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To Liliane Binnie (née Sanchez),

my French penpal, still a good

friend after all these years
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Dear Edouard,

 . . . or may I call you Ed? Edouard is so . . . it sounds a bit . . .

Oh, no! Insulting him already! Being rude about his name! Jess screwed up the piece of paper and threw it at the bin. It missed.

Dear Edouard,

You’re my French exchange partner . . .

He knows that already, idiot! Jess screwed up the piece of paper and threw it at the bin. It missed.

Dear Edouard,

Hi! My name’s Jess Jordan and apparently we’re exchange partners . . .

‘Apparently’? As if it had all happened by accident and Jess was a bit embarrassed about it? And would, to be honest, have preferred to exchange with a monkey?

Jess screwed up the piece of paper and also screwed up her eyes, her fists and her toes, and uttered a strangled cry of anguish. Why was this so difficult? She looked out of the window. It was raining. Mustn’t mention that. French people probably thought it rained in England all the time.

If only she hadn’t got herself into this mess. A couple of weeks ago, the French teacher Mrs Bailey had said she had ‘an announcement to make about the forthcoming French exchange scheme’. She’d looked awkward.

‘Things are a bit unusual this year,’ she’d said, ‘because there are more French boys wanting to take part than English boys. So I’m afraid some of you girls will have to have a French boy as your exchange partner. Put your hand up if you don’t mind.’

Jess’s arm had shot up so fast, she’d almost dislocated her shoulder. A French boy! What could be more wonderful? Jess was dazzled by the thought of all those French footballers with their shiny brown eyes and pouty French lips.

But now, trying to write her first letter to the guy, she was so wishing she hadn’t put her hand up. If only Edouard had been a girl, Jess could easily have dashed off a letter introducing herself, no problem. But now she felt self-conscious. She had to come across as attractive, charismatic and mysterious, even if her country was saturated with rain.

Dear Edouard,

I’m your French exchange partner. I’m sorry I have to write in English, as my French is totally useless. My name’s Jess Jordan and I live in a loft-style apartment overlooking twinkling skyscrapers. My mum is descended from the Royal House of Portugal. Her name is Joanna the Slightly Mad. My dad lives in Hollywood. He’s a film producer. I was born on a stormy night in July, when it rained rubies . . .

So much for fiction. Jess screwed up the paper. It missed the bin. OK, there was only one way of doing this. She had to imagine Edouard was a girl – even call him by a girl’s name, and then just change the name back to Edouard afterwards.

Dear Josephine,

Hi! I’m your French exchange partner. My name’s Jess Jordan. I hope you don’t mind if I write in English. It’s OK if you write back in French, because my mum understands it. She’s a librarian. We live in an old terraced house, not far from the park.

My dad’s an artist and he lives miles away, by the sea. My parents split up years ago, but Dad and I talk loads on the phone and send each other texts and e-mails. I see him when he comes up to town.

I don’t have any brothers and sisters, which is OK, but I don’t have any pets either, which is a major tragedy.

I’m about average height and I’ve got dark hair, which is just ordinary, but I have really high-class, Nobel-prize-winning dandruff.

Jess crossed out that last bit about dandruff. It sucked, trying to describe the way you looked. Mrs Bailey had said everyone should introduce themselves by letter, and supply a photo. They had to give their letters in to Mrs Bailey as if they were essays, and she was going to check them all before sending them off. 

How totally Stone Age, thought Jess. Everybody uses e-mail these days. Mrs Bailey was such a control freak.

But the horrors of trying to write the letter were nothing compared to the agony of selecting a photo. Should she send him the one where she looked like an overweight stalker, or the cross-eyed terrorist with a headache? Neither, of course. In fact Jess had had a brilliant idea about the photo – but right now she had to get back to the freaking letter.

I like music, especially rap. I love watching TV comedy, and when I leave school I want to be a stand-up comedian. How about you?

Jess’s mind went blank. Her brain stalled. She had stopped thinking of Edouard as a girl and become trapped once again in the knowledge that he was a guy.

Suddenly the phone rang. Jess threw down her pen, raced out to the kitchen and grabbed the receiver. 

‘Hello?’

‘Hello, dear, it’s only me!’ It was Granny. Jess beamed and sat down on the nearest chair. 

‘Granny! How are you? Tell me the latest about your exciting life! Have you been windsurfing today?’

There was a plate of grapes on the table. Jess helped herself to a few. She could hear Granny chuckling. That was good. They’d been a bit worried about Granny recently, since Grandpa died. But today she sounded quite chirpy.

‘No, dear, I haven’t been windsurfing today. I thought I’d try that bungee jumping instead.’ Jess laughed. Grandma’s fantasy repertoire of dangerous sports was a standing joke. ‘But how are you, Jess, love? Looking forward to the Easter holidays? When do you break up?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Jess. ‘I’m hopeless with dates and stuff. But before Easter we’ve got the French exchange thingy. This guy Edouard’s coming to stay.’

‘Really, dear? A boy? How did you get that one past Mum?’

‘Oh, it’s like, she’s so thrilled about him being French and stuff, and she’s so looking forward to showing off her language skills, I don’t think she’s even sort of realised he’s going to be male.’

‘Well, I hope he’s handsome, dear.’

‘I haven’t seen a photo of him yet,’ said Jess. ‘But with my luck, he’ll have very large nostrils or perhaps a pulsating wart on his chin.’

They chatted for a while about revolting men they had known. Grandma’s milkman, Geoff, was the World Champion in this event – though, tragically, he was unaware of his distinction. Then, after much other gossip, Granny asked to speak to Mum.

‘Sorry, Mum’s out,’ said Jess, finishing off the last of the grapes. ‘It’s her yoga night.’

‘Oh yes, I should have remembered,’ said Granny. ‘What a shame! There’s something I can’t wait to tell her.’

‘Sounds exciting!’ said Jess. ‘Tell me instead.’

There was a strange, tantalising pause.

‘I’d love to dear, but . . . I think I’d better talk to your mum about it first,’ said Granny.

‘Well, I’m vastly intrigued,’ said Jess. Whatever could Granny be talking about? Could she possibly be dating? The period of mourning had gone on long enough. Maybe she had recruited a toyboy of, say, forty? ‘But I’m deeply insulted that you aren’t prepared to confide in me,’ Jess went on.

Granny giggled.

‘Sorry, dear. But it’s kind of, well, a bit, well . . . I’d better talk to your mum first, that’s all.’

A horrid thought crossed Jess’s mind. Maybe Granny was ill! Maybe the light-heartedness was all a front. She felt a sickening lurch of fear.

‘Is everything all right, Granny?’ she asked. ‘You’re not ill or anything?’

‘Oh no, dear, thank you,’ said Granny. ‘Quite the contrary, in fact. I’m tickety-boo. But I think perhaps I ought to ring back later. I daren’t say any more now, in case I say too much and get into trouble.’

‘OK,’ said Jess. ‘But if you’ve won the lottery, don’t forget I’m your only grandchild and I’ve inherited all your sterling qualities.’

They said goodbye and Jess went back to her letter. It seemed even duller after her conversation with Granny, but she had to force herself back into penpal mode.

How do you pronounce ‘Edouard’?

She was getting desperate now, like making small talk at a party.

One of my friends – Fred – says it’s pronounced: Ed– oooooo-argh!

Insulting his name again. Still, she had really made some progress. Jess crossed out the bit about pronouncing his name and rushed on to another topic. 

My best friend is Flora Barclay. She’s tall and blonde and gorgeous, and she’s also really clever. Her dad is so rich, they go to the Caribbean for their holidays . . . 

Jess crossed out the bit about Flora. What was she thinking of, talking up Flo like that? The guy was going to fall in love with her anyway the moment his shiny brown French eyes met Flora’s sky-blue orbs. That’s what always happened when boys first clapped eyes on fabulous Flo.

She was blonde, she was beautiful and she was so relentlessly delightful that Jess simply had to be her best mate for ever, even though it would have been far more convenient – and stylish – to hate her from afar.

Jess wrote a couple of sentences describing her school, her road and her house. Never had a letter been so dull. You could have had more fun reading the label on a sauce bottle.

I love fish and chips and pizza but I’ve heard French food is really amazing, so I’m looking forward to some stylish grub when I come over to your place next year.

Still, Edouard probably wouldn’t care how boring her letter was. Once he’d set eyes on her photo, he’d be instantly under her spell. Because Jess had a plan about the photo. It couldn’t be a photo of her as her real self, as she looked now. It would have to be, well, digitally enhanced.

Jess’s gaze wandered to the sofa, where she had recently spent a divine three hours with BLING! – the ultimate celebrity magazine.

Which photo . . . ? Obviously Jess wasn’t just going to clip the image of a screen star out of a magazine and pretend it was her. She’d get Fred to enhance her image on his PC, mixing up her own features with those of her chosen celebs.

By the time gorgeous Edouard arrived in England, he’d be madly in love with her. And as long as she always stood with her back to the light, with any luck he’d never notice the difference between her photo and the real thing. Jess swiftly buried any nagging doubts, signed the letter and put it in an envelope. She didn’t seal it, though. She left it open for the photo.

The photo was still an issue. But at least she’d be getting one in return. And receiving a photo of Edouard was going to be the most important thing in the next few days.
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Jess cornered Fred next morning, the moment she got to school. She pinned him against the wall.

‘Parsons, I need your help!’ she hissed. ‘You’ve got to change me from a hideous lump to a screen goddess, tonight.’

Fred’s grey eyes flared in surprise. He shrugged his skinny shoulders and looked down at her with a saucy grin.

‘What’s brought this on?’ he said. ‘I’d assumed you were Life President of the Ugly Club.’

Jess punched Fred lightly in the ribs. This was part of their routine. He gasped in pain, then pulled her hair. She gasped in pain. They could now resume their conversation.

‘Why is a make-over necessary?’ demanded Fred.

‘It’s my French exchange dilemma, you fool!’ said Jess. 

‘Thank goodness I’ve escaped from all that,’ said Fred. His French exchange partner, Joel, had managed to develop glandular fever, and wouldn’t be coming. So Fred was going to be spared all this anguish.

‘I have to fascinate the gorgeous Edouard, don’t I?’ Jess went on. ‘I’ve got to send him a photo of me, fast! And it’s got to be digitally enhanced, cos my real face is enough to make strangers vomit.’

‘You’re right there,’ said Fred. ‘Even old friends like me can feel a little queasy – excuse me for a moment.’ He turned aside and pretended to throw up discreetly into his schoolbag.

‘Cut it out and listen,’ said Jess. ‘So I’m coming over tonight, OK? I have to fascinate this French guy so I can marry him and live in Paris.’

‘I’m a tad disappointed,’ sighed Fred. ‘I’d assumed you would go for a rich American and live in LA. Then I’d be able to masquerade as your pet hound and sleep in a fabulous gold kennel with en suite pavement. Dogs in LA really have what you could call a lifestyle.’

‘No chance,’ said Jess jokily. ‘Any dog of mine has got to be house-trained.’

‘Give me time!’ begged Fred. ‘Practice makes perfect, you know. I’m sniffing lamp-posts already.’

The bell went. Fred looked round anxiously and started to flap his lanky arms about.

‘OK, OK,’ he said. ‘Come round my house at about eight tonight. Not before. I’m on a “homework before friends” regime after the cola on the carpet incident at Jack’s last week.’

Jess was relieved. She knew Fred was a genius when it came to computer graphics. She ran off to French. She was going to need all the French she could get. How deeply she regretted all those times she’d read BLING! magazine under the desk instead of listening to Mrs Bailey explain about those horrible French tenses. The present tense was the only one Jess could talk in. But since the concept of present tense captured her mood exactly, it was probably the only one she’d ever need. 

At break she ambushed Flora by the tuck shop. Flora was buying some crisps, and when she saw Jess she looked guilty. 

‘Caught in the act!’ said Jess.

Flora blushed. She was so cute. You could make Flora blush easily. And you could make tears come to her eyes by saying the word ‘kittens’. She also laughed helplessly whenever Jess cracked a joke. Jess’s jokes weren’t always the best. In fact, sometimes they were downright lame, so this was very kind of Flora.

‘No, it’s all right,’ said Flora. ‘I can have these crisps now, because I’m only going to have a salad for lunch, and I haven’t had any chocolate for sixteen days.’ Flora had a perfect figure anyway. Jess envied her slim hips and blonde hair, which shone divinely in the sun. Flora loved the sun, and it seemed to shine more brightly when she was about, as if it loved her back.

Jess preferred the moon. It had a sad, fat face. Jess was a creature of the night. She just hoped Edouard was into bats and owls, too. They could sit at the bottom of her garden together, gazing at the stars . . . and his hand would find hers in the dark, and . . . 

Jess chose a chicken fajita and a chocolate milkshake, which was allegedly low-fat.

‘Come on!’ said Jess, waving BLING! magazine. ‘You’ve got to help me choose a nose and some lips for my make-over tonight.’

Warm spring sunshine (no doubt attracted by Flora) flooded down on to Ashcroft School, and Jess and Flora huddled up on a bench in a cosy corner of the science quad with BLING! They had their lunch and gave the celebs marks out of ten for gorgeousness. Nobody scored higher than seven, though. It’s always strangely comforting to spot a little bit of cellulite on a celebrity’s thigh.

‘I’m glad I haven’t got a French boy coming,’ said Flora. ‘It’s bad enough having a girl. My dad’s so embarrassing. He’s always shouting at us. I’m scared that he’ll make Marie-Louise cry.’

‘You’re scared of everything,’ said Jess, finishing her chocolate milkshake with a loud and obscene rattling suck.

‘It’s true,’ admitted Flora. ‘I am terrified of just about everything.’

‘What are you most scared of?’ asked Jess.

‘Well, the curtains in the sitting room at my granny’s house freak me out because they look a bit sinister, as if someone’s hiding behind them,’ said Flora with a shudder. ‘And you know I’ve always had a bit of a thing about bats.’ 

Flora nervously smoothed her golden hair, holding it close to her neck and looking anxiously about in case some random daylight bat swooped down and got entangled. ‘What else? Oh, I’m scared of prize-givings now, because of when I fell flat on my face coming down from the stage at Speech Day two years ago. That was the worst day of my life.’

‘Tell me about it!’ agreed Jess. ‘My mum fell downstairs in a department store once. It was in Maskell’s – you know, going down to the deli department – and she tripped and grabbed me as she fell, and carried me down with her.’ Jess shut her eyes and shuddered at the memory of it. ‘We landed in a chaos of salami. About seventy people were all staring, hoping we’d died.’

There was a brief silence while Jess and Flora burped thoughtfully and screwed up their paper napkins.

‘I think you’re ever so brave having a French boy, though,’ said Flora. ‘So much could go wrong.’

‘What could go wrong?’ said Jess. ‘The only problem I’m going to have is that I can totally not speak French. We’ll have to communicate in sign language. But hey! Who cares? It’ll be a laugh.’

In a dark corner of the furthest recesses of her mind, however, she did feel a horrid little shiver of panic.
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‘I found a photo of you on my PC,’ said Fred. ‘From that school trip to Oxford.’

‘Oh no!’ said Jess. ‘That was last year! I was so young. Practically a foetus. I had terrible hair as well. I’ve got some more recent ones on this CD.’

‘Well, just take a look at what I’ve done so far,’ said Fred, with a mysterious smile. ‘You’d pay a fortune for this kind of image enhancement in LA, you know.’ And he clicked on an icon called ‘New Improved Jess’.

A monster appeared. It had the eyes of a frog, the mouth of a shark and the nose of an anteater.

‘I was planning to give you a baboon’s bottom,’ said Fred. ‘That would be the icing on the cake.’ 

Jess was tempted to pull Fred’s hair. It drooped down around his shoulders in sad wispy locks. She was always nagging him to have it cut. But on the other hand, it was very handy when punishment was due.

However, she decided not to rise to his bait. Instead, she leant closer to the screen and examined the image closely, then whistled.

‘Wow!’ she breathed softly. ‘Is that really, really me? I’m almost in love with myself.’

‘Don’t fight it,’ said Fred. ‘It’s the sensible choice. You should sue your orthodontist, though.’

‘Is it true sharks grow new teeth all the time?’ asked Jess. ‘I wish we did. You’d save a fortune on tooth-whitening toothpaste.’ 

‘What is toothpaste?’ asked Fred.

‘Shut up, Parsons, you’re a total hobo,’ said Jess affectionately. ‘Now come on! Let’s take a look at some hot celeb lips.’

They looked at about a hundred photos and felt overwhelmed.

‘So which of them do you rate?’ asked Jess. ‘Who would be your secret love goddess?’

‘I don’t believe in love gods and goddesses,’ said Fred. ‘I’m a confirmed bachelor. Girls are so vile. Boys, too – he added hastily.’ Fred often said, ‘he added hastily’. Sometimes he sounded like somebody from an old-fashioned novel. 

They messed around for a while, trying to transplant some pouty starlet lips on to Jess’s face, but it didn’t work. But Fred did manage somehow to get rid of Jess’s spots, plump up her lips and add a manic sparkle to her eye. On the screen, anyway. They printed the image and scrutinised it critically. 

‘Hey!’ said Jess. ‘It’s not bad! I look almost human. It’s plastic surgery without the bruising.’

‘I could always add a little light bruising, if you prefer,’ said Fred, brandishing a fist. ‘No extra charge.’

‘When Edouard and I are installed in our palatial flat in Paris, you can come round and digitally enhance the children,’ said Jess.

‘No thanks!’ said Fred. ‘Those Frenchmen are a jealous lot. He’d probably challenge me to a duel or something.’ Downstairs, the Parsons’ family clock started to strike the hour.

‘Oh no! Look at the time!’ said Jess, aware that her mum would be cooking up a monster sulk if she was too late on a school night. ‘Well, thanks, Fred! You’re a genius!’

Jess pulled his hair with just a teeny dash of sadism. Fred grabbed her arm and gave her just the hint of a Chinese burn. Then it was time to leave.

When she got home, her mum was up in her first-floor study, talking on the phone. Jess ran upstairs. 

‘All right, then,’ her mother was saying. ‘But I’m not very happy about it. Ring me tomorrow evening and tell me how it went . . . I know, I know. Take care. Bye, Mum!’

‘Was that Granny?’ asked Jess, as her mum rang off. ‘What weren’t you very happy about?’

Her mum looked thoughtfully at her own fingernails and frowned.

‘Oh, nothing really,’ she said. ‘Look how dirty my fingernails are. I couldn’t find my gardening gloves.’

‘Mum! Never mind all this fingernail stuff! It’s just a diversion. What’s going on with Granny?’

‘Nothing,’ said her mum, getting up suddenly. ‘It’s nothing, really. It’s just one of her silly ideas.’

‘What silly idea?’ said Jess.

‘It’s nothing,’ said her mum. ‘Really. Honestly.’

‘Why are you lying to me?’ asked Jess. ‘What’s with this Granny mystery?’

‘There is no mystery,’ said Mum. ‘She’s just got a new friend, that’s all.’

‘What? A boyfriend?’ shrieked Jess. ‘Brilliant! How old is he?’

‘No, no, it’s not like that,’ said Mum, looking trapped and irritated. ‘It’s not a man at all. It’s just a woman.’

‘Well, that’s great! Who is she? They could go on holidays together and stuff.’

‘I’m not sure that would be a good idea,’ said Mum, tight-lipped.

Jess would have to contain her curiosity. Her mum could be very obstinate and very secretive at times. Even now she was walking out of the room and going downstairs. Jess followed.

‘Let’s have some toast!’ she said.

‘That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said all day,’ said Mum.

‘It’s the first sensible thing I’ve said all year,’ said Jess. Her mum’s mood could always be improved with toast. But after the toast, Mum started staring into the distance and heaved a sigh.

‘I did mean to do the vacuuming,’ she said dolefully. ‘And we’d better start getting Edouard’s room ready.’

‘Where’s he going to sleep?’ asked Jess, with a sudden horrid panic. ‘He’s not going to share my room!’

‘No, no, he’ll sleep in the little spare room,’ said Mum. ‘We’ll have to clear all the junk out of there, though. We can do a couple of trips to the recycling centre.’

‘Yes, and we can make it really nice, can’t we?’ said Jess. ‘Oh, no! There are flowers on the curtains! It’s way too feminine! What sort of curtains do boys like?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea,’ said Mum. ‘It sounds rather a sexist notion, to be honest.’

Jess ignored her mother’s comments and ran to the phone and dialled Fred’s number.

‘Fred!’ she said. ‘What sort of curtains do boys like?’

‘Curtains? What are curtains?’ asked Fred.

Typical. Boys really were from another planet. What would it be like to have one in the house, right here in her face all the time, for a whole two weeks? 
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Jess went into her own room, which was at the back, on the ground floor. She liked it because it looked out on to the garden. There was a fabulous bedside light in the form of a screaming skull, and she’d hung a wonderful black sequinned shawl on the wall. Her CDs were all arranged in alphabetical order (the one place where Jess had managed to be tidy) and her bald and charismatic teddy bear, Rasputin, reigned over the whole kingdom from his place on the pillow.

Jess had stuck up all her favourite posters. She’d also pinned up photos of her best friend, Flora, looking a bit baffled by her own beauty; Jodie, moving in on the camera with tongue out and eyes crazily crossed; Fred looking eccentric, with his long wispy hair and scarecrow arms.

Her letter to Edouard was ready on her desk. It had the proper stamp on and everything – for France. But it wasn’t sealed up yet. She added the digitally-enhanced photo and sealed the envelope. Then, seized by a strange impulse, she raised the envelope to her lips and planted just a tiny kiss on the back.

Oh no! There was a horrid lipstick smear! What a give-away! Hastily she opened the envelope, got a new one and put the letter and the photo in. But the special stamp was still stuck to the old lipsticky envelope. 

‘Mum!’ she shouted. ‘Have you got scissors? And glue?’

She heard Mum’s footsteps coming downstairs. Jess quickly slipped the lipsticky envelope out of sight, down behind her desk, seconds before Mum burst in.

‘Please can you knock before coming into my room? It really annoys me when you do that.’

‘And please can you NOT just yell when you want something?’ Mum looked pretty irate, too. ‘I’ve told you time and time again, if you want something, come and find me and ask me politely.’

‘OK. Please may I have the scissors and the glue?’

‘At this time of night? What for?’

‘I’m making a birthday card for Michelle.’

‘Who’s Michelle?’ Who indeed? Jess had invented her – recklessly – a second ago.

‘A girl at school. Her birthday’s tomorrow and I totally forgot to get her a card today. Can you get me the scissors and glue?’ Mum’s eyes flared.

‘Get them yourself! You know where they are! Up in my study, in the top right-hand drawer of my desk!’

‘Yeah, but you just came downstairs! You could have brought them with you!’

‘Honestly, Jess! You’re too idle to get out of your own way!’

Mum stomped off to the kitchen and began loading the dishwasher with unusual spite. Jess stomped upstairs as hard as she could, hoping to dislodge plaster from the ceiling below. She pulled out the drawer with such force that all the stuff inside went flying across the floor: scissors, glue, paperclips, drawing pins, pens, pencils, staples, Post-it notes . . . 

She bent down to pick them up, boiling with rage . . . and knelt down on a drawing pin. Luckily the pin was sideways, not with the sharp point upwards, so it was only four-star, not five-star, agony. Jess roared in pain. Mum wouldn’t hear, though. She’d got the radio on downstairs, blaring out some news programme. 

I could die of drawing pins up here, thought Jess, and she’d never know – she’d rather catch up with the latest terrorist outrages than protect her daughter from harm in her own home.

Jess threw everything violently back into the drawer and took the glue and scissors downstairs. She went into her bedroom and slammed the door. Now she had to retrieve the original envelope addressed to Edouard, so she could cut off the stamp. She heaved at her desk to move it away from the wall. At this moment there was a knock on her door.

‘WHAT?’ roared Jess.

‘I’ve put the kettle on. Would you like some hot chocolate?’ called Mum through the door. A peace offering, evidently.

‘No!’ yelled Jess. ‘Wait – yes, please!’ There was no need to prolong the row to the point of missing out on a chocolate fix. Jess stretched her arm behind the desk and scrabbled about for the envelope. As she got up again she hit her head on a high shelf. 

‘OW! OWOWOWOWOW!’ yelled Jess, rubbing her head. Was there any part of her body left to hurt? With a shrug, she cut the special stamp off the lipsticky envelope and stuck it on the new envelope with glue. Then she screwed the lipsticky envelope up and threw it at the bin. It missed. No, wait! She had to copy Edouard’s address.

Jess retrieved the screwed-up lipsticky envelope, smoothed it out and copied Edouard’s name and address on to the new envelope. Her head still hurt from the shelf, and her knee still hurt from the drawing pin.

‘I just hope you’re worth all this hassle!’ she growled to the address. Already Edouard had caused her major injury and a nasty little row between her and Mum. Although, to be honest, they were perfectly capable of whipping up a row between them without help from anyone else. Jess wondered how it would have been if Dad had stayed part of the family. Much better, probably. She sighed.

Her mum knocked at the door. Jess threw the crumpled-up lipsticky envelope into the bin, then called, ‘Come in!’ It sounded stupidly formal. Her mum entered carrying a big mug of chocolate and a ginger biscuit on a plate.

‘Lovely, thanks, Mum,’ said Jess. ‘Sorry I was grumpy.’

‘Sorry I was,’ said Mum, and foolishly hugged Jess without putting down the hot chocolate first. Some of it slopped out and landed on Jess’s arm.

‘Ow!’ shrieked Jess. ‘Ow! You’ve burnt me now!’

‘Sorry, sorry!’ said Mum, hastily putting down the mug. Some more of it slopped out right on to the letter to Edouard – the new, clean envelope! 

‘Oh no!’ cried Jess, whipping a tissue out of the box and mopping the chocolate off the letter and her arm. ‘Everything’s going wrong! Just everything!’

‘It’s only a little bit on the corner,’ said Mum guiltily. ‘Anyway, French people love chocolate.’

‘I’m not sure they love it on their actual letters,’ snarled Jess. ‘Why is absolutely everything going wrong today?’

‘Mercury’s retrograde,’ said Mum darkly. Like most old hippies, she was seriously into astrology. ‘The car wouldn’t start this morning.’

‘The car wouldn’t start because it’s a heap,’ said Jess.

‘Never mind that,’ said Mum. ‘Show me your card.’

‘What card?’

‘The card you were making for Michelle.’

‘I’ve decided to leave it to the morning,’ said Jess. ‘I’m too tired. My brain’s asleep already. I don’t like Michelle much anyway. I might just not bother.’

‘Oh, no. Do make her one in the morning,’ said Mum. ‘You won’t regret it. I think her mother comes into the library.’ Mum kissed Jess and went out.

Jess smiled to herself. Michelle was a fiction, a complete invention, a person who simply did not exist. Yet Mum already imagined she knew Michelle’s mum by sight.

Please God, Jess prayed, let Mum not be too eccentric while Edouard’s here.

After she’d finished the hot chocolate, she took the mug out to the kitchen, where her mother was wiping down the worktops and still listening to the news. Jess put the dirty mug in the dishwasher. Her mum watched in amazement.

‘What’s this?’ she asked. ‘Why aren’t you just shoving your dirty mugs under your bed as usual?’

‘I’ll ignore that remark,’ said Jess. ‘We’ve got to keep the house clean and tidy while Edouard’s here. I’m starting the new regime now. And will you please get rid of all those spiders’ webs, Mum.’

‘You know I like spiders,’ said Mum. ‘They catch flies. Flies are really revolting. You wouldn’t tolerate a visitor who pooed in the sugar bowl, would you?’

 ‘Never say anything like that again!’ said Jess. For a split second she hadn’t been able to stop herself thinking about Edouard as the visitor who . . . The image would haunt her all her life. ‘Anyway,’ Jess went on, ‘please get rid of those webs! It looks like the Addams family home up on the landing.’

‘All right, all right!’ said Mum. ‘Stop nagging. And if you want the place spotless for when Edouard comes, you’ll have to lend a hand.’

‘Of course!’ said Jess. ‘You do the spiders, though. You know I’ve got a thing about them.’

Suddenly the phone rang. Mum frowned and looked at her watch. She hated people ringing after ten o’clock. Jess immediately felt guilty, even though it was only ten past. Maybe it was Flora or Fred. She grabbed it.





[image: ]Chapter 5[image: ]

‘Hello?’ she said.

‘Hello, you fabulous creature! This is your ancient dad!’

‘Dad!’ Jess almost whooped with joy. ‘It’s Dad!’ she said to Mum.

‘I had worked that one out,’ said Mum rather sarcastically, and went out of the kitchen looking as if she had something important to do.

‘Mum sends her love,’ said Jess.

‘Give her mine, give her mine,’ said Dad, sounding a bit nervous. Her parents were such idiots. OK, they were divorced, but they still acted strange around each other. Jodie’s parents were divorced, but they actually all went on holidays together, even though Jodie’s dad had a new wife and a baby and everything. Jess wished her parents could be a bit more relaxed.

‘So how are things in gorgeous St Ives?’ asked Jess. ‘I’m so jealous! I wish I was there. I want to hear the seagulls! Hold the phone out of the window.’

‘It’s dark, dumbo!’ said Dad. ‘The seagulls are all asleep.’

‘Don’t call me dumbo,’ said Jess. ‘It’s a bit too close to jumbo.’

‘I refuse to discuss diets, weight or whether your bum looks big at the moment,’ said Dad. ‘Thank goodness I can’t see you. All I can say is, you sound beautifully slim.’

‘That’s only cos I’m holding my voice in,’ said Jess. ‘But does my bum sound big?’

‘I’ll ignore that!’ said her dad, laughing. ‘I rang up for a civilised conversation about the arts, and all I get is obscenity.’

Out in the hall, Jess’s mum started up the vacuum cleaner. How typical. It was as if she wanted to blot him out.

‘What’s that noise?’ asked Dad. ‘It sounds as if a flying saucer’s landed.’

‘It’s only Mum vacuuming,’ said Jess. ‘Hang on, I’ll close the kitchen door.’

She put the phone down on the table and shut out most of the noise. It was so great talking to Dad again. If only Mum could join in.

‘Are you still there?’ said Jess, picking up. There was silence. ‘Dad?’ she said, puzzled. ‘Dad? . . . DAD?’

‘Only joking,’ said Dad. ‘I was playing hide-and-seek. It’s much easier by phone.’

‘I could hear your strange snorting breath,’ said Jess. ‘I thought you’d fainted or something.’

‘No, no,’ said Dad. ‘I’ll be fainting soon, though, with all the stress.’

‘Yeah, right! The stress of your amazingly relaxed life by the sea. I’ve got to come and visit! I’m so jealous! I haven’t even seen your new house down there, yet.’

‘Well, I’ve got a plan,’ said Dad. ‘Listen. I’m having an exhibition soon. It opens on the seventeenth. I’ll send you an invite with all the details. I just had this brilliant idea. Why don’t you come down here for the private view? It’s on the Saturday night, at six o’clock. Mum could put you on the train on Saturday morning. I could meet the train. You could spend Saturday night here, then we could have Sunday lunch in a lovely restaurant overlooking the harbour, then I could put you on the afternoon train home.’

‘Really?’ cried Jess. ‘That is totally fabulous! I’ll go and ask Mum now!’

‘No, wait!’ said Dad. ‘Don’t ask her now. Not if she’s vacuuming. Vacuuming is bad news. It means she’s moments from meltdown. Wait for the right moment.’

‘Why don’t you ask her yourself??’ said Jess. 

‘No, no! I can’t sweet-talk her like you can!’ Dad had stopped sounding relaxed and jokey. ‘The thing is, I always sound like a . . . well, a bumbling idiot whenever I ask her for a favour. You can, you know – get round her with bunches of flowers, er . . . unexpected bouts of washing-up, you know the sort of thing.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Jess. ‘I’ll get it sorted. I can’t wait. I’ll actually see your house and everything! Brilliant! Brilliant!’

‘Well, I think you’re old enough to travel down on your own, now,’ said Dad. ‘After all, you’re nearly – what is it? Thirty-five?’

‘I’ve been old enough to travel on my own for years,’ said Jess drily.

‘I know, I know,’ said Dad, getting back into jokey mode but still sounding a bit flustered. ‘You’ve always been a lot older than me, even when you were a baby.’

‘Yes,’ said Jess. ‘I’m an Old Soul. I know. You told me that once before. It was an attempt to make me stop singing in the car. You also said I had a voice like a crow. You old sweet talker.’

‘Crows are a favourite, though,’ said Dad. ‘Although ravens are more majestic. And rooks are . . .’

‘Spare me the ornithology!’ yelled Jess, laughing. ‘I’m still not interested.’

‘OK. I’ve got to go now,’ said Dad. ‘I’d forgotten how late it was. I know what Mum’s like about people who ring after ten. Oh no! I hope I haven’t blown it. I shall have to go and have a lie down.’

‘Bye then, Dad! I’ll ring you as soon as I’ve fixed it all up.’

‘Right! Good girl. Give my love to Mum – and have some yourself, you gorgeous creature.’

‘Bye, Dad! Love you!’

Jess slammed down the receiver joyously and ran upstairs. Mum was on the landing, wearing a fixed frown and vacuuming the ceiling. Jess just knew it would be a bad time to ask. Her dad was so right. But she couldn’t help herself.

‘Mum!’ said Jess. ‘Switch it off for a minute!’

‘Just now you were nagging me to do it!’ shouted Mum. ‘There’s still some webs in the corners.’

‘Never mind that now!’ shouted Jess. ‘Let me tell you what Dad said.’

‘In a minute!’ shouted her mum. ‘I’ve nearly finished.’

Jess waited. The excitement inside her curdled slightly. Making her wait was her mum’s way of getting back at her dad. Jess had never properly understood why they had separated all those years ago. She’d only been a baby. Deep inside her most secret heart, she was terrified that one day she’d find out that they split up because of her.

Mum switched off the vacuum cleaner. The engine sound died in an echoey way in the stairwell. Jess’s confidence wilted also. Maybe she really should wait for a better moment.

‘Dad sends his love,’ she said. ‘I told him you sent yours.’

‘OK,’ said Mum. She looked sulky, though.

Jess made a huge effort to recapture the excitement of Dad’s wonderful invite.

‘Listen, Mum!’ she said. ‘It’s brilliant! Dad’s invited me down for his private view! He says if you put me on the train, he’ll meet it and I can stay Saturday night and come back on Sunday. It’ll be brilliant! Oh please! I haven’t seen his house yet and I’m dying to go down there!’

‘What about your homework?’ asked her mum, looking suspicious.

‘I’ll do it on the train! I’ll have hours and hours. I promise.’

‘When is this?’ demanded her mum edgily.

‘Er, he said soon. The seventeenth, I think he said.’

Mum’s face sort of collapsed into exasperation. But it was a kind of satisfied exasperation. Almost as if she’d been waiting for an excuse.

‘Typical!’ she said. ‘That’s the weekend when the French boy will be here! It’s impossible. Just typical of your father. I sent him an e-mail telling him we had this exchange coming. In fact, I asked him if he could come up here for the weekend and help to entertain Edouard. I don’t suppose he mentioned that.’

‘No,’ said Jess. She felt desolate, crushed, defeated. The wonderful plan of going to see Dad seemed to wither and writhe away into ashes, like a poem written on a burning piece of paper. A huge ball of tears welled up inside her. She felt like screaming. Why was her life such utter poo?

‘I’m going to bed, then,’ she snapped. She didn’t even kiss Mum goodnight; she stormed back downstairs to her room and slammed the door. 

Once she was in bed, and the worst of her rage had subsided, she started to fantasise that she had better parents. If only she could do a swap . . . Eventually Jess drifted into an uneasy sleep, and dreamed her dad was the prime minister. 

Next morning breakfast was a bit tense, but neither Jess nor her mum mentioned the night before. The radio did most of the talking. Jess kissed Mum goodbye before she left for school, and Mum sort of clutched pathetically at her sleeve. 

‘Love you, despite my awfulness,’ said Mum gruffly.

‘I love you despite your awfulness, too,’ said Jess. It was an awkward truce, as usual. If only Dad had realised the date of his exhibition clashed with Edouard’s visit. If only they’d talk to each other properly instead of this constant ‘ask Mum’, ‘tell Dad’ business.

 Jess sighed. She had to sort her parents out, get them to be proper friends, shape up and stop being such losers. She also had to find out what was happening with Granny. But first, looming large on the horizon but as yet without a face or identity, she had to confront the enormous, exciting enigma of Edouard.
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