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      The clue is definitely in the title! If you love chocolate and love Paris (or think you might one day – don’t worry, you’ll get there. She doesn’t change much), then this book was written just for you.

      JC xx 
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          A Word From Jenny

          

        

      

      There are lots of marvellous artisan chocolate shops in Paris. My favourite is called Patrick Roger, on the rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. I would strongly recommend a visit there, and to taste their hot chocolate, whichever season you go. It’s run by the eponymous Patrick, who is a curly-haired, twinkly-eyed, roguish-looking chap. 

      This book is not based on any of those shops in particular, but instead on the principle that when people dedicate their lives to one thing that they really love and have learned a lot about, amazing things can happen.

      Somebody once said that the reason we love chocolate so much is that it melts at the same temperature as the inside of our mouths. Scientists also talk about releasing endorphins and so on, which may be the chemical reason for it, but whatever the explanation, it is a wonderful thing.

      It’s not just women either. I can’t even smuggle a packet of chocolate digestives into my house without my husband sniffing them out and guzzling them. So I’ve put some really lovely recipes in the book. I like to think that as I get older I can actually cook with chocolate instead of just, you know, accidentally eating it as soon as it gets in the house or sometimes in the car.

      When we moved to France a while back (for my husband’s work), I was surprised to find that they took chocolate there as seriously as they take any kind of food. La Maison du Chocolat is a really high-end chain and you’ll find one in most towns, where you can chat with the chocolatier about what you want and what else you’re going to be eating, like discussing wine with a sommelier. Personally I am just as happy with a great big slab of Dairy Milk, or Toblerone, or my absolute fave, Fry’s Chocolate Cream (plain). Not everything has to be luxury to be enjoyed. Alas, my children have now reached the age where it’s becoming obvious who keeps stealing the Kinder bars out of their party bags. Kids, hum, look, I hate to have to tell you this. It was definitely your dad. 

      Before we start, I wanted to say a word about language. In my experience, learning another language is really bloody difficult, unless you’re one of those people who pick things up in two seconds flat, in which case I would say bleurgh (that’s me poking my tongue out) to you because I am extremely jealous. 

      Traditionally, too, when people in books are speaking a foreign language, it’s indicated in italics. I’ve chosen not to do that here. Basically, anyone Anna speaks to in Paris is speaking French back to her unless I’ve mentioned otherwise. To which you and I would think, cor, that’s AMAZING, she’s learned so fast. Obviously she has lots of lessons with Claire, but if you’ve ever learnt another language you’ll know that you can be totally confident in a classroom, then turn up in the country and everybody goes ‘wabbawabbawabbawabbaWAH?’ to you at a million miles an hour, and you panic because you can’t understand a single bloody word of it. That’s certainly what happened to me. 

      So, anyway, you need to take it on trust that it’s exactly the same for Anna, but for the purposes of not repeating myself endlessly and slowing down the story, I’ve taken out the millions and millions of times she says ‘What?’ or ‘Can you say that again, please?’ or needs to check her dictionary. 

      I do hope you enjoy it, and let me know how you get on with the recipes. And bon appetit! 
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      xx 
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          Chapter One

          

        

      

      The really weird thing about it was that although I knew, instantly, that something was wrong – very, very wrong, something sharp, something very serious; an insult to my entire body – I couldn’t stop laughing. Laughing hysterically. 

      I was lying there, covered – drenched – in spilled melted chocolate and I couldn’t stop giggling. There were other faces now, looking down at me, some I was sure I recognised. They weren’t laughing. In fact they all looked very serious. This somehow struck me as even funnier and set me off again. 

      From the periphery I heard someone say, ‘Pick them up!’ and someone else say, ‘No way! You pick them up! Gross!’ and then I heard someone else, who I thought was Flynn, the new stock boy, say, ‘I’ll dial 911,’ and someone else say, ‘Flynn, don’t be stupid, it’s 999, you’re not American,’ and someone else say, ‘I think you can dial 911 now because there are so many idiots who keep dialling it,’ and someone else taking out their phone and saying something about needing an ambulance, which I thought was hilarious as well, and then someone, who was definitely Del, our grumpy old janitor, saying, ‘Well, they’re probably going to want to throw this batch away then,’ and the idea that they might not throw away the enormous vat of chocolate but try and sell it instead when it had landed all over me actually was funny. 

      After that, thank God, I don’t remember anything, although later, in hospital, an ambulance man came over and said I’d been a total bloody nutter in the ambulance, and that he’d always been told that shock affected people in different ways, but mine was just about the differentest he’d ever seen. Then he saw my face and said, ‘Cheer up, love, you’ll laugh again.’ But at that point I wasn’t exactly sure I ever would.
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      ‘Oh come off it, Debs, love, it’s only her foot. It could have been a lot worse. What if it had been her nose?’

      That was my dad, talking to my mum. He liked to look on the bright side. 

      ‘Well, they could have given her a new nose. She hates her nose anyway.’

      That was definitely my mum. She’s not quite as good as my dad at looking on the bright side. In fact, I could hear her sobbing. But somehow my body shied away from the light; I couldn’t open my eyes. I didn’t think it was just a light; it felt like the sun or something. Maybe I was on holiday. I couldn’t be at home, the sun never bloody shines in Kidinsborough, my home town, voted worst town in England three years in a row before local political pressure got the TV show taken off the air. 

      My parents zoned out of earshot, just drifted off like someone tuning a radio. I had no idea if they were there, or if they ever had been. I knew I wasn’t moving, but I felt as though I was squirming and wriggling, trapped inside a body-shaped prison someone had buried me in. I could shout, but no one could hear me; I tried to move, but it wasn’t working. The dazzle would turn to black and back again to the sun and none of it made the faintest bit of sense to me as I dreamt – or lived – great big nightmares about toes and feet and parents who spontaneously disappeared and whether I was going crazy and whether I’d actually dreamt my whole other life, the bit about being me, Anna Trent, thirty years old, taster in a chocolate factory.

      Actually, while we’re at it, here are my answers to the top ten ‘Taster in a Chocolate Factory’ questions that I get at Faces, our local nightclub. It’s not a very nice nightclub, but the others are much, much worse:

      
        
          
            	
               

              1. 

            
            	
               

              Yes, I will give you some free samples.

            
          

          
            	
              2. 

            
            	
              No, I’m not as fat as you clearly expected me to be.

            
          

          
            	
              3. 

            
            	
              Yes, it is exactly like Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

            
          

          
            	
              4. 

            
            	
              No, no one has ever done a poo in the chocolate vat.*

            
          

          
            	
              5. 

            
            	
              No, it doesn’t actually make me more popular than a normal person as I am thirty, not seven.

            
          

          
            	
              6. 

            
            	
              No, I don’t feel sick when confronted with chocolate; I absolutely adore it, but if it makes you feel better about your job to think that I do, carry on.

            
          

          
            	
              7. 

            
            	
              Oh, that is so interesting that you have something even tastier than chocolate in your underpants, yawn. (NB I would like to be brave enough to say that but I normally just grimace and look at something else for a while. My best mate Cath soon takes care of them anyway. Or occasionally pulls them.)

            
          

          
            	
              8. 

            
            	
              Yes, I will suggest your peanut/beer/vodka/jam-flavoured chocolate idea, but I doubt we’ll be as rich as you think.

            
          

          
            	
              9. 

            
            	
              Yes, I can make actual real chocolate, although at Brader’s Family Chocolates they’re all processed automatically in a huge vat and I’m more of a supervisor really. I wish I did more complex work, but according to the bosses, nobody wants their chocolates messed about with, they want them tasting exactly the same and lasting a long time. So it’s quite a synthetic process.

            
          

          
            	
              10. 

            
            	
              No, it’s not the best job in the world. But it’s mine and I like it. Or at least I did, until I ended up in here. 

            
          

        

      

      Then I normally say rum and coke, thanks for asking. 

      ‘Anna.’ 

      A man was sitting on the end of my bed. I couldn’t focus on him. He knew my name but I didn’t know his. That seemed unfair. I tried to open my mouth. It was full of sand. Someone had put sand in my mouth. Why would anyone do that?

      ‘Anna.’ 

      The voice came again. It was definitely real; it was definitely connected to the shadow at the end of my bed. 

      ‘Can you hear me?’

      Well of course I can hear you, you’re sitting on the end of my bed shouting at me was what I wanted to say, but all that came out was a kind of dry croak. 

      ‘That’s great, that’s great, very good. Would you like a drink of water?’

      I nodded. It seemed easiest.

      ‘Good, good. Don’t nod too much, you’ll dislodge the wires. NURSE!’

      I don’t know whether the nurse came or not; I was suddenly gone again. My last conscious thought was that I hoped she or he didn’t mind being shouted at. And I couldn’t remember; had my parents said that something was wrong with my nose?
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      ‘Here she is.’ 

      It was the same voice, but how much later I couldn’t tell. The light seemed different. A sudden shock of pain travelled through me like a lightning bolt, and I gasped.

      ‘There you go; she’s going to be great.’

      Dad.

      ‘Oh, I don’t like the look of this.’

      Mum. 

      ‘Uhm… can I have that water?’ I asked, but it came out like ‘Ca ha wa?’

      Thankfully someone spoke desert sand, because instantly a plastic cup was put to my lips. That small cup of tepid chalky tap water was the single best thing I had ever put in my mouth in my entire life, and that includes the first time I tasted a Crème Egg. I slurped it down and asked for another, but someone said no, and that was that. Maybe I was in prison. 

      ‘Can you open your eyes for us?’ came the commanding voice. 

      ‘Course she can.’

      ‘Oh, Pete, I don’t know. I just don’t know.’

      Oddly, it was partly to spite my mother’s lack of ambition for me in the eye-opening department that really made me try. I flickered, and suddenly, hazing into view, was the figure sitting on the end of my bed that I’d been aware of before – I wished he’d stop that – and two shapes that were as familiar as my own hands.

      I could make out my mother’s reddish hair, which she coloured at home even though Cath had offered to do it down at the salon for a price that she thought was next to nothing but my mother thought was extravagant (she also thought that Cath was loose, which was true, though it had nothing to do with how good she was at hair, which admittedly wasn’t very), so about one week a month my mum had this kind of odd, henna-coloured band round the top of her forehead where she hadn’t wiped the dye off properly. And my dad was in his best shirt, which really made me worry. He didn’t dress like that for anything but weddings and funerals, and I was pretty much a hundred per cent sure I wasn’t getting married, unless Darr had suddenly regenerated into a completely different physical and personality type, and I figured that was unlikely. 

      ‘Hello?’ I said, feeling as I did so that somehow the desert sands were retreating; that the division between what was real and what was a writhing sandy ball of confusion and pain was disappearing; that Anna was back, that the skin I was wearing was mine after all. 

      ‘Darling!’ 

      My mum burst into tears. My dad, not prone to huge outbursts of affection, gently squeezed my hand – the hand, I noticed, that didn’t have a big tube going into it, right under the skin. My other hand did. It was the grossest thing I’d ever seen in my life. 

      ‘Ugh, gah,’ I said. ‘What’s this? It’s disgusting.’

      The figure at the end of my bed smiled in a rather patronising way. 

      ‘I think you’d find things a lot more disgusting if it wasn’t there,’ he said. ‘It’s giving you painkillers and medication.’

      ‘Well, can I have some more?’ I said. The lightning-sharp pain flashed through me again, from the toes of my left foot upwards right through my body.

      I suddenly became aware of other tubes, some going in and out of places I didn’t really want to discuss in front of my dad. I went quiet. I felt really, really weird. 

      ‘Is your head spinning?’ said the bed-sitter. ‘That’s quite normal.’

      My mum was still sniffing.

      ‘It’s all right, Mum.’

      What she said next chilled me to the bone. 

      ‘It’s not all right, love. It’s not all right at all.’
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      Over the next few days, I seemed to fall asleep at completely random moments. Dr Ed – yes, really, that’s how he referred to himself, like he was a doctor on telly or something – would come and sit on the end of the bed, which other doctors didn’t do, and look me in the eye as though he was making a huge effort to be with me as a person. I think I preferred the snotty consultant who came round once a week, barely glanced at me and asked his medical students embarrassing questions. 

      Anyway, thanks to my chummy chats with Dr Ed, I was beginning to remember quite a lot about what had happened. I had slipped at the factory – everyone got very excited wondering if there was some health and safety rule that hadn’t been followed and we were all about to become millionaires, but actually as it turned out it was completely my fault; it was an unusually warm spring day and I’d decided to try out my new shoes, which turned out to be hilariously inappropriate for the factory floor – and I’d skidded and, in a total freak, hit a vat ladder and upended the entire thing. Then I’d come into hospital and got sick.

      ‘A bug tried to eat me?’ I asked Dr Ed.

      ‘Well, yes, that’s about right,’ he said, smiling to show overly white teeth that he must have got whitened somewhere. Maybe he was just practising for going on television. ‘Not a big bug, Anna, like a spider.’

      ‘Spiders aren’t bugs,’ I said crossly. 

      ‘Ha! No.’ He flicked his hair. ‘Well, these things are very, very tiny, so small you couldn’t see a thousand of them even if they were sitting right here on my finger!’

      Perhaps there was something misprinted on my medical notes that said that instead of being nearly thirty-one I was in fact eight. 

      ‘I don’t care what size they are,’ I said. ‘They make me feel like total crap.’

      ‘And that’s why we’re fighting them with every weapon we have!’ said Dr Ed, like he was Superman or something. I didn’t mention the fact that if everyone had cleaned up with every mop they had, I probably wouldn’t have caught the bug in the first place. 

      And anyway, oh Lord, I just felt so rough. I didn’t feel like eating or drinking anything except water (Dad brought me some marshmallows and Mum practically whacked him because she was a hundred per cent certain they’d get trapped in my throat and I’d totally die right there in front of him), and I slept a lot and when I wasn’t sleeping I didn’t feel well enough to watch telly or read or speak to people on the phone or anything. I had a lot of messages on Facebook, according to my phone, (I kept secretly checking) which someone – Cath, I was guessing – had plugged in beside my bed, but I wasn’t really fussed about reading any of them. 

      I felt different, as if I’d woken up foreign, or in a strange land where nobody spoke my language – not Mum, not Dad, not my friends. It was the language of strange hazy days where nothing made much sense, of constant aching, of the idea of moving being too difficult to contemplate, even moving an arm across a bed. The country of the sick seemed a very different place, where you were fed, and moved, and everyone spoke to you like a child, and you were always, always hot. 
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      School figured a lot in my fever dreams. I had hated it. Mum had always said she wasn’t academic so I wouldn’t be either, and that had pretty much sealed the deal, which in retrospect seems absolutely stupid. So for ages when I hallucinated my old teachers’ faces in front of me, I didn’t take it too seriously. Then one day I woke up very early, when the hospital was still cool, and as quiet as it ever got, which wasn’t very, and I turned my head carefully to the side, and there, not a dream or a hallucination, was Mrs Shawcourt, my old French teacher, gazing at me calmly.

      I blinked in case it would make her go away. It didn’t. 

      I was in a small four-bed side ward, which seemed a bit strange; either I was infectious or I wasn’t, surely. The other two beds were empty currently, though during the time I’d been there they’d had a fairly speedy turnover of extremely old ladies who didn’t seem to do much but cry. 

      ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I know you, don’t I?’

      I suddenly felt a flush, as though I hadn’t done my homework. 

      I had never done my homework. Me and Cath used to bunk off – French, it was totally useless, who could possibly need that? – and go and sit in the back field where the teachers couldn’t see us and talk in fake Mancunian accents about how crap Kidinsborough was and how we were going to leave the first chance we got. 

      ‘Anna Trent.’

      I nodded. 

      ‘I had you for two years.’

      I peered at her more closely. She’d always stood out in the school as by far the best-dressed teacher; most of them were a right bunch of slobs. She used to wear these really nicely fitted dresses that made her look a bit different; you could tell she hadn’t got them down at Matalan. She’d had blonde hair then… 

      I realised with a bit of a shock that she didn’t have any hair at all. And she was really thin, too. She had always been slim, but now… 

      I said the stupidest thing I could think of – in my defence, I really wasn’t well. 

      ‘Are you sick, then?’

      ‘No,’ said Mrs Shawcourt. ‘I’m on holiday.’

      There was a pause, then I grinned. I remembered that, actually, she was a really good teacher. 

      ‘I’m sorry to hear about your toes,’ she said briskly. 

      I glanced down at the bandage covering my left foot.

      ‘Ah, they’ll be all right; just had a bit of a fall,’ I said. Then I saw her face. And I realised that all the time people had been talking about my fever and my illness and my accident, nobody had actually thought to tell me the whole truth.
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      It couldn’t be, though. I could feel them.

      I stared at her, and she held my gaze unblinkingly. 

      ‘I can feel them,’ I said. 

      ‘I can’t believe nobody told you,’ she said. ‘Bloody hospitals.’

      I stared at the bandage again. I wanted to be sick. Then I was sick, in a big cardboard bed pan that they left a supply of by the side of my bed. 
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      Dr Ed came by later and sat on my bed. I scowled at him. 

      ‘Now…’ He checked his notes. ‘Anna, I’m sorry you weren’t aware of the full gravity of the situation.’

      ‘Because you kept talking about “accidents” and “regrettable incidents,”’ I said crossly. ‘I didn’t realise they’d gone altogether. AND I can feel them. They really hurt.’

      He nodded. ‘That’s quite common, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Why didn’t anyone tell me? Everyone kept banging on about fever and bugs and things.’

      ‘Well, that’s what we were worried about. Losing a couple of toes is a lot less likely to kill you.’

      ‘Well, that’s good to know. And it’s not “a couple of toes”. It’s MY toes.’

      As we spoke, a nurse was gently unwrapping the bandages from my foot. I gulped, worried that I was going to throw up again. 

      Did you ever play that game at school where you lie on your front with your eyes closed and someone pulls your arms taut above your head, and then very slowly lowers them so it feels like your arms are going down a hole? 

      That’s what this was like. My brain couldn’t compute what it was seeing; what it could feel and knew to be true. My toes were there. They were there. But in front of my eyes was a curious diagonal slicing; two tiny stumps taken off in a sharp line, like it had been done on purpose with a razor. 

      ‘Now,’ Dr Ed was saying, ‘you know you are actually very lucky, because if you’d lost your big toe or your little one, you’d have had real problems with balance…’

      I looked at him like he had horns growing out of his head.

      ‘I absolutely and definitely do not feel lucky,’ I said. 

      ‘Try being me,’ came a voice from behind the next curtain, where Mrs Shawcourt was awaiting her next round of chemotherapy.

      Suddenly, without warning, we both started to laugh. 
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      I was in hospital for another three weeks. Loads of my mates came by and said I’d been in the paper, and could they have a look (no; even when I had my dressing changed I couldn’t bear to look at them), and kept me up to date on social events that, suddenly, I found I’d lost interest in. In fact, the only person I could talk to was Mrs Shawcourt, except of course she told me to call her Claire, which took some getting used to and made me feel a bit too grown-up. She had two sons who came to visit, who always looked a bit pushed for time, though her daughters-in-law were dead nice and used to give me their gossip mags because Claire couldn’t be bothered with them. Once they brought two little girls in, both of whom got completely freaked out by the wires and the smell and the beeping. It was the only time I saw Claire really, truly sad. 

      The rest of the time we talked. Well, I talked. Mostly about how bored I was, and how I wasn’t ever going to learn to walk properly again. For things I had never ever thought about – except when I was getting a pedicure, and not really even then – toes were annoyingly useful when it came to getting about. Even more embarrassing, I had to use the same physio lab as people who had really horrible traumatic injuries and were in wheelchairs and stuff, and I felt like the most horrendous fraud marching up and down parallel bars with an injury most of them thought was quite amusing. So I could hardly complain. I did, though.

      Claire understood. She was such easy company, and sometimes, when she was feeling very ill, I’d read to her. Most of her books, though, were in French. 

      ‘I can’t read this,’ I said. 

      ‘You ought to be able to,’ she said. ‘You had me.’

      ‘Yeah, kind of,’ I muttered. 

      ‘You were a good student,’ said Claire. ‘You showed a real aptitude, I remember.’

      Suddenly I flashed back on my first-year report card. In amidst the ‘doesn’t apply herself’ and ‘could do better’ I suddenly remembered that my French mark had been good. Why hadn’t I applied myself? 

      ‘I thought school was stupid,’ I said.

      Claire shook her head. ‘But I’ve met your parents, they’re lovely. You’re from such a nice family.’

      ‘You don’t have to live with them,’ I said, then felt guilty that I’d been mean about them. They’d been in to see me every single day, even though, as Dad complained almost constantly, the parking charges were appalling. 

      ‘You still live at home?’ she asked, surprised, and I felt a bit defensive. 

      ‘Neh. I lived with my boyfriend for a bit, but he turned out to be a pillock, so I moved back in, that’s all.’

      ‘I see,’ said Claire. She looked at her watch. It was only nine thirty in the morning. We’d already been up for three hours and lunch wasn’t till twelve. 

      ‘If you like…’ she said. ‘I’m bored too. If I taught you some French, you could read to me. And I would feel less like a big sick bald plum who does nothing but dwell on the past and feel old and stupid and useless. Would you like that?’

      I looked down at the magazine I was holding, which had an enormous picture of Kim Kardashian’s arse on it. And she had ten toes. 

      ‘Yeah, all right,’ I said. 
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          1972
        

        ‘It’s nothing,’ the man was saying, raising his voice to be heard over the stiff sea breeze and the honking of the ferries and the rattle of the trains. ‘It is tiny… look, La Manche. You can swim it.’ 

        This did nothing to stem the tide of tears rolling down the girl’s cheeks. 

        ‘I would,’ she said. ‘I will swim it for you.’ 

        ‘You,’ he said, ‘will go back and finish school and do wonderful things and be happy.’ 

        ‘I don’t want to,’ she groaned. ‘I want to stay here with you.’ 

        The man grimaced and attempted to stop her tears with kisses. They were dripping on his new, oddly shiny uniform. 

        ‘Well, they will make me march up and down like an ape, you see. And I will be an idiot with nothing else to do and nothing else to think about except you. Ssh, bout de chou. Ssssh. We will be together again, you’ll see.’ 

        ‘I love you,’ said the girl. ‘I will never love anyone so much in my entire life.’ 

        ‘I love you too,’ said the man. ‘I care for you and I love you and I will see you again. I shall write you letters and you shall finish school and you will see, all will be well.’ 

        The girl’s sobs started to quieten. 

        ‘I can’t… I can’t bear it,’ she said. 

        ‘Ah, love,’ said the man. ‘That is what it is; the need to bear things.’ 

        He buried his face in her hair. 

        ‘Alors, my love. Come back, soon.’ 

        ‘I will,’ said the girl. ‘Of course I will come back soon.’ 
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          Chapter Two

          

        

      

      My two brothers stopped coming to visit me the instant it was clear I wasn’t actually going to snuff it. I loved them, but at twenty-two and twenty you have a lot of other things to do that don’t involve talking to your weird big sister about her weird accident in hospital. Cath, bless her, of course she was brilliant, I couldn’t do without her, but she worked really long hours at the hair salon and it was a forty-five-minute bus ride from the hospital so she couldn’t come that often, though I so appreciated it when she did. She liked to tell me who’d won hideous hairstyle of the week and how she’d tried to convince them to go for something different but they’d fought on regardless, desperate to emulate Cheryl Cole or someone from TOWIE even though they had short greasy brown wisps that wouldn’t take an extension so they’d be back in a week shouting and screaming and threatening to sue because what was left of their hair was falling out. 

      ‘I tell ’em,’ said Cath. ‘They don’t listen. Nobody listens to me.’

      She made me look in the bathroom mirror and tell myself I’d be all right. I looked absolutely hellish. My eyes were bloodshot all the time from the antibiotics and looked a bit yellow; my curly hair – normally blonde, with the help of Cath, but now all growing out – was frizzy and all over the place, like a crazy person, and my pale skin was the same colour and texture as hospital porridge. Cath tried to say encouraging things, mostly because she’s like that, and also because she has to say those sort of things in the salon to sixty-year-old women who are fourteen stone overweight and come in asking to look like Coleen Rooney, but we both knew it was a vain effort. 

      So a lot of the time it was just me and Claire. It was a weird situation, in that we got to know each other a lot faster than I suppose we would have otherwise. But I also realised, with a bit of a shock, that I was kind of glad, really, that I wasn’t with Darr any more. He was a nice bloke and everything, but not much of a one for conversation. If he’d had to come and see me every day it would have been a disaster; by day three we’d have been talking about nothing but chips and Man City. Without the possibility of a snog (I still had a tube in my arm and a tube up my pee hole – sorry – and even if I hadn’t, there was something about only having eight toes that made the idea of ever feeling sexy again rather unlikely), I don’t know how we’d have carried on, exactly. Being sick gave me a lot of perspective. I’d been gutted when we broke up (he kept trying to be unfaithful, and in a town the size of Kidinsborough, that didn’t stay secret for long. His defense – that he’d been serially unsuccessful – didn’t help him), but the only thing I missed now was the little flat we’d rented together. 

      But he gave my brother Joe a box of chocolates to pass on to me (which Joe promptly ate, being twenty), and texted me to see if I was okay. I think he might even have taken me back, toes or no toes. I had heard his pulling had been about as successful single as it had been with me, though that might just have been Cath trying to make me feel better. 

      Without Claire I think I would have gone mad with boredom. I’d bought a cheap smartphone six months before and now cursed my luck for not having something to play with that had anything better than, basically, Snake on it. I read lots of books, but there’s a difference between reading a book when you’re tired after working all day and desperate to get into the bath and enjoy a few pages with a cup of tea even when your twenty-year-old brother is banging on the door shouting about hair gel, and reading a book because there’s nothing else to do. 

      Plus I was on lots of medication and it was a bit tricky to concentrate. There was a telly in the far corner blaring away, but it was set to the same channel all day and I got really tired of watching loud fat people shouting at each other, so I kept my headphones on. It was kind of great to see people who came to visit, except I had nothing to say to them except how much fluid my wound was draining and other fricking disgusting things, so I didn’t really enjoy chatting. 

      The nurses were a great laugh, but they were always in a rush, and the doctors were always knackered-looking and most of them not really interested – they were all interested in my foot, but it might as well have been connected to a cat for all the attention they gave me above the ankle. And the other ladies on the ward were old. Really, really old. ‘Where am I? Is this the war?’ old. I felt sorry for them and their anxious, exhausted-looking families coming in every day to hear ‘no change’, but I couldn’t really communicate with them. I hadn’t realised that young people – youngish – didn’t often get that sick. Or if they did, they were over in surgery, having glamorous bits chopped off, or in accident and emergency recovering from a fabulous night out that got a bit out of hand, not here in medicine, which was ageing patients with a million things wrong with them and nowhere else to go.

      So it was an absolute relief to sit calmly with Claire and repeat, steadily, avoir and être and remember the difference between the recent past and the ongoing past and learn how to roll my r’s properly. (‘You must,’ she said, over and over again, ‘work so hard on your accent. Be French. Have the Frenchiest French accent of everyone. Do a massive Inspector Clouseau and wave your arms about.’ ‘I feel like an idiot.’ I said. ‘You will,’ agreed Claire. ‘Until you speak some French and a French person understands you.’)

      We puzzled our way through children’s books and flash cards and test extracts. It was good for me to realise that Claire was enjoying it too, much more than her short, slightly awkward conversations with her sons – she had been divorced for a long time, I found out. 

      Finally, eventually, like a musician tentatively picking up an instrument, we started to speak a little – haltingly, painfully – in French. I found it easier to listen than to speak, but Claire was endlessly patient, and so gentle when she corrected me that I couldn’t believe what an idiot I had been not to pay closer attention to this wonderful teacher when I’d had the chance. 

      ‘Did you live in France – est-ce que tu habitait en France?’ I asked slowly one damp spring morning. The green buds on the trees outside seemed to be enjoying the rain, but nobody else was. It was always the same temperature inside the hospital anyway, a hermetically sealed ship disconnected from the outside world. 

      ‘A long time ago,’ she replied, not quite meeting my eye. ‘And not for very long.’
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          1971–2
        

        It was, Claire knew, the daftest form of rebellion. Hardly rebellion at all really. Still. She sat at the breakfast table, staring fixedly at her Ready Brek. She was too old, at seventeen, for Ready Brek, she knew. She’d rather just have coffee, but it wasn’t a fight she was prepared to take on. On this other matter, however…  

        ‘You’re not wearing those things to my church.’ 

        ‘Those things’ referred to a new pair of flares Claire had saved up for. She’d had a Christmas holiday job in Chelsea Girl. Her father had had a very difficult time reconciling himself to the fact that although she was willing to take on the mantle of hard work (which he did believe in, very much), it was clearly taking place in a den of iniquity that sold harlots’ clothing. Her mother, as so often, must have had a word behind the scenes; she had never, and never would, dared contradict the Reverend Marcus Forest in public. Few would.  

        Claire glanced down at her denim-clad legs. She had spent her entire life being relentlessly unfashionable. Her father thought fashion was a fast track to eternal torment. Her mother instead had made her pinafores and long school skirts and dirndls for Sundays.  

        But working had opened her eyes; made her feel more grown-up. The other girls in the shop were twenty, older even, worldly-wise. They discussed nightclubs and boys and make-up (strictly banned at Claire’s house), and they found Claire’s life (everyone knew the Reverend) hilarious. The older, sophisticated girls took her under their wing, made her dress in the latest clothes, cooing over her slender figure and undyed pale blonde hair, which she always thought made her look washed out (although there weren’t many mirrors in the house for her to check in). No boy had ever asked her out at school. She had told herself that it was because of her father, but inside she feared that it was something else; that she was too quiet and uninteresting, and her pale hair and eyebrows meant she sometimes felt she was barely there at all. 

        As the days passed, she grew steadily bolder. It finished nastily one weekend, when her father was trying to write his Christmas sermon and she arrived back from the shop with her eyes heavily made up; dramatically kohled in a shimmering emerald green with brown shading all the way round the socket and – most shocking of all – her eyebrows coloured in dark brown with a pencil one of the girls had produced. She had stared and stared at the reflection in the mirror of the strange, mysterious creature she had become; no longer pale and colourless. She did not look skinny and gaunt; instead she was slender and glamorous. Cassie had pulled her pale hair off her face and pinned back her childish fringe, and it added years to her. All the girls had laughed, and insisted she come out with them that Saturday.  

        Claire didn’t think so.  

        Her father stood up, furious.  

        ‘Take it off,’ he said, resignedly. ‘Not under my roof.’ 

        He didn’t get angry, or shout. He never did, that wasn’t his way. He just told her exactly how it would be. In Claire’s mind, the voice of her father and the voice of God, in whom she believed completely, were very much the same. There was no doubt.  

        Her mother followed her to the avocado-coloured bathroom and gave her a consoling cuddle.  

        ‘You do look lovely,’ she said, as Claire furiously wiped her face with a brown flannel. ‘You know,’ she added, ‘in a year or two you can go off to secretarial school, or teacher training, and then you can do whatever you like. It’s not long to wait, my darling.’ 

        But to Claire it felt like a million years away. All the other girls got to dress up and go out and have boyfriends with tinny old cars or terrifying motorbikes.  

        ‘That job… I thought it was a good idea, but…’ Her mother shook her head. ‘You know what he’s like. It’s driving him crazy. I just thought you needed a bit of independence…’ 

        Later that night, Claire heard a whispered conversation going on downstairs. She could tell by the tone that it was about her. It was difficult being an only child sometimes. Her father seemed to treat her as someone who wanted nothing more than to get into terrible trouble, which drove her mad. Her mother did what she could, but when the Reverend went into one of his glowering sulks, it could last for days, and it made the atmosphere in the house very unpleasant. He was used to the two women in his life doing his bidding without question. But Claire yearned, more than anything else, for a bit of freedom. 

        The job finished at the beginning of January. The shop had offered to keep her on as a Saturday girl, and she was desperate to do it, but it wasn’t worth the grief. So she carried on working hard at school, even though she knew she wouldn’t be going to university; Marcus wasn’t a huge fan of it for women and wanted to keep her close to home instead of going off to York or Liverpool. Sometimes, late at night, after her parents had gone to bed, she’d stay up late watching the movie on BBC2 and feeling a tiny clutch of panic around her heart that she would have to stay in Kidinsborough for ever, watching her parents get older and older.  

        Two months later, in early March, her mother came to breakfast with a sly expression on her face and an airmail envelope in her hand. It had red and blue stripes round the edges of the pale blue paper, and looping, exotic-looking handwriting on the front.  

        ‘Well, it’s all decided,’ she said, as the Reverend looked up from his grapefruit half.  

        ‘What?’ he growled.  

        ‘For the summer. Claire has been invited to go and au pair.’ 

        Claire had never even heard the expression. 

        ‘You’re going to be a nanny,’ her mother explained. ‘For my penpal.’ 

        ‘That Frenchwoman?’ said Marcus, folding his Daily Telegraph. ‘I thought you’d never met.’

        ‘We haven’t,’ said Ellen, proudly.  

        Claire looked from one to the other. She didn’t know anything about this.  

        ‘Who is she?’  

        ‘Her name is Marie-Noelle and we’ve been penpals since school,’ said Ellen, and Claire suddenly remembered the Christmas cards that arrived each year with ‘Meilleurs Voeux’ on them. ‘We’ve kept writing to each other… here and there of course, not very often. But I know she has two children now, and I wrote and asked if she would like to take you for the summer. And she said yes! You will look after the children; she has a cleaner, she says here… goodness.’ 

        Her mother’s face went a little strained.  

        ‘I hope they’re not terribly posh,’ she went on, looking around at the nice but plainly furnished vicarage. A churchman’s stipend didn’t go far, and Claire had always known better than to expect new things.  

        ‘I don’t care if they’re posh. Are they decent people?’ said Marcus.  

        ‘Oh yes,’ said Ellen, cheerfully. ‘There’s a little boy and a little girl; Arnaud and Claudette. Aren’t those the loveliest names?’ 

        Claire’s heart was starting to race. 

        ‘Where… whereabouts in France?’ 

        ‘Oh, sorry, where’s my head?’ said Ellen. ‘Paris, of course.’ 
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          Chapter Three

          

        

      

      The settlement from the chocolate factory, which was really a tiny goodwill gesture, was not at all life-changing. It was barely changing anything once I’d paid off my credit card. I wondered if we should have maybe got more, seeing as I now walked with a pronounced limp and had nearly died and everything, but the factory said that bit was the hospital’s fault and the hospital said I was getting better now and getting me better was technically all they had to do really. I did mention to Dr Ed that actually if the hospital hadn’t let me get so sick they would have been able to reattach my toes, and he smiled and patted my hand in the manner of doctors he’d seen on television and told me that if I ever had any questions to go right ahead, which completely bamboozled me as I thought I’d just asked one, then gave me a smile and a wink and floated on to sit on Claire’s bed. 

      It was time to go home. After dreaming for so long of being set free, I suddenly realised I didn’t actually want to go. Or rather, that it would be weird to lose the institutionalised days of drugs and meals and physio and not having to focus on anything else but getting better.

      Now I had to face the world again and find a new job (it was a feature of the settlement that I didn’t go back to Braders, presumably in case I had another one-in-a-million freak accident. If anything, I would have thought I’d have been a safer bet than other people, statistically speaking). 

      And I was going to miss Claire. We’d been chatting more and more in French, to the annoyance of almost everyone, and it was truly the one good thing in my life, demonstrating that I could learn something, that I had a new skill. Everything else was just dread. There weren’t any jobs, I knew that much. Cath said I could come and sweep up in the hairdressing salon, but that paid about absolutely nothing, and I wasn’t that good at bending down without falling over yet. On the up side, I’d lost a stone. That was the only up side. I wouldn’t recommend my method of losing a stone. 

      I told Claire about my worries, and she looked pensive.

      ‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said. 

      ‘What?’

      ‘Well,’ she said. ‘I knew… I knew someone in Paris who worked in chocolate. It was a long time ago, though. I don’t know what he’s doing now.’

      ‘Ooh,’ I said. ‘A young flirtation?’

      Her thin face took on a little colour. 

      ‘I don’t think that’s any of your business.’

      ‘Were you madly in lurve?’

      We’d got to know each other well enough that I could tease her, but she could still get a teacherly glint in her eye. She did so now. 

      ‘He is not,’ she mused, glancing out of the window, ‘very good at writing letters. But I will try. I shall ask Ricky to use that email thingy when he comes. You can find anyone these days, can’t you?’

      ‘You can,’ I said. ‘But if he’s a friend of yours, why haven’t you been back to Paris for so long?’

      Claire’s lips pursed. ‘Well, I was busy raising a family. I had a job. I couldn’t just jump on a plane whenever I felt like it.’

      ‘Hmm,’ I said, suspicious. She was very touchy all of a sudden. 

      ‘You could, though,’ said Claire. ‘You can do whatever you like.’

      I laughed. ‘I don’t think so. Hopalong Cassidy, that’s me.’
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      The impact – the emotional impact – of the accident didn’t really hit until I went back home to Mum and Dad’s. In hospital I’d been – well, special, I suppose. I’d got flowers and gifts and was the centre of everyone’s attention; people brought me drugs and asked after me, and even though it was kind of horrible, I was being taken care of.

      Home, though – it was just home. The boys clattering in late at night, grumbling because they had to share a room again; Mum fussing around predicting doom for my chances of finding another job, and worrying that they would cut disability living allowance, to which I said, don’t be stupid, I’m not disabled, and we both looked at my crutches and then she would sigh again. My face in the mirror: my pale blue eyes looked so tired; my fair-ish hair, without its usual highlights by Cath, just looked colourless; I had lost weight, but because I hadn’t moved around at all I just looked slack and saggy. I used to love putting on make-up to get ready for a night out, but it had been so long I’d kind of forgotten how, and the drugs had made my skin so dry. 

      That’s when I really got sad. I cried in my little childhood bed, I slept later and later in the morning, I became less and less interested in doing my exercises, and my friends’ stories about new boyfriends and fall-outs and all those sorts of things sounded completely inconsequential to me now. I knew my parents were worried about me but I just didn’t know what to do about it. My foot was slowly healing, apparently, but I could feel my toes, feel them all the time. They itched, they twitched, they hurt and I lay awake at night staring at the ceiling and listening to the boiler make the same noises it had made since my childhood and thinking, what now? What now?
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          1972
        

        Her mother had wanted to accompany her, have a ‘girls’ day out’ in London, but the Reverend had looked very suspicious indeed and hummed and hawed about it. Seemingly the fleshpots of Paris wouldn’t be quite as wicked as the den of iniquity that was London – he hadn’t, thought Claire, quite got the idea of 1972. He had demanded numerous and repeated reassurances, from both her mother and from Mme Lagarde on the telephone, that the house was extremely traditional and strict and that it would be nothing but childcare and learning another language, a refinement in young ladies the Reverend did approve of. So after endless lists and imprecations about how she was expected to behave – Claire was already absolutely terrified of Mme Lagarde, imagining her as posh, rich and demanding, and didn’t know how she was going to cope with small children she could barely talk to – he had driven her to the railway station under a sky threatening large amounts of rain.  

        Rainie Collender, the school bully, had cornered her before school broke up. 

        ‘Off to get even more stuck-up?’ she sniffed. 

        Claire did what she always did. She kept her head down as Rainie’s cronies burst out laughing and moved away as quickly as possible to try and escape their gaze. It rarely succeeded. She couldn’t wait for the holidays. However much she was dreading looking after the French brats, it had to be better than being stuck here in Kidinsborough. 

        As the train pulled out of Crewe, she opened her Tupperware sandwich box, nervous and jittery and filled with the sense that she was leaving, going on a journey by herself, and that it was going to be vastly important. 

        Inside the box was a little note from her mother.  

        ‘Have a wonderful time’, it said. Not ‘behave yourself’ or ‘don’t forget to clean up after yourself’ or ‘don’t go out alone’. Just ‘Have a wonderful time.’ 

        Claire was quite a young seventeen. She’d never really thought about her mother’s life in any terms apart from the fact that she was just there, providing meals, washing their clothes, agreeing with the Reverend whenever he had something new to say about the long-haired youths with hippy values who had reached even Kidinsborough. It didn’t cross her mind that her mother might have been jealous.  
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        Claire was nervous getting on the ferry, terrified she wouldn’t know what to do. It was absolutely huge. The only boat she’d ever been on was a pedalo at Scarborough. The great white ship seemed to her romantic, the smell of the diesel, the blast of the horn as it moved slowly away from the huge terminal at Dover, lined with adventurous-looking people with estate cars piled high with tents and sleeping bags, and, even more exotically, Citroën 2CVs with real live French people opening their picnics (a lot more exotic than Claire’s meat paste sandwiches) with actual bottles of wine and glasses and long sticks of bread. She gazed around, drinking it all in, then went up to the very front of the boat – it was a blowy day, white clouds flicking across the sky – and looked hungrily back towards England – her very first time of leaving it – then forwards towards France. She thought she had rarely felt more alive.  
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      Claire had left a message on my phone. ‘Come and have a coffee.’ She’d been discharged, temporarily, and she sounded a little breathy, a little tentative. I called her back – this was one thing I could manage – and arranged to meet up in the cosy bookshop coffee shop, where I thought she’d be more comfortable. 

      Her nice daughter-in-law Patsy dropped her off and made her promise not to buy too many books, and Claire rolled her eyes when she left and said she loved Patsy, but everyone seemed to equate being sick with being four, and then she remembered she didn’t have to tell me that and we cheered ourselves up with imitations of Dr Ed sitting on the bed doing his empathising. 

      Then there was a pause during which in a normal conversation someone would have said, ‘Hey, you look well’ or, ‘You’ve cut your hair’ or ‘You look healthy’ (code for ‘cor, you’ve got fat’, as everybody knows), but neither of us could say anything. In the hospital, with its crisp white sheets, and Claire’s spotless cream pyjamas, she didn’t look well but she seemed to belong. Out here in public she looked terrifying. So thin that she might break, a scarf tied artfully around her head that served only to announce: ‘I’ve had cancer for so long I’ve got really good at tying scarves’ and a smart dress that would have looked rather nice if it had fitted her. She looked… wow, she looked sick. 

      I got up to go and fetch us some coffee and chocolate brownie cake, even though she had said she didn’t want any and I said she would when she tasted the home-made stuff they did in here and she smiled thinly and said of course, that would be great, in a way that wouldn’t have fooled a horse. I was conscious of her eyes on me as I limped across the floor. I still wasn’t at all confident with my stick, and had basically decided to get rid of it. Cath kept trying to get me to come out, saying that everyone was dying to hear all about it, but that thought filled me with total horror. I did, though, desperately need to get my hair done. And some new clothes. I was in my daggiest old jeans and a striped top that had taken absolutely no effort whatsoever, and it showed.

      ‘So,’ said Claire when I got back. The lady behind the counter had agreed to bring the tray over, thank goodness. We shared a look. 

      ‘Crocks’ corner,’ I said, and Claire smiled. The lady didn’t. I think she was concerned that we were about to throw up or fall over in her lovely café. The chocolate brownie cake was exceptionally good, though, and worth all the weird looks we were getting. 

      ‘So,’ said Claire again. She suddenly flushed a little and looked excited. ‘I got a letter.’

      ‘An actual letter?’ I said, impressed. I never got letters, just instant messages from Cath about the latest bloke she’d got her eye on. 

      She nodded. ‘Well, more of a postcard… Anyway, he said he does need a new factory worker. And there’s an apartment where you can stay.’

      I looked at her, totally taken aback.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Well, I didn’t… I didn’t think you’d actually do it,’ I said, stunned and touched. ‘I mean, go to all that trouble.’

      ‘It was two letters,’ said Claire. ‘I hope that’s not your idea of hard work. I’ve talked you up quite dramatically.’

      ‘Uh-oh,’ I said. 

      She smiled. ‘It was… it was nice to hear back after all this time.’

      ‘This was definitely a romance,’ I said. 

      ‘It was definitely a long time ago,’ she said crisply, in her teacher’s voice again.

      ‘Don’t you want to go?’ I said.

      ‘Oh no,’ she said quickly. ‘That time of my life is well over with, quite done and dusted. And I have more than enough on my plate. But you’re still young…’

      ‘I’m thirty,’ I said, moaning.

      ‘That’s young,’ she said, sharply. ‘That’s very young.’

      ‘So, what’s it like, this factory?’ I said, changing the subject. Her own kids weren’t much older than me and were both married and settled with good jobs. I didn’t think I could handle the comparison. 

      ‘Oh, it’s probably changed a bit,’ she said, looking dreamy. Then she came back to herself. ‘Anyway, it’s not a factory, more an atelier – a workshop. Le Chapeau Chocolat.’

      ‘The Chocolate Hat?’ I said. ‘That sounds… I mean, do they actually make hats out of chocolate?’

      Claire ignored me. 

      ‘They’ll take you on as a general factotum, normal hours. I’ve arranged a room that you can stay in. It’s extremely expensive that area of Paris, incredibly, so it’s very helpful. He says they’re busy till about October, so you could stay until then. By the time you come back the UK shops will be gearing up for Christmas. I’m sure you’ll get a job then.’

      ‘Don’t they have Christmas in France?’

      Claire smiled at me. ‘Yes, but it isn’t the crazy obsession it is here. A few oysters and some time with your family, that’s about the size of it.’

      ‘That sounds rubbish,’ I said, suddenly a bit cross. I felt as if I were being railroaded, rather than worried about and cosseted. 

      ‘It’s lovely,’ said Claire, her thin face going dreamy again. ‘The rain hits the pavement and the lights go all misty over the bridges, and you huddle up in front of the fire…’

      ‘And eat oysters,’ I said. ‘Bleurgh.’

      Claire took her glasses off and rubbed her sore-looking eyes. 

      ‘Well,’ she said, hopefully, ‘I think it’s a very generous offer, considering he’s never met you.’

      ‘What about speaking French?’ I said, sounding slightly panicky. ‘I won’t be able to understand anything.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, you’re coming along brilliantly.’

      ‘Yes, but that’s talking to you. Real French people will talk like this… zubba zubba zubba zubba zuBBAH at like one hundred miles an hour. One hundred kilometres an hour,’ I corrected, gloomily. 

      Claire laughed. ‘The trick is not to panic. Trust your brain to know what people are saying. Also, people talk just as much rubbish in French as they do in English. They repeat themselves all the time, just like people do here. Don’t worry about it.’

      I blinked. 

      ‘Does he speak English?’

      Claire smiled, shyly.

      ‘Not a word, as far as I remember.’
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          1972
        

        His moustache had been the first thing she’d noticed about him, not because it was unusual – lots of men had them at that time, along with long, unruly sideburns, which he also had – but because it had chocolate on the ends. She had blinked at it.  

        ‘What?’ he had said instantly, waggling his eyebrows at her. ‘What? Tell me – you cannot believe such a devastatingly handsome man has just walked through the door?’  

        She had smiled involuntarily. With his thick mop of dark brown curly hair, mischievous brown eyes and burly body, he was undeniably attractive – but handsome, no. Especially not in the traditional French style, where the men were neat and well-groomed, slim and rather refined. There was nothing refined about this man; he looked a bit like a lost bear.  

        ‘You are laughing? It’s funny that I am not handsome? Hmm? How is that funny?’ He mimed a position of extreme woundedness.  

        Claire had been wallflowering near the elaborately corniced door for nearly an hour, waiting for Mme Lagarde to want to go. Her hosts were terribly polite and not the tyrants she had been dreading and her father had been hoping for, but they also considered it quite a privilege for her to be allowed to take part in their social lives.  

        Claire, however, found it all incomprehensibly sophisticated, and suffered from dreadful nerves. She had no idea what to say. There were young men in berets arguing furiously about communism; stunning slender women smoking and occasionally raising an eyebrow at the men, or mentioning how boring such and such an exhibition was. She wasn’t a party person, even amongst people she knew. Paris itself was knocking her out daily with its astonishing beauty, but the people absolutely terrified her.  

        She treated it as an extension of her language classes, and tried to listen in as much as she could, but in her mind these people were undoubtedly grown-ups. And she, equally undoubtedly, was not. At seventeen, she felt neither one thing nor the other, and the fun and glamour made her feel more and more like an uneducated country hick. She found it hard enough to follow what people were saying, they spoke so fast; she was constantly dazzled by how beautifully everybody dressed, so different from her mother’s homely style; and on top of that, they all talked about exhibitions they’d seen and writers they’d met and everyone talked about food absolutely without stopping. It was exhausting. People took an interest in the Lagardes’ English girl – she was pretty and endearing-looking – but she found herself clamming up like the worst kind of wallflower. She could see that Mme Lagarde, who was extremely beautiful and well-groomed, wasn’t particularly impressed by this, but after Kidinsborough and the rectory, Paris was completely overwhelming.  

        This chap, on the other hand, was different. He had a spark of mischief in his eyes that he couldn’t hide. 

        ‘I didn’t mean it,’ she said, hiding her mouth with her hand so he wouldn’t see her smirking.  

        ‘OH! An Englishwoman!’ he said immediately, standing back as if in amazement. ‘Enchanté, mademoiselle! Thank you so much for bestowing a visit on our little backwater town here.’ 

        ‘You are teasing me,’ said Claire, trying to match his humorous tone.  

        ‘That is not possible, mademoiselle! I am French and therefore of course have no sense of humour.’  

        ‘What have you got on your moustache?’ she said.  

        He made a comical face trying to see it. 

        ‘I don’t know. Is it a sense of humour?’ 

        ‘It’s brown.’ 

        ‘Ah, well of course… that is my job.’  

        This made no sense to Claire, but just then the host of the party turned round and noticed the newcomer standing there. Delighted, he marched up and bustled him away, introducing him to everyone. They seemed far more delighted to make his acquaintance than they had been to meet the Lagardes’ new au pair.  

        ‘Who is that?’ Claire asked Mme Lagarde in a whisper. 

        ‘Oh, that is Thierry Girard, the talk of the town,’ said Mme Lagarde, eyeing him affectionately. ‘They say he is the most gifted chocolatier since Persion.’ 

        Claire was amazed that this was news of any kind, or that it was so important. On the other hand, it explained what was on his moustache, which was a good thing at least.  

        ‘Is he going to be a big success?’ she asked casually.  

        Mme Lagarde watched as Thierry Girard spoke to a top food critic, charming him effortlessly by insisting on drawing out his latest recipe.  

        ‘Oh, I think so,’ she said. ‘He studied in Switzerland and Bruges. I think he’s going to be really terribly good.’ 

        After touring the room, and accepting a second glass of the delicious champagne, Claire, back in observational mode, realised that Thierry was the focus of attention and laughter in the room. People just seemed to flock to him. As someone who people tended simply not to notice – the curse of being quiet – she was transfixed. His shaggy bear face was not at all handsome, but it was so cheerful and animated it was hard not to enjoy looking at it, or wish that its sunshiny beam of attention might come near you. She spotted several of the beautiful women, who had been so sulky and superior before, suddenly start laughing and fluttering about in front of him.  
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