone who says the camera never lies hasn’t seen the Windy Hill website. Still, we won’t be spending much time in our rooms, will we?’


‘It was meant to be a treat,’ Vicki continues, her voice flat. ‘That’s what the magazine said.’


‘Magazine?’ I don’t like the sound of that.


‘It’s my competition prize,’ she says. ‘David only agreed to take the week off work and look after the boys because it was meant to be, what did they say, me time. That’s why my sister entered me in the contest. She said I needed some pampering.’


There’s nothing we can say to that. Whatever’s on the agenda, I can’t see Pepper offering manicures or breakfast in bed.


‘You won this?’ Steph says.


‘Could never have afforded it otherwise. But I thought that for all the money it’s costing the magazine, it was going to be . . . posh.’


Maybe now’s not the time to tell her that this is the cheapest boot camp Marian could find: that the truly luxurious ones start at two thousand pounds, to pay for half a sliver of smoked salmon for breakfast and the Egyptian cotton bedding you’re too knackered to notice. Those are the kind of places the autocuties go to.


For a moment, the idea of India being sent here by her agent makes me smile. But only for a moment. Because of course, twenty-three-year-old former model India Duchamp doesn’t need rejuvenation or detoxification. And if it weren’t for girls like her – or, let’s face it, if I’d been born a man – I wouldn’t have to put myself through this ordeal in the first place.


‘Three minutes!’ Staff Pepper barks from the stairwell. ‘If one single person is late, the whole group does fifty push-ups in the car park. No losers, no snoozers.’


The three of us exchange glances. ‘He’s not joking, is he?’ Steph says.


‘Doesn’t seem to have a particularly highly developed sense of humour,’ I agree.


Vicki stares at the bed, still. Her bottom lip is trembling slightly. We wait.


Then she sighs. ‘Now I’m here, I’d better make the most of it, eh? The alternative is the school run, the washing, the ironing, the cooking . . . which has to be at least as tiring as a boot camp, right?’


I’m saying nothing.


She unzips her case, and unpacks her pyjamas and gym kit. Steph empties a holdall and two Happy Valley carrier bags onto her bed: a squished-up fleece explodes onto the duvet. Vicki peels off her big jumper and I see she’s dressed for exercise already, in black leggings and a T-shirt that still has its packaging creases.


I lift my own rucksack onto the bed by the door. I’m more likely to sleep a little if I know I’m near the exit. I pull out a long-sleeved top, waterproof trousers and cross-terrain trainers. It’s the first time I’ve worn my field ‘uniform’ in a while. It’s all been packed, ready for last-minute assignments – but it’s been a bloody long while since I’ve been sent anywhere requiring more than a winsome smile and a designer suit.


I change quickly and discreetly, another skill honed from weeks on location with stinky, sex-starved men. I’m about to put my BlackBerry into the jacket pocket, but there’s still no signal at all up here. We’re in the wilderness. I wonder if Marian knew that before she sent me. She likes to keep a tight rein on her talent.


But maybe my phone is yet another bad habit to be kicked. I tuck it under the pillow. ‘All ready?’ I ask.


Steph is wrestling her limbs into an ill-fitting tracksuit that will trap rainwater next to her skin like a bath sponge. I’d lend her my spare kit, except she’s at least five dress sizes bigger.


‘Need a hand?’ Vicki scoots over to Steph, lacing up her new trainers, like a mum preparing her kid for her first day at school. ‘Better sort this out too,’ she says, pulling Steph’s glossy auburn hair into a fat bunch. ‘Have you got a scrunchie?’


Steph frowns, then takes an elastic band off her wrist. What’s that about?


‘Thanks.’ Vicki fixes the bunch in place. ‘And I thought I was bad for carrying everything but the kitchen sink around with me.’


I watch them giggling. They’ve bonded already. I’ve never been a girl’s girl. Maybe that’s why the other female presenters and I don’t get along. Though it could also have something to do with them being the kind of air-headed bimbos who think Berlusconi is a pasta dish, and Guantanamo Bay is the latest A-list Caribbean beach resort.


‘Ready, Clamshell chums?’ asks Vicki, and then she links her right arm in mine, before doing the same with Steph to her left. And we file out of the room and down the wide, once beautiful staircase.


Maybe bonding is not an optional extra on boot camp.


In the pot-holed car park, we chat loudly to drown out our nerves, and stamp our feet to stay warm. It’s only two minutes to three, but the temperature is below freezing already, with an evil north wind whipping our flesh.


And it’s forecast to get worse. When I handed over to the weathergirl at the end of yesterday’s last bulletin, she was so full of doom and gloom that I almost cancelled my boot camp booking.


That was until Marian reminded me of our ‘agreement’.


‘Fame costs, eh, and right here’s where you start paying, as the woman once said, Darcy. We’re facing enough of a battle as it is, what with recent events. If you’re not willing to invest in your image, then you’d better start looking for another agent.’


Marian is such a bully. I only hope she’s as ruthless when it comes to negotiating my next contract.


If there is a next contract. It’s one of the many things that keeps me awake all night, but Marian says it’ll be fine so long as I follow her orders.


Though Marian appears to be a pussycat compared to the fiery Pepper. I studied him when he was haranguing us in the ballroom, and I came to the conclusion that he’s not pretending: he genuinely couldn’t give a toss what we think.


Funny, though. After the backstabbing and bitchiness of my industry, where what people think is the only thing that matters, I have a grudging respect for the man. Though that might change when he’s screaming blue murder at six a.m.


I count the boot campers in my head . . . seven, eight, nine. Two missing, but no punishment push-ups yet, because our two leaders aren’t here either. I’d almost welcome a punishment exercise right now. Anything to stay warm.


There are more of us on this boot camp than I expected. What madness has made us all sign up in one of the coldest winters since records began? Apart from my two room-mates, everyone seems fighting fit. Like those two women from the Crab room. That skin-tight Lycra gear shows faultless muscle tone, as well as clothes-peg nipples. They want to watch that they don’t freeze off.


Finally the silly girl with the Pippa Middleton wedding dress appears with her mother.


Eleven of us. Enough for a very bad football team.


The others are so busy chatting that they don’t see Ryan and Pepper emerge from a side entrance. But I do. They watch us for a few moments, this squawking rabble of women. Pretty boy Ryan looks amused. I guess he knows what’s coming and knows it’s going to be messy.


But it’s Pepper’s tanned face that hypnotises me. His eyes – one curiously fixed, but not false, I don’t think – are hard, his dark brows are set in a brutal line and his jaws are clamped so firmly together that I worry he’ll be grinding his teeth to dust. I’m used to reading people, but even so, his expression shocks me.


He absolutely despises us.
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Darcy


Pepper waits.


So do I. How long before they notice him?


Then it happens. Silence spreads through the group, gossip stopping mid-sentence. Group consciousness is a powerful thing – I’ve seen the same in a riot or a warzone, the moment when everyone senses a threat at the same time. We freeze, and without thinking about it, we all stand up a little straighter.


Though judging from the upward twitch of Pepper’s moustachioed lip, not straight enough.


‘I’ve seen some bloody ugly sights in my combat days, but never such a collection of excuses for human beings. You’re a disgrace to the entire species.’


We smile nervously – no one can say that and mean it, surely? – but he doesn’t smile back.


‘Since I left the army, I’ve been APPALLED by the state of the civilian population. No self-control. No sense of duty. None of the things that made Britain great. Just junk food, junk TV, junk lives. I have a mission to put that right. Starting with you lot!’


He means it.


I checked the two staffs out before I came. They’re both former Royal Engineers: so I assumed they’d be practical, resourceful types, lacking ego. Epic fail on my part. There are two types of soldier. Smart ones who lead with skill and understanding. And stupid ones who rely on fear.


Trust me to get a wannabe dictator.


‘This is about respect. Self-respect. Respect for AUTHORITY. Take a look at each other – at your slumped shoulders and your dropped heads and the hands in your pockets. Then fucking well STAND UP STRAIGHT!’


That makes Steph jump. Without thinking about it, I’ve already lengthened my spine and shifted my shoulders back. I spend my whole working day having a director bark instructions via an earpiece, so I’m used to obeying orders.


Vicki’s next to me, and she’s straightened up so much that she seems to have totally changed shape.


‘Wow, that’s better. I must have grown a whole two inches,’ she whispers.


Steph is on her far side, pouting like a sulky teenager. I felt sorry for her when Pepper picked on her earlier, but right now she’s not doing herself any favours.


‘FREEZE!’ says Pepper, and we do as he says. ‘Right, Dean and . . . you, what’s your name?’ he asks Vicki.


‘Vicki.’


‘Surname,’ he growls.


‘Whoops. Sorry. Adams.’


‘Right, Dean and Adams stay frozen, the rest of you take a look at the two of them. Who’s doing it right and who is doing it WRONG?’


Steph’s gone very red and Vicki looks guilty. One of the two Crabs, the one with dirtier blonde hair, puts up her hand.


‘Go on.’


‘Adams is right, Staff. Dean isn’t.’ She sounds so proud of herself.


As if it’s not blindingly obvious.


‘Dead right.’ Pepper walks right up to Steph, nose to nose, like a comedy sergeant major. But this ain’t funny. ‘Head’s tilted forward, neck’s bowed, shoulders are rounder than a beach ball, and I haven’t even started on the rest of her. See how it makes her look. like a victim.’


No, I think to myself, you’re the one making her look like a victim.


‘So let’s see if we can improve things, shall we?’ He puts his hand forward to move her body into position.


‘Don’t you dare!’ Steph says.


His hand stops in mid-air. ‘What?’ he scoffs.


‘You’re not . . . I don’t want to be . . . fondled.’


Pepper stares at her. Obviously he’s not used to having people stand up to him, but I guess even he isn’t quite Neanderthal enough to laugh off the possibility of a sexual harassment charge. ‘Don’t flatter yourself, Dean.’


For the first time, Ryan steps forward and addresses Steph. ‘It’s going to be tricky if you take that attitude. We tend to be pretty hands-on. Only making sure you’re doing the exercises right. We’re responsible for not letting you injure yourself.’


Steph looks panicked. ‘You can do it,’ she murmurs to Ryan.


Pepper laughs. ‘We don’t get to pick and choose our favourite soldier pin-up here, Dean. Either you let me get you into shape, or there’s no point you sticking around. You can sling your hook!’


Ryan touches his colleague’s arm and leans in to whisper something. Pepper’s face is strained, like he’s braving a chilly latrine with constipation. Then he sighs and turns back to the group.


‘All right. Just to show willing, just this once I’m going to let Staff Ryan sort you out, Dean, under my guidance. But the rest of you, don’t get any ideas. This isn’t a bloody male ESCORT agency.’


Poor Steph turns an even brighter shade of beetroot. I’m sure she didn’t want to be groped by either of them, but at least Ryan seems vaguely aware that we’re human beings.


Pepper takes another step back, like a portrait painter preparing for his first stroke. Except no portrait painter would look at his subject with quite so much revulsion.


‘Let’s start with the turkey neck and the wobbly chin.’
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Steph


Staff Ryan moves my head as though I’m a stiff shop mannequin (a bright red mannequin from an outsize shop).


He places one strong hand on my forehead and another at the base of my skull, where it meets my neck. That place. It took Steve two years to find it, and he used it against me whenever he wanted to butter me up.


It’s been five months since anyone touched me there. I’m blushing brighter than ever but I don’t want it to stop . . .


Too soon, Ryan lets go.


‘How’s that looking?’ he asks Pepper, avoiding eye contact with me. Probably just as well. I’m agog. He really is the most beautiful man I’ve ever been this close to.


‘Slightly better,’ admits Pepper grudgingly. ‘Now the shoulders. Square ’em off and pull ’em back.’


I steel myself for what sounds like a painful manoeuvre, but Ryan’s hands are gentle. His thumbs dig in somewhere just above my shoulder blades, and it’s like flicking a switch. My back lengthens and my arms move down and I feel stronger and more solid on the tarmac.


Pepper nods. ‘Good job, mate. Now, you lot, look and learn. Doesn’t take much, does it? Dean looks like a different woman. Well, almost.’


Staff Ryan steps back, but I can still feel heat where his thumbs were. Good job, as it’s perishing. He looks up, long eyelashes sweeping up towards his brows. I feel my cheeks reddening.


I haven’t had a crush since I met Steve, but as a teenager, I had them all the time, on the unlikeliest, cutest boys. My best mate Annie would tell me that they’d be lucky to have me, but I knew they were unattainable. Till Steve showed up, and that was my happy ending.


Well, it could have been, if I’d worked harder. Relationships take work, don’t they? Only an idiot believes in love at first sight.


‘Problem, Dean?’


I cringe. When Pepper calls me by my last name, it reminds me of the teachers at boarding school. Which then reminds me of the other girls, who were far scarier.


‘Dean?’


I realise everyone else is standing in two rows, one behind the other. While I’m standing in my own special row, further forward than anyone else.


‘Shall I explain again, Dean? Obviously the flexible fingers of Staff Ryan have screwed up your CONCENTRATION.’ His breath condenses in the air like a dragon’s.


I try to shuffle into line. No one makes room. It’s definitely déjà vu, straight back to my days as the Girl Least Likely to Succeed in Class 3B.


‘What we have here, Dean, is a rank. Facing me, in two ranks. Whereas when I say TWO FILES—’


At his shout, the other girls turn ninety degrees towards the road, so they’re in pairs. I’m the odd woman out, with no partner.


Ain’t that the truth?


‘—then that’s what should happen. Since there are eleven of you, you can come to the front with me as we take a light jog towards the seafront. At least with you as the pace-setter, it’ll be a bloody easy run for everyone else. And it’s downhill, of course.’


He beckons and I shuffle to the front of the file, seeing the sympathetic smile on Vicki’s face as I pass. I don’t feel like smiling back.


‘Ready, Dean?’ he asks. Before I can answer, he begins to run. ‘Left, RIGHT, left, RIGHT, left, RIGHT . . .’


Except it sounds more like lurft, roight, lurft, roight, lurft, roight.


That’s a run. Not a light jog at all. Now we’re side by side, it strikes me that he’s not as tall as I thought, but he’s got a surprisingly long stride. I grit my teeth and gird my loins – if women have loins. I’m determined to keep up for at least the first few minutes. I’m twenty-eight, for God’s sake. I should be able to run downhill.


The tarmac drive under my feet is spiteful, like hard slaps on my soles. I meant to go for the odd run before boot camp, but then I had a really bad cold and then it was Christmas and then there was the Granny product range to test and it’s medically inadvisable to run with a belly full of Toffee Fudge Roly Poly . . .


Ah, enough bloody excuses. I’m lazy. End of.


And this might just be the end of me. I’m feeling faint already and we’re barely out of the car park.


‘Just one little tip, Dean. Remember to breathe.’


I grunt at him. But then I realise he’s right.


GULP.


Wow. Amazing the difference oxygen makes. Very underrated as a gas.


We’re on a gritted path which slopes rapidly downhill to the Gates of Doom. Pepper races ahead, to unbolt them. The sight of the outside world makes me giddy. Freedom. I could make a run for it now . . .


But before I can pursue that thought, Pepper’s back beside me, his boots setting the rhythm. Thump, THUMP, thump, THUMP. I look down: it’s impossible to see what colour they were originally, because they’re covered in mud and sand.


Is that Devon mud, or desert sand? Bad stuff must have happened to Pepper to turn him into such a psycho. People aren’t born to be bullies, are they—


‘Ugh!’


Something is attacking my cheek. I stop, at which point an elephant smashes into my back and I almost fall over. Yet again.


‘DEAN! What the bloody hell do you think you’re DOING?’


It’s not an elephant that hit me, but an entire file of boot camp women who are tumbling into me, like jogging dominoes. I put my hand up to my cheek and when I take it away again, my fingers are red with my own blood.


‘Didn’t realise I had to make a health and safety announcement about not running into bushes, Dean.’ Pepper sounds awed at how stupid I truly am. ‘It’s only a small cut. You won’t die.’


The other women tut and brush themselves down but I’m the only one who is bleeding.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I was, well, thinking of something else.’


‘Don’t.’


‘Don’t what?’


‘Think. Thinking isn’t required of you this week, in fact, as of this minute, thinking is against boot camp Rules. Me and Staff Ryan are the only ones using our brains. The rest of you, SWITCH ’EM OFF!’


As we set off again, I exchange a look with Darcy. She raises her eyebrows at me, and I’m certain we’re thinking along the same lines: if we have to rely on the combined brainpower of Pepper and Pretty-but-Dim Private Ryan, we really are in for the week from hell.


Pepper turns right and finally we see the sea. It stretches like a silky silver ribbon across the horizon, darker than the greying sky above it. Not a picture-postcard view at all, but powerful all the same.


‘Not thinking, are we, Dean?’


I shake my head. Everyone has stopped for a few seconds, because this is the view we never get to see from our paperclip empires or behind our shiny reception desks.


‘Enough sightseeing. We’ll do a final jog on the flat, then it’s time to stop idling, and do some real BLOODY WORK!’


Along the shore, we pass normal people out for a walk: an elderly couple walking a dog, an extended family with the ruddy cheeks only a long roast lunch can give you. The kids gawp at us – we must look a bit like a chain gang on a Sunday outing – and the adults smile. Rather you than me. I’d be thinking the same if I were them.


I try to focus on the sea. But on the other side of the path, there’s a pub with an open fire glowing orange through mullioned windows. The smell of roast potatoes drifts my way. I should be at Dad’s, now, cooking for him and Nigel and Robin. For years, Mum’s special chicken, Mum’s two veg and Mum’s crumble have kept us on track when everything else is falling down round our ears. I don’t belong here.


Don’t think. Just run.


Now I can smell burned sugar. It’s coming from a pastel-painted stall, where a woman is spinning in a mental candyfloss drum.


It makes me think of being little. Way, way back. Mum was with us; that’s how far back. The smell, the taste, the sticky face afterwards.


‘STOP!’


We stop.


‘Right, this is where you get a chance to get back your self-respect. We want you to run a mile in your best time. Staff Ryan will go on ahead as your halfway marker. At the end of boot camp, we’ll test you again. I take it there are no questions. Good.’


Ryan sprints past. For a big-built man – more rugby player than footballer – he moves bloody fast. In no time at all, he’s reached the halfway point, next to a Victorian bench.


‘Right then, boot campers. You can see where you’re aiming.’ Pepper takes out his iPhone, taps the screen and then nods. ‘Ready . . . steady . . .’
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Steph


‘GO!’


I start fast. A mile? A mile is nothing, right? If you can’t manage a mile, Steph, then you might as well order the stair lift and the support tights right this minute, and give up on the idea of Steve ever wanting you back.


We all start off like sprinters. My Compare-o-meter, which has been temporarily out of service due to physical exhaustion, cranks back into action.


Vicki is on my right. At least, whatever happens, I won’t come last. She’s super-kind, but she’s no Olympic athlete. I can hear the swish as the shiny fabric of her leggings rubs together with each stride. Any faster and she’ll start an electrical fire.


I might slow down towards the end, just to keep her company. I know how it feels to come in last. Darcy’s way ahead, dressed in seriously dingy exercise wear, like she’s ready for the battlefield. Maybe it’s because she wants to stay incognito.


She got the hump when I recognised her, though it must be a bit of a pain to be spotted wherever you go. I read Heat. I’ve seen the pictures of TV stars battling terrible hangovers in Sainsbury’s, or falling out of cabs outside some seedy club. In fact, one of those might actually have been Darcy.


Ugh. My lungs are beginning to protest, and my bra underwire is stabbing my ribs, but it’s mind over matter, right? The old lady is at the back, moving so slowly it’s more like a fast walk. Some of the other girls are beginning to reduce their pace, too.


Hey, I might even come in the top five. Steve’ll never believe it when I text him.


No. I don’t text Steve anymore. Annie deleted his number and the fact that it’s burned into my subconscious is beside the point. His approval is as irrelevant to me and my life as . . . as . . .


As winning a silly running race?


Anyway, I want my Cinderella moment at the ball, when he sees me across a crowded room and realises I’ve changed. And then . . .


OK. Running is quite hard.


I can’t. Actually. Breathe.


I turn my head. I can still count the hairs in Pepper’s disapproving monobrow, which means I haven’t come nearly as far as I thought. And now the evil twin fortysomethings from the Crab room are gaining on me. No. Not gaining. Overtaking. And way ahead, the first two have actually almost reached Ryan’s halfway point now. The doll-like bride-to-be and . . .


No! It can’t be. It’s Vicki!
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