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  Fred and Jess were sitting under their tree in the park. They’d worked a bit on their latest script, based on the Queen delivering her Christmas message as a rap artist. They’d shared a chocolate ice cream the size of a small piano. A cute dog had visited them and refrained from pooing. Everything was just about as perfect as it could be, except that they had to go back to school tomorrow.


  ‘Did your dad send you a Commandment today?’ asked Fred.


  Jess located it on her mobile and handed it over. Fred read it and laughed. Honour thy father and thy mother, particularly thy father, because if you don’t, no one else will.


  ‘It’s ironical really,’ he said. ‘Your dad is just about the least commanding guy I’ve ever met.’


  ‘True,’ said Jess. ‘If you were looking for somebody to play God in a bad mood, Dad would be the last person you’d choose.’


  ‘You’d probably choose Irritable Powell,’ said Fred thoughtfully. Mr Powell, universally known as Irritable, would be their new Head of Year when they got back to school tomorrow. A treat in store.


  ‘I hope I never irritate him,’ said Jess. ‘His shouting fits can cause structural damage.’


  ‘I wish we were back in St Ives with your dad,’ said Fred. ‘That was such an amazing trip. I was astounded that he accepted me as your . . . gentleman companion. And frankly, rather disappointed. I was expecting him to horsewhip me or throw me into the sea.’


  ‘Yeah, it was a brilliant holiday,’ sighed Jess. ‘I sort of hoped that Dad would be OK about us. But even my mum seemed to tolerate the idea. It was immensely cunning of you to compare her to Jane Austen, you ruthless charmer!’


  ‘We learnt that in our first week at gigolo school,’ said Fred. ‘It’s an appealing career choice, I’m sure you’ll agree.’


  ‘Just make sure the next old lady you fascinate is a tad richer than my mum,’ said Jess. ‘It was so embarrassing when Dad and Phil had to pay for the birthday curry!’


  Jess’s birthday the previous week had been celebrated in an Indian restaurant among towering piles of popadoms and seven different vegetable dishes. Her mum, however, had behaved badly by losing her purse and having a panic attack. The purse had turned up later that night, back home under a pile of dirty laundry.


  ‘Thank goodness Phil had one of those flashy gold credit cards!’ said Jess in rapture. ‘In fact, he’s completely divine. What could be better than a camp stepfather with a boutique and a boat? I can’t wait to get back to school tomorrow and boast about my dad being gay.’


  Jess sent her dad a text message saying, picnic in the park with fred. wish you were here. school tomorrow. you’ll be famous by lunchtime. or should i say infamous?


  ‘I don’t know how to say this,’ said Fred suddenly. There was an odd, sad note to his voice. Jess’s heart missed a beat. He looked up at her, his head resting on his hand.


  ‘What? What?’ said Jess. ‘You’re not ill or something, are you? You’re not going to die? I have nothing to wear that would be suitable for your funeral.’ Inside, she was suddenly really worried.


  ‘You’re going to hate me for this,’ said Fred.


  ‘I already hate you more than anyone else on earth,’ said Jess. ‘So go for it! Spill the beans.’


  ‘The thing is,’ Fred rolled over on to his back and stared up through the branches of the tree to the sky, ‘I have real problems about going back to school.’


  ‘Don’t we all?’ said Jess, though really she was looking forward to it. It would be so cool. Her dad was gay, which would enormously increase her prestige. And, even more wonderful, everyone would know she and Fred were together. She was going to be so immensely proud, she might just have to sell their story to the newspapers.


  ‘No, I mean . . .’ Fred hesitated, and rolled over on to his chest. ‘I don’t mean just the routine back-to-school nausea and boredom stuff. I mean, I have problems with . . . you know, our so-called relationship.’


  An invisible spear hurtled down through the air and pinned Jess’s heart to the earth.


  ‘What do you mean?’ She tried for a light-hearted tone, but somehow it came out in a desperate gasp, as if she were a fish that had suddenly found itself out of its beloved water and trapped in the horrible dry burning air.


  ‘I’m sorry to be such a doofus,’ Fred went on, not looking at Jess, but staring instead at the grass just below his face, ‘but the thought of everybody at school giving us a hard time . . . You know, uh – the ridicule . . . the jokes . . . Nightmare! The thought of it makes me want to walk over to the railings over there and hurl my recent lunch into the nettles.’


  ‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Jess. Her hands had started to shake. ‘Nobody’ll be even the slightest bit interested.’


  ‘It’s just,’ said Fred, suddenly taking refuge in a silly posh voice, ‘that I’ve got my reputation to think of, my dear. My identity, you know? I’m the – how can I put it? Eccentric loner. I am famously unable to form relationships. If everybody knows that we’re together I shall lose whatever street cred I ever had and be despised as a doting nerd.’


  Jess’s arteries were now pumping to maximum. Her fight-or-flight mechanism had kicked in. How could Fred be saying these horrible, heartless things? Had she never really known him after all? Did he really care more about his so-called glamorous loner’s identity than his relationship with her?


  Everything glorious that they had shared that summer suddenly took on a sad, doomed kind of air, even the fabulous time at the seaside with her dad and Phil and Mum and Granny. She was so proud of Fred, she couldn’t wait for everyone at school to know they were together. But it seemed he wasn’t proud of her. Oh no. He was ashamed of her, apparently.


  ‘Well, I’d hate you to be inconvenienced in any way,’ she snapped. ‘Obviously it would be a disaster if you should be thought a doting nerd. So what is all this? Are you dumping me?’


  ‘Oh no, no, not at all, of course not,’ said Fred, avoiding her eye. ‘It’s just, well, I thought we might just keep it all under wraps, as we used to say in MI5.’


  He’d put on the posh voice again. Though Jess usually loved all Fred’s comedy voices, right now it infuriated her. It was as if he was escaping from her by pretending to be somebody else.


  ‘You know,’ Fred went on. ‘We could avoid being seen together, except in disguise. Never actually talk, just leave notes in each other’s lockers – in code. We could even stage a massive row. Or put out some misinformation – pretend we’re deadly enemies.’


  Jess could not speak. She could not believe it. She cared more about Fred than anyone else on earth, and he wanted to pretend they were deadly enemies. Her world was shattered. Suddenly she just couldn’t bear it any longer. She scrambled to her feet – not elegantly, alas, more like a hippo in haste.


  ‘Why not do the job properly?’ she said, struggling to keep her voice light and ironical. ‘Never mind pretending – let’s actually be deadly enemies. Strange that perfect happiness can give way suddenly to complete hell, but I suppose that’s life. Goodbye.’


  Fred looked up in alarm. Tears, which Jess had been hoping to keep private, burst suddenly from her eyes. She turned abruptly and marched off.


  ‘Wait! Don’t be an idiot!’ called Fred. He was getting up. Jess broke into a run. ‘Jess! Come back! I was only kidding!’ Fred started to chase her.


  The moment she heard the words ‘only kidding’, a kind of explosion happened in Jess’s insides. For a moment, she was more immensely relieved than she had ever been in her life – not counting the much-postponed comfort stop on the school trip to Stratford-upon-Avon.


  But a moment later, she began to doubt it. Only kidding? How could he have made a joke of something so sacred? How could he have upset her so much? She would never speak to him again. She would never even look at him again. Never even refer to him. Never pronounce the word ‘Fred’, even when discussing the late, great Freddie Mercury. Perhaps never even use any word at all beginning with ‘F’. Although that might be hard.


  And anyway, she didn’t believe he had been joking. There had been something horribly real about the way he’d confessed his fears. He’d been hesitant and the posh voice hadn’t been convincing. If it had really been a joke, Fred would have given a much more polished performance. Well, joke or not, either way, right now she hated him with a bitter, burning passion.


  She could hear Fred panting and yelling as he chased her. It wasn’t exactly an Olympic event. Overweight girl – slightly overweight girl – wearing new, much-too-tight shoes, chased by bookish boy with long wobbly legs, who is intellectually opposed to the whole notion of physical exercise.


  Eventually, of course, Fred caught up with her. After all, he was wearing trainers. He grabbed her jacket. It ripped.


  ‘You idiot!’ yelled Jess, and turned to face him.


  Fred grabbed her wrist. His large grey eyes were bigger than ever.


  ‘Stop! Don’t be silly!’ he panted. ‘It was only a joke. I was just kidding.’


  ‘Some joke!’ yelled Jess, struggling to get free. ‘You dumping me! Big laughs!’


  ‘Of course I’m not dumping you!’ said Fred. ‘You’re the whatyacallit of my life! I worship the pavement outside your house! I would rather walk down the high street in my boxer shorts than lose you! I’d rather actually take a dump on the stage in front of the whole school than dump you!’


  Jess closed her mind to all this horrid talk of dumping. She was horribly, insanely furious with him. She felt completely out of control.


  ‘Well, as it happens,’ she seethed, ‘what you said in jest, I’d been feeling for some time anyway.’ Words came tumbling out of her mouth. She hardly even knew what she was saying. All she knew was that she wanted to hurt Fred, to pay him back for the horrible pain that he had caused her. Fred’s whole body sort of cringed, and his face crumpled.


  ‘What?’ he gasped, grabbing at her again.


  ‘Let me go!’ shouted Jess, struggling, hysterical. ‘It’s over. I’ve had it up to here with you, and what you said just now is the final insult. Goodbye.’


  ‘I’m sorry!’ said Fred. He went down on his knees. ‘It was stupid. Forgive me! Set me nine impossible tasks. I’ll do them. I’ll eat tofu – anything.’


  ‘Excuse me,’ said Jess icily. ‘I’m going home.’ She stepped past him and walked briskly off towards the park gate.


  Somehow she expected to hear Fred running up after her again. But he didn’t. Jess went through the gate and turned left to go home. No bounding footsteps followed her. She was desperate to turn round and run back to him, or at least look and see what he was doing, but she just couldn’t.


  Besides, she had a lot of crying to do, once she got home. First of all, she had to cry about Fred saying such cruel things: being ashamed of her. Then she had to cry about the way she’d reacted, making things worse. Last of all – and worst – she had to cry because Fred hadn’t followed her begging and pleading to be forgiven, but had just somehow stayed dumbly behind in the park, the fool. How in the world had this awful row just blown up out of nowhere? Were they finished for good, or was it just a row? Either way, she was heartbroken.


  Luckily, because Jess had had such a happy summer up till now, her teddy bear Rasputin was divinely dry, absorbent and ready to soak up whole monsoons of crying.
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  Granny was asleep in front of the TV when Jess got home, so she could run upstairs and sob her heart out unobserved. Eventually Mum came home from a long hard afternoon drooling over plants in the garden centre. Some time later, a delicious smell of Mexican food drifted up the stairs.


  But Jess couldn’t face eating. Her heart was broken. Her mum came upstairs to fetch her down to supper, and Jess made up an excuse about having a tummy bug. Mum gave her a very searching look. You could just tell she knew it was boy trouble. She was so obviously fighting to stop herself saying, ‘See? Men just chew you up and spit you out. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


  Instead she said, ‘Well, it’s back to school tomorrow, so here’s your clean shirt.’ Being a mum involved such endless drudgery. Jess was determined she would never have a baby. After this afternoon, she wasn’t sure she could handle relationships with the opposite sex. And she didn’t like the sound of test-tube babies. Jess had always hated science.


  Later that evening Jess applied a huge amount of black eye make-up to hide the evidence of crying, and went downstairs to ring Flora, her best friend. Flora was blonde, beautiful and loaded, but she still managed, somehow, to be adorable. She was always particularly good when Jess needed comfort and support. She had a strong motherly streak (unlike Jess’s actual mother), always told Jess she looked great and even enjoyed baking.


  Right now Jess was desperate to pour out her troubles and have Flora put it all in perspective. She’d have to ring her on the landline. Flora wasn’t allowed to use her mobile at home, because her parents were afraid of brain damage. As Flora always got straight As in every subject, Jess privately thought a little teeny bit of brain damage might have been quite a good thing for Flora, but anyway, the landline offered the chance to chat for hours without charge.


  Jess reckoned she wouldn’t be overheard because Mum and Granny were watching an archaeological programme.


  ‘I love this series because it makes me feel young,’ confided Granny. ‘Look! An Iron Age skull! I may be over sixty but I’m certainly in better shape than her!’


  Jess went out to the kitchen, closed the door behind her and dialled Flora’s number. Flora’s frightening father answered.


  ‘Barclay!’ he barked.


  ‘Er, hello, this is Jess. Could I speak to Flora, please?’


  ‘One moment!’ he said, and then Jess heard him say, ‘Flora, it’s Jess – keep it short. I don’t want my evening ruined by teenage cackling.’ This was rude, but typical of Mr Barclay, known affectionately to his daughters as ‘The Great Dictator’.


  ‘Hi, babe!’ said Flora. ‘How’s everything?’


  She sounded on edge. You could tell her parents were listening. This was so frustrating.


  ‘Look, I just wanted to say I’ll come round tomorrow morning and we can walk to school together, yeah?’ said Jess. She couldn’t bear the thought of walking in alone.


  ‘What about Fred?’ asked Flora with deadly, cruel accuracy. It was a fair enough question. Jess and Fred had walked to school together for years – long before they had ever become An Item.


  ‘I had a row with Fred today,’ said Jess. ‘We’re not speaking.’


  ‘Oh no! You poor thing!’ cried Flora.


  A horrid, unworthy thought zipped through Jess’s mind. Flora had once had a massive crush on Fred. Would she now pounce on him like a dog grabbing a fallen biscuit?


  ‘I’m sure it’ll all blow over,’ Flora went on. ‘But yeah, of course, come over tomorrow, OK?’


  So next morning, her face pale with sleepless torment (and make-up, to be honest), Jess arrived on Flora’s doorstep. Flora gave her a big hug, which did help. Perhaps to show solidarity, Flora was wearing a dull grey jacket and no make-up whatever. Of course, she still looked like a goddess, but what was the poor girl to do? She was stuck with Great Beauty. Life was so unfair.


  Briefly Jess told Flora how she and Fred had had their row, and Flora said it was horrid of Fred to try and make a joke of something like that, but, hey, wasn’t Fred a comedy artist?


  ‘Come on, babe! I’m sure he’ll be waiting by the school gates and he’ll fall on his knees and beg for forgiveness. You’ll be back together by lunchtime, believe me.’


  Jess sighed. She certainly hoped so.


  ‘And anyway, there’s going to be loads of terrific stuff to do this term,’ said Flora. ‘You and Fred will do a comedy sketch in the Christmas Show, won’t you? I’m sure Mr Fothergill will want you to star in the show. He thinks you’re a comedy legend. The Lisa Simpson of Ashcroft School.’


  ‘You’re more of a Lisa Simpson,’ said Jess. ‘I’m an under-achieving female Bart.’


  She smiled slightly at the thought of dear, fat, enthusiastic Mr Fothergill. He was head of English and he had given her so much help and encouragement last term when she had worked on her first piece as a stand-up comedian. In his sweaty way, Mr Fothergill was a little bit of a darling.


  ‘And another thing,’ said Flora. ‘Mr Fothergill’s probably going to be our class tutor this year.’


  Jess cheered up quite a bit at this thought. Mr Fothergill would certainly make registration something of a comedy event. And she knew that she and Fred were favourites of his – even though teachers weren’t supposed to have favourites. So, if she and Fred could get back together immediately and begin working on a comedy double act with Mr Fothergill’s help, life would stop being hell and just might start to feel more heavenly than ever.


  The first disappointment was that Fred wasn’t waiting at the school gates. Jess felt embarrassed somehow that he wasn’t there. As if he didn’t care enough about her, or something. Flora knew she was feeling this. Though blonde, she was perceptive.


  ‘He wouldn’t want to see you in a public place like this, babe,’ she said hastily. ‘That was stupid of me. He’ll avoid you until he can get you on your own. In a corner of the school field at break. That’s where you’ll stage your big reconciliation. A secret cuddle under the trees. How romantic!’


  Jess managed the ghost of a smile. They entered the bustling throng of the main corridor. Schoolkids everywhere – but no Fred. The bell rang for assembly. They made their way to the school hall.


  The head teacher, Mrs Tomkins, droned on and on about the new term, a new start, new opportunities. But Jess wasn’t listening. She was desperately searching through the rows in front. She could easily recognise Fred by the back of his head, but there was no sudden leap of the heart, no joyful recognition. Fred just wasn’t there.


  Mrs Tomkins began to welcome the new teachers. Jess wondered if Fred was late because something awful had happened to him on his way to school. A bus out of control? Oh no! Fred was such a dreamer! Suddenly Mrs Tomkins’s voice broke into Jess’s anxious hallucinations.


  ‘. . . Mr Fothergill. We all wish him a speedy recovery. So for this term, Mr Fothergill’s place will be taken by Miss Thorn.’


  ‘What?’ whispered Jess. ‘What’s happened to Fothers?’


  ‘He’s been hurt in a car accident in Portugal,’ Flora whispered back.


  Jess’s heart lurched in dismay. Poor, dear Mr Fothergill! A car crash! How horrid could today get?


  As they filed out to meet their new form tutors, Jess couldn’t stop thinking about car crashes.


  ‘Oh no!’ she said. ‘I hope the Greased Banana wasn’t damaged.’ The Greased Banana was Mr Fothergill’s little yellow sports car.


  ‘I expect it was a hired car,’ said Flora. ‘We always hire a car when we go on holiday.’


  This was a brief glimpse of how the other half lived. Jess’s mum had a very ancient estate car. It was coated with dust and made a ghastly farting noise when it went uphill. Flora’s family had an SUV, and hired shiny new cars when they went on holiday. Although, to be fair, they hadn’t managed a holiday at all this summer because Flora’s mum had broken her leg.


  Somehow thinking about accidents made Jess realise she wanted to have a pee. The loos were up ahead.


  ‘Come on,’ said Flora. ‘We’ll be late.’


  ‘Just a min,’ said Jess. ‘I want to go to the loo.’


  ‘I’ll go ahead, then,’ said Flora. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll tell them you’re here.’


  Flora had a horror of being late for anything. It was her dad’s influence. Jess wandered into the girls’ loos. She was glad her dad was absent and fabulously gay rather than a tyrant like Flora’s, giving her a hard time over phone calls and inspecting her bedroom for tidiness every day.


  Jess was still looking forward to revealing her dad’s stylish identity to a crowd of amazed friends – at lunchtime, maybe. It was some comfort, despite the row with Fred, to know that she had some gold-star gossip up her sleeve.


  The loos were deserted. Everyone else was at registration. After going to the loo, Jess decided she would design herself a new pair of eyebrows. She wanted to wow everyone with her ability to project wit and irony through make-up. And if it made Fred realise she was the catch of the century, even better.


  Ten minutes later, she was done. The eyebrows were magnificent. She carried them reverently out of the loos and along the corridor. She planned to open the classroom door just slightly, and sort of stick her head round the corner with a wacky expression and say, in Lisa Simpson’s voice, ‘Is this the right class? I’m new! My name’s Arabella Smeller and I’ve just blown in from Acne, Ohio.’


  She opened the door just slightly as planned, but there was a strange sound inside. The sound of silence. Her class had never, ever sounded like that. There should surely have been chatting, even low-key. There should surely be a bit of comfortable, relaxed gossiping. But instead there was silence.


  Jess pushed the door open and ventured in. She was instantly face to face with a terrifying woman. She had straight black hair cut in a severe bob. Her eyebrows were a lot more cruel than Jess’s. And she was wearing an extremely smart power suit, with a collar and old-fashioned tie. Her lipstick was very red. And her eyes were extremely hostile.


  ‘You’re late!’ she observed coldly. ‘This is a poor start. What’s your name?’


  ‘Arabella Smeller,’ faltered Jess, though she couldn’t quite manage the accent. It seemed unlikely that she could dissolve the atmosphere with a mild joke or two. Her classmates were all sitting very still in their places. Nobody even smiled. Her big comedy entrance had fallen totally flat.


  ‘I’m Miss Thorn,’ said the dragon. ‘I assume you’re Jess Jordan. I’ve just marked you as absent, despite your friend’s assurances you were here. You have to be in this room by 8.45, otherwise you are deemed late or absent. And no amount of lame excuses or attempts to be humorous will wash with me. Is that clear?’


  ‘Ah,’ said Jess, mortified that she had ever thought the name Arabella Smeller had comic potential. ‘Sorry.’ She was beginning to feel really cross with Mr Fothergill for being in a car crash. He had let them down badly. Now they had to endure this gorgon.


  ‘Go and sit down,’ said Miss Thorn coldly.


  Jess gave a sober little nod, looked at the floor and raised her magnificent eyebrows just slightly. Now was the moment when she would look up and catch Fred’s eye, as she walked to her seat beside Flora. OK, so her arrival hadn’t been the hilarious triumph she had planned. But she felt that at least she had stood her ground, and Fred would be impressed.


  But what was this? Horror! Fred was nowhere to be seen.
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  After registration, they had Double Maths. Being a bit of a dumbo when it came to figures, Jess was in a very basic maths set called G5. Flora, of course, was in the top set. They agreed to meet at mid-morning break and share a chocolate milkshake from the school tuck shop before embarking on a severe diet involving only protein.


  ‘And it’s got to be protein that’s still alive,’ said Jess. ‘Obviously. We’ve got to think snake.’


  ‘What, eat snakes?’ screamed Flora, as they walked through the sunlit quad.


  ‘No, you idiot, we’ve got to be snakes,’ said Jess. ‘Snakes always eat living protein, and you can see how it pays off. Did you ever see a snake with cellulite?’


  Flora grinned, and they parted, Flora to join the eggheads in Maths G1 and Jess to trudge off to a dark, dank, slimy corner of the school where the sun never shone: Where The Dumb Things Are. The minute she was alone again, her heart sank. She could actually feel it throbbing away down in her pelvis, like a bad-tempered baby clamouring to be born.


  So much bad stuff happening today! Fred sulking so much he was invisible, poor old Fothergill injured in an accident and this new teacher, who looked as if she could eat a whole barbecue complete with red-hot coals without flinching. For an instant, Jess was tempted to send Fred a text message asking him where he was and imploring him to come to school and rescue her from the dragon that was Miss Thorn, but the bell rang and Jess was already late.


  Ms Burton, the maths teacher, had gone blonde, but Jess still couldn’t dredge up any interest in algebra. Although she did have a great commercial idea for a bra covered with algebraic formulae called an Alge-bra. Maybe she would become a great clothing design entrepreneur and make a million before she was twenty-five. It would console her slightly for the loss of Fred’s love. She might even get herself a sharp suit and a fierce haircut like Miss Thorn’s.


  No, it wouldn’t console her for the loss of Fred’s love. Nothing would. Jess began to feel that life would not be possible beyond 11 a.m. unless a) she heard from Fred or b) she devoured a chocolate bar.


  Jess had an idea for a bra that was dark brown and smelt of chocolate. It was called a Chocolate Brar. She designed a bra that was striped, black and white. It was called a Ze-bra. She conjured up the possibility of a faux snakeskin bra called a Co-bra. She roughed out a sketch of a bra fitted with five lighted candles, called a Candela-bra.


  No, that last idea was rubbish. One wouldn’t wish one’s lingerie to be a fire risk. Still, designing joke underwear did at least get her through Double Maths without losing the will to live. Although, to be honest, it was flickering.


  At last the bell rang, and Jess regained the divine freedom of the corridor. Ben Jones strolled up. At last, a moment of pleasure. Jess grinned. Ben looked more handsome than ever. A few months ago, Jess had had a mega-crush on Ben. But gradually it had worn off, and once Fred had admitted that he wouldn’t mind going out with her, just on a trial (money back if not delighted) – well, that had been the end of all Jess’s interest in Ben. Except as a very dear friend, of course.


  ‘Hi, Jess!’ Ben grinned, with his usual immensely slow charm. ‘How was your, um, holiday ’n’ stuff?’


  ‘Terrific,’ said Jess. She was so tempted to send Fred a text. But shouldn’t Fred be sending her a text? After all, he was the one who had started all this, with his stupid idea about pretending to be deadly enemies.


  ‘How’s Fred?’ said Ben, leaning his designer bum on the nearby wall. At the mention of Fred’s name, Jess felt a stabbing pain in her heart. She blushed.


  ‘We had a row,’ she said. ‘We’re not speaking. He’s not even here today.’


  ‘A row?’ Ben looked surprised. ‘What about? Sorry, none of my, uh, business, but . . .’


  ‘He didn’t want people to know about us,’ said Jess. ‘Basically I think he’s ashamed of me.’


  Ben’s eyes widened. They were somehow even bluer than last year. Perhaps he had coloured contact lenses and had changed the shade from Mediterranean to Caribbean Blue.


  ‘Harsh,’ he murmured. ‘Where you going now?’


  ‘I was going to meet Flora at the tuck shop,’ said Jess. ‘You know the saying – miserable women console themselves with food.’


  ‘Mind if I – tag along?’ asked Ben. ‘I’ll buy you a snack. What do you fancy? Or have you, you know, kind of lost your appetite?’


  ‘Certainly not!’ said Jess, as they set off for the tuck shop. ‘I’d never let a mere man put me off my grub.’


  ‘Glad to hear it,’ said Ben. ‘I hear they’ve got guacamole-flavour crisps in now. Fancy, uh, sharing a packet?’


  ‘Sure,’ said Jess. It was always nice to be with Ben – now that she’d got over her crush, she appreciated his kindness. And though he always described himself as a complete dumbo, she had the feeling that, deep down, he was quite sensitive really. For a male person, anyway.


  They reached the tuck shop, but Flora wasn’t there. Ben treated Jess to a bag of the new crisps and a Coke. Then Jess treated Ben to a chocolate bar and a fruit smoothie. They finished their guzzling with a chocolate milkshake. And then, for Jess, there was the challenge of not burping raucously in front of Ben. OK, she hadn’t got a crush on him any more, but a girl doesn’t want to open her mouth in public and emit a clap of thunder. (Though in private or with other girls, of course, it would be a great way to while away a rainy afternoon.)


  Ben was talking about football practice (he was captain of the team) and Jess was half-listening and half-worrying about Fred. Where on earth was he? Was he ill? Had he been run over? Should she text him at lunchtime or wait till she got home? Should she call in at his house on the way back tonight?


  ‘If . . .’ Ben was frowning slightly, as if struggling with an immensely difficult concept. Jess’s attention was distracted, for a moment, from thoughts of Fred. Ben always did find it hard to put things into words, and right now it seemed he needed access to her verbal skills.


  ‘If . . . I don’t know, you might not – but if you did . . .’


  ‘What?’ said Jess, but it came out sort of sharp and aggressive. ‘What?’ she added, more softly and without so much spit.


  ‘I just wondered . . .’ Ben burbled on. He rubbed his divine cheek with his suntanned hand. Now that she wasn’t mad about him, Jess could appreciate his good looks in the same way that one might admire, say, a beautiful beach. Not that she was tempted to run barefoot across him, no no –


  ‘I just wondered if you’d like to come and watch football practice tonight,’ said Ben.


  Jess was puzzled. Ben had never asked her to football practice before. She felt football was a game best left to baboons and other slightly less evolved members of the great apes.


  ‘Might cheer you up, sort of thing,’ said Ben. ‘If you’re upset about Fred and stuff. Come and watch us lunatics training. Should be a laugh. You could, well – help me choose the team.’


  ‘Help you choose?’ Jess was intrigued by this idea. Perhaps a career as a football manager might prove more lucrative – and more exciting – than designing lingerie or being a stand-up comedian.


  ‘Yeah, I have to, y’know, discuss it with Mr Monroe tomorrow,’ said Ben. ‘There’s about twenty guys and we’ve gotta, uh, get it down to eleven by Saturday.’


  Dear, kind Ben! So worried that she was feeling blue that he’d invited her to a football practice of all things! Not realising that, for her, this would only add to her torture! Jess forced herself into a really bright, tight smile. It felt a size too small, but she persevered.


  ‘Oh, Ben, thanks so much – maybe some other time, yeah? Only I’ve got heaps to do this evening, stuff I’ve been putting off for ages. My mum will kill me if I’m not home straight after school.’


  Ben’s sky-blue eyes were fixed intently on her. For a moment, when he registered the fact that she had declined his invitation, it was as if a cloud had briefly covered the sky. It was only a split second, the merest moment, but somehow it was disturbing. Oh no! She’d hurt his feelings!


  ‘OK, cool,’ said Ben quickly. ‘Gotta go now –geography, yeah? See you!’ He gave her a brief nod, turned and strolled off down the corridor. Jess watched him go. A couple of girls passed him, and she saw the look of adoration that filled their eyes, and the crazy giggles of excitement which overwhelmed them as he passed.


  A few months ago, she’d been like that. And now, here she was turning down his invitation to watch football practice. A year ago, she would have dug an underground tunnel from her home to the sports field just to catch a glimpse of his divine white boots. Now . . . now things were so different.


  She’d have to be really friendly and appreciative to Ben next time they met. Despite being the school love god, he seemed strangely vulnerable sometimes. He’d told Jess, last term, that he didn’t want a girlfriend – didn’t feel able to cope with the idea. Perhaps it was because so many girls were throwing themselves at him. What a strange life it must be, as a heart-throb.


  Jess didn’t have time to think about it now though. She just had to get back to worrying about Fred. Plus she was already late for English. Oh no! It would be Miss Thorn again! Jess broke into a run, and raced towards the English department. And where on earth was Flora? Had a first day of term ever been so stressful?
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  Jess sprinted to Room 10, where they always used to have English last year. There was a sign on the door: PLEASE GO TO ROOM 16. Nightmare! Jess whirled round and hurtled off in the opposite direction.


  Room 16 was up two flights of stairs. Jess charged up them, aware that all around her the school had settled down quietly. She was mega-late for Miss Thorn again. And in the privacy of her gut, the crisps, chocolate bar and fruit smoothie were kind of jostling together with the Coke in a way which was far from pleasant. Here was Room 16! Jess barged in, and stood panting in front of Miss Thorn.


  The room was icy and silent again. Miss Thorn’s eyes glittered with annoyance.


  ‘Late again, I see,’ she observed sourly.


  Jess’s mind whirled. She had to conjure up a fabulous excuse. She would play the period pain card. Jess opened her mouth to begin her tragic account of agonising cramps, but no words came out – only a huge, deafening burp:


  ‘Waaaaaaarp!’


  Miss Thorn’s eyes flared with indignation.


  ‘I’m so sorry!’ stammered Jess. ‘I’ve got a bit of a tummy upset!’


  ‘Is that why your face is covered with chocolate?’ enquired Miss Thorn acidly.


  Hastily Jess wiped her face with her hand. There was indeed chocolate – on her fingers now. Ben should have told her, the idiot.


  ‘I’m giving you a yellow card,’ said Miss Thorn coldly.


  A yellow card? What was that again? It sounded quite nice. Yellow was a cheerful colour after all.


  ‘I see myself as a kind of football referee,’ explained Miss Thorn. ‘For bad behaviour, you get a yellow card. That means you’re on a warning. One more offence and you get a red card. That means a trip to the head of year. Plus you lose some very important privileges.’


  Jess nodded and tried to look humble. She didn’t want to be sent to Irritable Powell. When he shouted, all the windows in the school vibrated.


  ‘I’m really sorry,’ said Jess, looking at the floor.


  ‘Go and sit down,’ said Miss Thorn, turning back to the blackboard. Jess fled to her place next to Flora. Miss Thorn was writing something on the board.


  ‘Where were you at break?’ whispered Jess.


  Miss Thorn whirled round.


  ‘Quiet!’ she snapped. Jess tried to look as though she had no desire to speak ever again, and shuffled her feet about as if it might have been her feet that had done the whispering.


  Flora wrote something on the cover of her rough book. I was talking to Miss Thorn, it said. There isn’t going to be a Christmas Show this term.


  ‘What?’ gasped Jess aloud. Miss Thorn turned round again.


  ‘Jess Jordan, come down here and sit at the front.’


  Jess got up and gathered her things, trying not to look too satirically weary, though she was so, so tempted just to blow her whole school career and yell, ‘WHATEVER!’


  However, the thought of Mr Powell’s terrible roaring voice and awful, hairy quivering nostrils was too much, so she sort of slunk down to the front and slid into one of the many empty seats down there. Nobody had wanted to be anywhere near Miss Thorn.


  Down here at the front, you could even smell her perfume. It was quite classy in a cool kind of way. Her own mum never used classy, cool perfumes. She couldn’t afford them. She used those tiny bottles of essential oils. It was usually coconut. And she hardly ever used scent at all, so the bottles of coconut oil were, to be honest, a bit past their smear-by date. So most of the time Jess’s mum smelt a bit like a rather rancid tropical lagoon.


  ‘Right,’ said the fragrant but frightening Miss Thorn. ‘Your essay title is on the board. I want absolute silence.’


  The title was ‘My Family’. Jess thought this was rather impertinent. What business was it of Miss Thorn’s? Why should she tell her anything at all about her family? After all, Miss Thorn hadn’t confided any details of her home life. If indeed she had a home life. Jess was beginning to think that, when she went home, Miss Thorn climbed inside a cast-iron coffin and was fed intravenously with the blood and milk of Transylvanian she-wolves.


  Jess was deeply bored by the idea of writing about her family. Then suddenly she had a thought. If she created a really tragic family history, Miss Thorn might stop being irritated with her and start to feel pity and admiration. OK, then, she would lay it on extra-thick.


  I don’t like talking about my family, she began, trying to make her handwriting brave and disadvantaged. It’s a sensitive issue. My dad grew up in total poverty. His parents couldn’t afford proper food and once they even had to make a stew out of their own dog, Bruno. Luckily Bruno was a Newfoundland. If he’d been a chihuahua, Dad probably wouldn’t have survived into adulthood.


  A poor diet as a child meant that Dad grew up overweight, with grey, pasty skin and chronic bad breath. (Actually Jess’s dad was tall, fair and quite handsome, with breath as sweet as a spring day.) Dad’s breath is really embarrassing. We were at the cinema one day and the man sitting in front of us turned to his wife and said, ‘I can smell gas!’


  Because of his troubled childhood, Dad has phobias. He’s afraid of dogs (it’s the guilt about eating Bruno). He’ll cross the street to avoid a dog, but it’s worse than that – he’ll even cross the street to avoid a person who looks like a dog.


  He’s not just afraid of big, horrible things, like wars and earthquakes, he’s afraid that I, his only child, am in danger from household objects.


  ‘Don’t go near the microwave!’ he yells, even when it’s off. ‘Don’t sit too near the TV! Rays come out of it!’ And food is a minefield. ‘Don’t eat burgers!’ he begs me. ‘They can kill you in five different ways!’


  When I was little and I’d gone to bed, he would wake me up every twenty minutes to make sure I was still alive.


  Dad is always imagining he’s ill. I once caught him in the bathroom, trying to look up his nose with Mum’s make-up mirror.


  ‘Sorry, love,’ he said. ‘Just hunting for polyps.’ I ran screaming from the house, and shortly afterwards my parents’ marriage ended.


  Miss Thorn would surely feel a pang of sympathy on reading this. And because Dad lived too far away to attend parents’ evenings, Miss Thorn would never know that, though slightly nervous about his health, Jess’s dad wasn’t a bad old stick really.


  Now, what could Jess say about her mum? She thought for a minute. It would have to be subtle, because there was always a chance that Miss Thorn might meet her mum one day. Jess’s mother was always first in the queue at parents’ evenings, and even made horrid notes for herself in an exercise book, underlining phrases such as ‘Check on homework – and make sure Jess has not forged my signature in homework record book’.


  My mother appears normal, wrote Jess. But her mild manner hides a ferocious temper. Anything can set her off. Thursday is my usual day for a beating. She has thrashed me with a whole range of household objects, including, on one occasion, a whole frozen haddock.


  (In fact Jess’s mum was a pacifist who worked as a librarian, and was so opposed to violence she even found it hard to set mousetraps or swat flies. In the summer she usually just opened windows and implored the wasps to leave.)


  When not in a rage, my mum is more tolerable. But she is frighteningly absent-minded. Her life revolves around gardening and books. Cooking for me, her beloved daughter, is not a priority. While halfway through preparing supper recently, Mum rushed out into the garden because she’d noticed that one of her shrubs was looking a bit sickly. I smelt something odd and came downstairs to the kitchen, where I found a large steak in the bookcase and The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole frying gently with onions and garlic.


  But my granny’s the really dangerous one, Jess finished with a flourish. She’s obsessed with murder. In fact, I sometimes think she’s planning one. It’s a bit like living with a twisted version of Miss Marple, where the old lady’s not the sleuth, she’s the homicidal maniac just waiting to strike.


  The bell went, and Jess sat back with a satisfied sigh. She looked up and found Miss Thorn’s strange piercing eyes fixed on her.


  ‘Place your essays on my desk as you go out,’ said Miss Thorn. ‘Except for you, Jess Jordan. You can stay behind for a moment. I’ll read yours now.’




End of sample
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