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‘We are all of us stars, and we deserve to twinkle.’


Marilyn Monroe
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Once upon a time Jess accidently stole
a superyacht from Cannes marina,
but we’ll get to that . . .





 


 


Jess was awoken by her best friend punching her in the back of the head.


‘Get off me please, I have a knife and I will kill you to death!’ she shrieked, rolling over and remembering in the nick of time that she was three bunks up. In the opposite bed, Bryony lay face down, fast asleep, a long arm stretched across the gap between them like a rope bridge with her clenched fist on Jess’s pillow. Jess exhaled in relief and pushed her friend’s hand off her bed.


Bryony lifted her head, her face painted the colour ‘grump’. ‘Jess, I love how bubbly you are at any God-given hour, but could you keep it down a bit? I just got to sleep.’


‘If you’re going to sleep-punch me I’ll fight back, you know.’


‘You’re a lover, not a fighter,’ Bryony yawned.


‘Where’s everyone else?’ Jess rubbed the back of her head and peered over the side of the bunk at the empty beds below.


‘The Scot with the earrings declared at two a.m. that he couldn’t sleep, and that they should all go to the bar instead. I haven’t seen them since. Did you say you have a knife?’


‘I thought you were a robber. I was just warning you that I’d kill the hell out of you if you tried anything.’


Bryony raised an eyebrow. ‘You couldn’t kill a robber.’


‘I could, I’m feisty. I do boxercise. And Zumba, if that’s relevant.’


‘You said “please”.’


‘Huh?’


‘You definitely said, “Get off me please.” Even when you think you’re being attacked your manners are impeccable. Anyway, you don’t have a knife with you. Did you mean your plastic spork?’


‘If you’d been a robber you wouldn’t have known that.’ Jess sat up as best she could when the ceiling was less than two feet above her bunk, pulled on her glasses and cracked open the curtain, letting bright Riviera sunshine flood into their compartment of the sleeper train. ‘Wow!’


‘Urrrrgggghhhh, what time is it?’ Bryony pulled the covers over her head, exposing her feet, which dangled off the end of the bunk anyway.


‘Nearly seven.’ Outside the window, glittery turquoise sea whizzed past. White sails shook like elegant swans waking up, while yachts the size of houses gleamed lazily in the early-morning sun.


A beam of happiness and hope pushed its way across Jess’s face. It was happening, and this was exactly what she needed: two weeks of fun somewhere different, somewhere out of her comfort zone. She reached over and yanked the blanket off Bryony. ‘Look.’


Bryony scrunched her eyes closed. ‘It’s beautiful.’


‘Bryony, look! We’re in the South of France, the Côte d’Azur.’ She pulled down the window as far as it would go and pushed her face up to the gap, breathing in the Mediterranean air. ‘Bonjour la France!’ she yelped into the breeze.


Chuckling, Bryony pulled her back inside. ‘Okay, Édith Piaf, I’m awake. Let’s go and get you a croissant and me some strong coffee before we arrive.’
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Jess couldn’t drag her gaze away from the window as she and Bryony sat in the restaurant car munching their way through a basket of flaketastic croissants. The sea was a never-ending turquoise ribbon, and every thirty seconds Jess would point out yet another beachside eatery she wanted to try.


‘We’re still half an hour from Cannes,’ said Bryony. ‘I’m sure there will be plenty to eat there. Now answer the question; I need to know the protocol should this happen.’


‘It’ll happen, I can feel it. So if Mr DiCaprio makes eyes at me across the marina and says, “My love, come to my yacht,” I will warble, “I’LL NEVER LET GO” and you’ll know I want you to skedaddle.’


‘And you’ll do the same if Zac Efron invites me for a Cannes-Cannes-Cannes? Only my code word will be “cougartown”.’ Bryony stuffed in another croissant.


‘Sounds perfect. But George is off-limits – he’s a married man now. I shall be content to be just friends with him, and perhaps be the recipient of a good-natured Clooney prank.’ Jess’s phone buzzed with a text message. ‘It’s Mrs Evans. She says, “Havv a NICE tIME swetie” – she’s just learnt texting.’


‘From you?’


‘Yep.’ Mrs Evans was one of her regulars at the café, ninety years young and obsessed with gadgets.


‘How will those villagers cope without you for the next fortnight?’ Bryony smirked.


Excitement fizzed like popping candy in Jess’s chest. ‘They’ll be fine. I can’t wait to be in Cannes. Sunshine, red carpets, rosé wine, celebs everywhere . . . Thanks again for letting me tag along.’


‘My pleasure. Any time you want to muscle your way onto one of my trips suits me fine – this would be my idea of hell without my short-stack. Besides, when we spoke about it you were a right grump. You were practically me.’


The unlikely friendship of Jess and Bryony had begun the day after Bryony moved to Cornwall and joined Jess’s secondary school in year nine. The personality and height differences back then were even more pronounced than they were now: Jess was the tiniest girl in their year, while Bryony towered above most of the boys, her chunky canvas high heels adding to the effect. Bryony didn’t speak to anyone on her first day, just stared straight ahead among a sea of whispering teenagers. Jess had felt for this serious new girl, so made her a welcome pack of Rimmel Heather Shimmer lipstick, some Impulse O2 body spray, a copy of Bliss magazine and a homemade map of the school that showed which toilets to avoid and the best places to sit in certain classrooms. Bryony, who’d felt trapped in a lonely, awkward body, painfully and angrily aware that – at the time – she was the only black girl in the year, that hers was one of the only black families in the village, instantly felt a fondness for this funny, petite ray of sunshine.


They were as different then as they were now, with Bryony honing her sharp mind on crime and mystery books as she grew up to become a fiercely intelligent journalist – though not the type she yearned to be, yet – whose heroines were Scandal’s Olivia Pope and C.J. Cregg from The West Wing. Meanwhile, Jess had clung onto her Sweet Valley novels until the bitter end, before moving on to feel-good fiction and travel writing, all the best of which now lined the bookshelves of her very own café; she ran a homely, happy place that was like having everyone in the village come into her living room for a cuppa.


They bonded that first school lunchtime, over the pages of that Bliss magazine, and although life took them along different paths after school, they still got together as often as possible.


One rain-soaked Saturday evening back in April, Bryony had been visiting for the first time in weeks, and she dropped the following over a bottle of their favourite wine . . .


‘Guess what? I’m being sent to the Cannes Film Festival.’ Bryony reluctantly worked for Sleb, a highly disrespected gossip magazine with a readership of close to zero and morals at about the same level.


Jess, uncharacteristically not in the best of moods, had dragged herself back to the present, forcing herself to engage in the conversation. She had to make the most of Bryony while she was here, feeling low and lost wasn’t an option. She knocked back some more wine. ‘Shut the fridge up – really?’


Bryony shrugged. ‘Apparently Sleb needs me there. To see, in the words of the ever-eloquent, never-misogynistic Mitch, “which stars are shagging each other and get the skinny on who’s actually a fat chick.”’


‘Urgh, he makes my skin crawl and I’ve never even met him. What a penis.’


‘There’s literally no point in me even going; he’ll Photoshop fat onto everyone anyway, regardless of what I say . . . I know, I know, I shouldn’t complain: a magazine job is bloody hard to come by and a free trip to the South of France isn’t exactly the crappest thing in the world. But one day, Meems, one day, Sleb will magically turn into Marie Claire and he’ll actually take me up on one of the current affairs features I keep begging him to publish.’


‘Exactly.’ Jess swirled her wine, racking her brain for something more insightful to say, but she was all over the place.


‘So how’s everything with y—’


‘Maybe I could come?’ Jess said, desperately interrupting Bryony. But as soon as the words were out of her mouth it was as if a pinprick of light had formed behind her eyes. Maybe I could go to Cannes.


‘What?’


‘Can I come?’ The pinprick grew larger, the light seeping in like a sunrise. She sat up straighter. Jess’s one true love had always been Marilyn Monroe, to the point that Bryony even started calling her ‘Meems’ as a nickname years ago. From the safety of her little seaside village, through reality TV and old films, Jess dreamed of what it would be like to go to golden Hollywood and live like a movie star.


‘Can you come? To Cannes? You?’


Jess nodded and gulped some more wine, colour coming to her cheeks and a non-faked hint of happiness coming back through. Hello again, old friend. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the tail end of the shittiest week she’d ever had, or maybe it was that this was the live-a-little-more chance she’d been looking for, but she really wanted to go with Bryony. Jess didn’t hate a lot of things, but people who moped and moaned without doing anything about it was one of them, and she realised she was being exactly that sort of person. Her words tumbled out: ‘I won’t get in the way, and I’ll pay for my half, of course. Yes, it’s time for me to get out there and explore the world. Starting with the country closest to us.’


‘Are you okay?’ Bryony looked at her carefully, the transformation of her friend from hunched, wine-gulping misery-guts back to her bouncy, excitable self not going unnoticed.


‘I’m fine, I’m really fine. This is good; we’re still youngish and should take advantage of not having any responsibilities, right?’


‘Um, right?’


‘Besides, Bry, I’m a bit worried you’ll throw yourself under a yacht out of sheer career frustration if you go by yourself.’


‘This’ll be pretty different from a relaxing package holiday—’


‘I know, but that’s what I like about it. It’ll be completely different. It’ll be busy and glitzy, and all over the place there’ll be people richer and fancier than us. But you have to experience how the other half lives when you can, huh?’


Bryony nodded and went to pour herself another glass of wine but the bottle dripped out nothing more than a few crimson dregs. She peered at Jess, who waited with bated breath.


‘Pleeeeease.’


‘You’ll keep me sane?’ Bryony asked.


‘Trust me, you’ll be keeping me sane. Now let’s get you some more wine, you’ve drunk the lot,’ Jess countered with a real smile.
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‘Well I think it looks brilliant,’ said Jess, following a thirty-minute slog from the station to the outskirts of Cannes, dragging their bags behind them through the hot streets. They stared up at their hotel’s façade, ‘Hôtel du Bliss’ emblazoned on a chipped, sun-faded sign above the entrance. ‘And we’re not that far from the sea. Look, if you peer down that road you can see a dot of blue in the distance. So technically it is a sea-view hotel, and you can’t go wrong with that.’


‘I knew Mitch wouldn’t be putting me in the InterContinental Carlton, but . . .’ Bryony went to chip a bit of snot-like sludge off the tarnished address plaque, then thought better of it.


‘But it’s free, and we won’t be spending much time here anyway.’


Bryony slapped on a smile. ‘You’re right. Sorry, I’m being a grumpy old cow as usual. I think work can wait a while. How about we wake ourselves up with a trek down to the marina for some French-roast coffee and a nose at the Richie Riches of the world?’


‘Yes! That sounds perfect. You can have one day of holiday, right, before all that celeb scandal and fat-shaming begins?’


‘Absolutely. The film festival begins tomorrow.’


‘It starts tomorrow! This is so exciting,’ Jess babbled as they walked inside. The receptionist refused to speak anything but French to them, which would have been completely fair enough had Jess not heard her on the phone, yabbering about council tax in a thick Brummie accent, when they’d first entered the lobby. Eventually they established where their boudoir was and crammed into a tiny lift, then squeezed along a tiny corridor and into a room with a tiny double bed.


Jess took Bryony’s hand. ‘Happy honeymoon, darling,’ she breathed in a sugary Marilyn voice.


‘Thank you, lover. It’s just exquisite, isn’t it?’ Bryony heaved her suitcase onto the bed and plugged in her dead phone, while Jess pottered about opening drawers and pressing all the buttons on the air-con remote control. After a moment Bryony’s phone lit up, coming back to life with the buzz of a voicemail.


‘It’s Mitch,’ Bryony mouthed.


Jess checked her emails to find one from Barry, a salmon-trouser-wearing lothario of seventy from her village, wishing her a happy holiday and warning her not to fall in love with a ‘Frenchie’ and forget about him. There was also a short one from Anthony, asking if she’d be around next week. Nope. She looked up at Bryony, just in time to see her repeatedly smacking her phone against the pillow.


‘Whoa, whoa, what’s wrong?’ Jess asked, putting down her phone.


‘I’m sick of this! I’m sick of this job! I don’t want to do this any more.’ Bryony’s face was pink with rage as she paced the tiny room, pinging around like a pinball. ‘He makes me hate myself. Every day it’s “Expose this celebrity, dig some dirt on that soap star, source some fat photos of that singer,” when that singer is blatantly struggling with anorexia. Well guess what, Mitch? I’m fat. You wanna expose me? You want me to shame other women when there’s a big ol’ muffin top right here!’ She yanked up her dress, grabbed a red lipstick from her open suitcase and drew a huge circle on her hip. ‘Look how gross I am! Let’s point and laugh! Oh bugger, this is one of those twenty-four-hour lip stain things . . .’


Blimey. Bryony was always so deadpan despondent about her life that people got used to her dry manner, and it was rare that she flipped out like this. Jess stepped forward and gently slid Bryony’s dress back down. She had lovely knickers on – big comfy-looking mint shorts – but this was not the time to ask where they came from. ‘Okay, crazy, calm down, it’s okay,’ Jess soothed. ‘You’re overtired right now, but it’s okay, I’m here. Let’s get you through these next two weeks and then you can hand in your notice. You shouldn’t be this unhappy.’


‘How come you’re always so happy?’


‘I’m not.’


‘Maybe I should have just stayed in Cornwall too. No drama, just an easy, simple life.’


‘I mean, I do have some dramas . . .’ Jess protested. Just because she wasn’t in London didn’t mean she didn’t have things going on.


‘Besides, it’s not that easy,’ continued Bryony. ‘Journalism is so hard to get into, and it’s not like I even have a decent portfolio of cuttings because all I’ve been allowed to write about over the past seven years is how many wrinkles so-and-so has, followed by how ridiculed they should be if they dare to have Botox.’ She sat on the floor, her head in her hands. ‘I just need a good story, a story that means something, that people read and go, “Huh, well that actually taught me a thing or two about the world.” Do you think if I can get something like that here Mitch would start to take me seriously?’


‘Do you think he’d print it?’


Bryony shrugged and looked up at Jess. ‘This’ll be the last time I try.’ She pulled herself to her feet with a sigh. ‘Sorry I had a paddy. It just gets to me sometimes.’


‘Don’t apologise: it’s good to unleash.’


‘You never unleash. What is it you do? Flip a switch or something?’


‘If I’m having grumpy thoughts I just try to turn them off, but it doesn’t always work.’ Sometimes Jess wondered if she turned off her feelings too much. ‘What did Mitch actually say? Does he want you to do something?’


‘Apparently he’s heard from a source, which is his way of saying I’m not on the ball enough, that there are two Z-listers – married, but not to each other – having a very indiscreet humpathon over at the Luxe hotel pool. I have to get over there immediately. Like a pervert. So I guess that’s our fun ruined for ever.’


‘Not at all, it’s just for a couple of hours. And, um, which Z-listers?’


‘Some Made in Money star that has a naked cameo in one of the indie movies this year, and that guy . . .’ she clicked her fingers in thought.


‘Which guy?’ Jess salivated.


‘Mitch just told me and the name’s gone already. You know, the one from the film with the things. The robots. Or was it aliens? Or alien robots. Big beardy man . . . Hang on, that’s someone else . . . Anyway, looks like I have to dash. I’m so sorry.’


‘It’s fine, go. I’ll have an explore, and assuming some movie star doesn’t invite me back to his hotel for a festival-long love-fest, could we meet for dinner?’


Bryony was trawling through her suitcase for her biggest, darkest sunglasses. ‘Absolutely. I’ll be done in a few hours – let’s meet back here mid-afternoon then have that big, start-the-holiday night out.’


‘You okay?’ Jess asked, her hands on her hips as she looked up at her friend.


‘Yep. I’m glad you’re here, though. If you weren’t I probably would have spiralled into some naked mess lying on the carpet, scribbling on myself with red lippy and sobbing.’


‘As if I’ve never seen you do that before.’
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Jess stepped out of the hotel in her most nautical of day dresses and big Audrey Hepburn shades so she could stare at people without them noticing. She felt so “Riviera Life”, and in her mind a big band was playing some jolly ditty while she swayed down the street like Ginger Rogers.


The air was warm, a refreshing change from back home, and although she doubted she’d actually dropped any pounds since leaving England yesterday evening, the closer she got to the seafront the lighter she felt. The air buzzed with an opening-night anticipation: the start of summer, the start of the film festival, the start of . . . well, she’d see.


Film-festival posters decorated the windows of shops and restaurants, and banners on street lamps waved in the breeze. As she neared the Promenade de la Croisette, the road stretching alongside the Mediterranean in front of the exquisite hotels, the scooters turned into supercars and the regular-sized people became towering supermodels. As she wandered near to the Palais des Festivals et des Congrès, the vast white convention centre hosting most of the goings-on at the Cannes Film Festival, she could see swarms of people scurrying back and forth over the immense red carpet, tweaking lights, sweeping steps and making a thousand minuscule adjustments so that it was perfect for the big stars who would be descending upon it from the following day.


Jess watched, heart and energy levels full, a world of excitement and intrigue before her, knowing this was to be her home for the next two weeks. What had taken her so long to start exploring the world?


Yes, she could live here. She could own a Ferrari and dine out in wildly overpriced restaurants every night before retiring to her yacht. Yes. Even the air was fabulous, smelling of salt, money and chocolate, which was frankly an amazing combination. Her stomach growled, and she looked around her until she realised where the chocolate smell was coming from.


She walked up to a sea-facing kiosk, thinking the man inside had one of the loveliest views a chef could have.


‘Bonjour, Monsieur. Je voudrais une crêpe, s’il vous plaît,’ she said carefully, with an awful accent.


‘Nutella?’


‘Oui, s’il vous plaît.’


‘Crème?’ he asked, making the motion of squirty cream with his hands, though how he knew she wasn’t French was beyond her.


‘Oh, OUI, s’il vous plaît!’


The seller whipped up her crêpe in record time, and as he handed it to her Jess felt the happy smugness of one doing whatever they wanted, and jolly well treating themselves to a fat, gooey slab of indulgence for lunch if they wanted one. Marilyn would have approved. Jess chomped into the crêpe, Nutella oozing out of the edges, spilling warm gloop over her fingers and dotting the end of her nose with chocolate. With an audible ‘Mmmm’ she took another large bite and breathed in the aroma of blissful-chocolatiness-meets-summer-holidays.


What a view. Standing in the middle of the Croisette, she had the sparkling sea and ridiculous-sized superyachts in front of her, towering posh-pants hotels behind her, an expansive red carpet to her right and, mmm, a delicious man jogging down the promenade like some kind of a slow-mo scene from a romantic comedy.


Hang on, was he running at her? She glanced around – no muggers about to slit her throat from behind, no person standing with some bottles of water or a plate of orange slices. The closer he got, the more obvious it became that he really did seem to be heading straight towards her. Jess backed up against the fence and held her crêpe up over her eyes.


A shadow passed over her and she peeked up. The man stood, tall and lightly tanned, and sweating profusely, but not in an altogether unattractive way. He yanked out his earphones, wiped a big hand across his eyes and panted at her. She gawped back at him, unsure what was about to come next. She held her crêpe close.


‘Bon matin?’ he queried, still panting.


‘Bon matin.’


‘Um, où est la crêpe?’ His pronunciation was just as awful as hers, but she still wasn’t sure what was happening.


‘Ici . . .’ She held her crêpe in the air, briefly, before pulling it back under her protection in case he was some kind of a crêpe thief.


‘Um . . .’


‘Are you English?’ Jess asked.


‘Yes!’ He beamed, relief shining out of his smile. ‘Are you?’


‘Yes,’ she laughed.


‘Phew! You just made my day – I just assumed you were French, and I am so awful at French.’


‘What made you think I was French?’ Whatever it was, she’d gladly do more of it.


A blush tiptoed over him and he fumbled his words. ‘Your dress, I guess, you look all nautical and pretty and things; you fit right into all this,’ he gestured to their Riviera surroundings.


Yeah she did! ‘Why, this old thing?’ she joked, fluffing out her frock.


‘It’s nice.’ They stood awkwardly for a moment, looking from one another to the view, and back again. Her shades allowed her to peer sideways at him without it being obvious, and she quickly took in his open, friendly face dusted with shyness, and his sun-kissed hair. And his extreme tallness. Suddenly he seemed to remember that it was his move. ‘Sorry – your crêpe. It looks way better than jogging.’


‘Oh, it is! It’s much better.’


‘Can I ask where you got it?’


Jess pointed behind her, at the large kiosk with CRÊPES written on it. He put his hands on his hips and stared at the kiosk. ‘Where? Where on earth can I get a crêpe around here? Come on, France, you had one job.’


He smiled at her, an infectious, dopey, sexy beam that she couldn’t help but mirror, and lifted his T-shirt slightly to mop his face, revealing a dash of delicious stomach and even more sweat. Jess found herself fighting a primal urge to lick him. Urgh, what was wrong with her?


‘I’m so disgusting,’ he laughed. ‘I just interrupted your happy moment by blocking your view, breathing heavily and making you smell my sweat. I swear I’m not a sex pest.’


‘Good to know. How was the run?’


‘Rubbish. I don’t know what I was thinking – it’s so hot. Then I saw you.’


Jess’s heart ba-boomed.


‘I mean your crêpe,’ he clarified, chuckling and covering his face with his hands. ‘I’m really not a sex pest. Nor am I a very good flirt.’


This was flirting? He was flirting with her? Well . . . all right, that was nice. ‘You’re doing okay, for someone who’s said “sex pest” twice in the first two minutes.’


‘I’m going to make a big effort not to say it again, I promise. Um, so do you come here – no, that’s crap as well . . .’ He sighed and stuffed his phone and headphones into the pocket of his shorts, then looked back up at her, his eyes crinkling at the edges. ‘I tell you what: how about another crêpe? It’s the least I can do.’


In the spirit of seizing life a little more, and the desire to hang out with this strange, awkward and charming man a little longer, she accepted. ‘I shouldn’t, but yes please. They’re so good, I really want another one.’


‘Brilliant; with the works?’


‘Yes please.’ She walked with him back to the kiosk and watched him as he placed their order. Where did he come from all of a sudden? ‘I’m Jess.’


‘I’m Leo. Nice to meet you, Jess, hope it hasn’t ruined your day meeting me.’ For a millisecond Jess’s heart leapt – Leo DiCaprio? – but no; even covered in sweat she knew he wasn’t that Leo. The sandycoloured waves to his hair, the English accent and the lack of a Victoria’s Secret model by his side gave it away.


Jess sunk her teeth into the second squidgy crêpe and watched as Leo did the same. Another yummy-moan escaped her but she didn’t care. ‘This is the best day ever. I thought the first crêpe was good, but now it’s like having a really good dream and waking up to have the same thing happening in real life.’


‘You are so right, this is amazing. I’m definitely having another one after this and you should too.’


‘No, I shouldn’t.’


‘But then it would be like having a great dream, waking up and it still being there, all delicious and moreish, then going back to sleep and falling back into the exact same dream.’


Mmm. ‘But you’ve been jogging, you’ve earned it.’


‘No, I really haven’t. I’ve only been going for about five minutes; I’m just this sweaty because I’m so out of shape.’


Jess begged to disagree, but only in her head, and he didn’t need to know what was going on in there.


‘We could just keep going round in circles,’ he continued, polishing off his crêpe in a few more giant mouthfuls. ‘It would be so good, think how happy we’d be. People would talk it about it for years: “Remember when Jess and Leo ate all the crêpes in France . . . ”’


She smiled. How come there were just some people in the world you felt immediately comfortable with? There was none of that just-met-someone, pick-at-your-food-in-case-you-get-some-on-your-face worry; he was just joining her in her big, messy, delicious happiness.


He checked his watch. ‘Right, guttingly, duty calls and it’s back to work I go. It was good to meet you. Catch you later, I hope?’


‘I’m sure I’ll see you around.’


‘Cannes isn’t that big – I’ll find you. Not in a sex-pest kind of way.’ He lobbed another massive grin her way and took off, jogging down the promenade towards the marina. She watched him go, until the jingling of her phone brought her back to reality.
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‘Hi, Mum,’ said Jess, leaning against a railing and gazing out at the Mediterranean, a smile she couldn’t control playing on her face.


Patty responded by belting out ‘There’s No Business Like Show Business’. ‘How is it, honey? As marvellous as we remember?’


‘Hey, girlfriend,’ her dad, Jeff, said, coming in on the other landline.


‘Hi, Dad.’ Her parents weren’t your average OAPs. In fact, Jess was convinced that when they looked in the mirror they still saw a couple of twenty-somethings, touring the world and living life like there was no time limit.


‘Jeff, do you remember that yacht party we went to in Cannes, with the dancing girls and the tequila?’


‘Like it was freakin’ yesterday. But it was off Saint-Tropez, not Cannes. Don’t you remember, “Crazy crazy Saint-Tropez-y”?’


‘Move those hips like Patrick Swayze!’ Patty tittered. ‘Just kidding, honey,’ she said, addressing her daughter again. ‘Dirty Dancing came out years later. I added that last bit, but it worked right? And it would have been very apt that night—’


‘Anyway,’ said Jess. ‘I’ve arrived, and it’s beautiful and classy, and I can see them setting up the red carpet for the film festival from where I’m standing.’


‘Heeeeeey,’ drawled Cameron, her big brother, coming on the line as well.


Really? She was away for twenty-four hours and he was already skulking about, probably eating their Jaffa Cakes and messing up her old bedroom, sitting on her blow-up chair and whatnot. ‘You’re at Mum and Dad’s again?’


‘They have Sky. I like to watch National Geographic in case they have any programmes about places I’ve been.’


Jess rolled her eyes. ‘Any luck so far?’


Cameron paused, then decided to ignore her question. ‘So, whatcha doing?’


‘Walking along by the sea in Cannes, looking at all the celebrities.’


‘No you’re not.’


‘Yes I am,’ Jess said, as smug as a teenager who’d got a better Christmas present than her brother.


‘Who can you see?’


‘Ryan and Blake,’ she said, looking through her shades at an elderly couple on the beach. She shifted her gaze to a blonde woman selling ice cream. ‘Scarlett Johansson.’


‘Shut up, no you can’t.’


‘And it is hot here, much hotter than Cornwall. How’s the rain?’


‘It can’t be as hot as when I was in Nicaragua . . .’


Here we go. Patty and Jeff, back in the seventies, had been in a place of unadulterated hippiedom when Patty had fallen pregnant. Being enamoured of anything that involved adventure or fun, they saw having a baby as just another piece of the big, crazy puzzle of life: someone to share their explorations with and to show what a magical place the world was. So for six years after the birth of Cameron the three of them, along with a lot of hemp nappies, kept on travelling, kept on living, living, living.


Then Patty became pregnant again, and out popped baby Jess. And bam! The fun stopped for everyone, as Patty and Jeff decided that two kids, along with the backpacks and the good times, were too much to handle and settled down by the seaside for a quiet life. Jess felt like the biggest party-pooper ever.


Nowadays, Cameron liked to think of himself as incredibly well-travelled and worldly-wise, though he’d been just six years old when he returned to Cornwall, and other than a few orienteering trips to Scotland with his uni friends, Jess hadn’t seen him leave England since. Jess was determined, now more than ever, to make sure she experienced life outside the village.


‘How are you doing, sweetheart, are you okay? Go away, stupid boys.’ Her mum came back on the phone and Jess could hear herself being carried through the house to the bay window in Patty’s office.


‘I’m fine, it really is lovely here.’


‘You’re not feeling too . . . I don’t know . . .’


‘No I’m fine. It feels good to be out and about.’


‘It does, doesn’t it?’ Patty sighed, and Jess felt that twinge of guilt she always felt when her parents mooned about their past and what could have been. ‘Just come home if it gets too much, or if anyone wants you to do anything you’re not comfortable with.’


‘Mum, I’m with Bryony, and this is Cannes, not Magaluf. And I’m thirty-two.’


‘Well I still like to protect you, so there. Is Bryony with you now?’


‘No, she’s stalking some celebrities who are having an affair.’


‘That’s nice. Are you finding the people friendly?’


‘Very,’ Jess said with a smile.


‘The language not too difficult?’


‘Thus far I’ve mainly spoken English, to be honest, or just said “yes” and “please” a lot. How’s the café?’ Jess had left her business in the hands of Cameron while she was away.


‘It’s doing fine. Cameron’s got Manpreet in charge today.’


‘But—’


‘And you know how experienced she is.’


‘Okay, but don’t let him keep closing early just to hang out at yours and pretend he’s reminiscing.’


Patty ignored her and steered the conversation back to Cannes. ‘Now, what are you doing for the rest of the day?’


Jess breathed in and looked around her. ‘Well . . . I feel like I could do anything.’
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‘You met a bloke,’ Bryony said accusingly as soon as Jess opened the door to their hotel room. She jumped off the bed, pushing aside her laptop and sniffed the air. ‘And you ate Nutella with him, you dirty girl.’


‘How did you know? Were you stalking me by accident?’


‘I was right?’ Bryony whooped. ‘I’m such a Derren Brown. I guessed the man bit because you look all pink and happy – though it could have easily been a bit of sunburn – and the Nutella bit, well, there’s a big blob of it on your dress.’


Jess stuffed the fabric in her mouth and sucked. ‘How was your celeb-spying?’ she asked afterwards.


‘Dire. How was sightseeing?’


‘Brilliant. I met a boy!’ Whoops, that had just burst its way out there, hadn’t it? ‘Tell me about yours first.’


‘My day was spent almost entirely drinking coffee after coffee like Billy No-Mates, sitting behind a pot plant in the hotel foyer. No sign of the supposed lovers, no sign of anyone else noteworthy. Sometimes I think Mitch just makes these things up to keep me on my toes and see if I’ll do anything he says.’


‘Oh no, so you didn’t see a single famous person?’


‘Not a peep. I thought I saw George Clooney, but it was just a cardboard cutout. Back to real-life boys; who did you meet?’


Jess bypassed Bryony’s question, too caught up with the possibility of being star-struck. ‘Can you imagine if we’re out in a restaurant and at the next table are George, Amal, Brad, Angelina, Kim and Kanye, Beyoncé and Jay-Z and Jennifer Aniston?’


‘I don’t think Jen would be there with Brad and Ange. I don’t even think Brad and Ange would be there together.’


‘But wouldn’t it be great if they all were? Imagine the eavesdropping!’


Bryony laughed. ‘You should work at Sleb, not me.’ Bryony was completely unfazed by celebrities, her feet firmly in the ‘they’re just people’ camp, which only went to prove how ill-suited she was to her current role. Jess, however, whose only celebrity encounter came from going to a taping of Deal or No Deal in Bristol, was ready to have her tiny world lit up by a thousand stars.


‘So you haven’t seen any of Cannes yet?’ Jess asked.


‘Just the inside of two hotels. How was it?’


‘Just beautiful – the sun is warm, the sea glitters, there’s a buzz in the air that makes me think Marilyn could glide by any minute. Have you ever had a simple change of scenery make you feel a million miles away from home?’


Bryony thought about it. ‘Not really. Most of the time that I’m away it’s for work, and that makes me feel more stuck at home than anything. But that’s how I want to feel, one day, when I’m going undercover in exotic or life-changing places.’


Jess put on her wisest face. ‘That’s deep. Shall we have some wine? The supermarket on the other side of the motorway was jam-packed with amazing cheap local plonk – mostly rosé – so I brought us back a few bottles to sample, along with some of these . . .’ Jess pulled out a large packet of crisps. ‘Now, I think they’re basically own-brand Frazzles-flavoured-Wotsits, but they seem to just be called “Bacon Goût”, which sounds delightful – I had to try them.’


Bryony grabbed at the bag. ‘Yum. Let’s take these up to the roof terrace and you can make me loathe my own pitiful life even more by telling me about this man you shared a tub of Nutella with.’
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‘We ate crêpes,’ said Jess, settling back on a white plastic sun lounger, a far cry from the plush taupe-cushioned ones that lined the private beaches of the Croisette, having poured them each a plastic cup of rosé. Leo was dancing about in her mind like the remnants of a dream – she wanted to think about him, and talk about him, but he’d come and gone so quickly and unexpectedly that she didn’t know what she could piece together out loud. ‘I don’t know who he was, actually. His name was Leo – not DiCaprio – and he was just a nice friendly guy out for a jog and we got chatting.’


Bryony stuffed a handful of Bacon Goût into her mouth. ‘Were you jogging?’


‘God no, I was eating.’


‘What did he look like?’


Jess mused, staring at their view of the back of a lot of hotels and a sliver of turquoise sea in between them. ‘A little bit like Benedict Cumberbatch when he has lighter hair, when his hair is like honey. And very, very tall. A bit sweaty, but with this huge smile you can’t help but smile back at.’ She rolled onto her side and lowered her voice. ‘Like, do you remember that fake scene in Sherlock, when Benedict and Moriarty are on the rooftop, laughing, and they grin at each other before going in for a kiss?’


‘You mean the hottest scene ever on television, that I watch on repeat while eating ice cream?’


‘That’s the one. Well his grin was like that: kind of fun, and delicious, and like there were only the two of us there.’


‘Whoa. You are in trouble.’


‘I was just like, bloody hell, I would so be the hot gay Moriarty to your hot gay Sherlock right now. But maybe it was all the sunshine and Nutella. Chocolate’s an aphrodisiac, right?’


‘Chocolate, and Mr Cumberbatch. Is he French?’


‘No, English.’


‘Is he in showbiz, or just part of the playboy rich crowd?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Are you going to see him again?’


‘I don’t know—’


‘Did you get his number, or Twitter handle, or whatever it is the kids do these days when finding a mate?’


‘No, it was nothing really, just passing chit-chat.’ Jess settled back down, unable to wipe the smile from her face.


‘Passing chit-chat that made you need a cold shower. What did you chat about?’


‘Stop being such a journalist!’


Bryony smiled and side-eyed Jess. ‘I’m just saying . . . Cannes is not a big place, and I like seeing your smile back. You’ve been a little down recently, and when you’re down, Little Miss Sunshine, I worry that the big ol’ Technicolor musical that is your world is about to end.’


Jess sipped her wine. Part of her wanted to tell Bryony what had been wrong, but another part wanted to submerge herself in the happiness she was just beginning to soak back into, and not drag it up again. Right now, under the sun with wine in hand and Bacon Goût in mouth, was not the time.


‘I know. Sorry I was a grump. I will talk to you about it, but at the moment there are more important things to decide.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like where can we go tonight that has the highest likelihood of me being able to ogle celebrities?’
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‘Do you think I look okay? Can you see the lines of my Spanx on my thighs? I swear they keep rolling up.’ Jess ducked into a doorway and reached up underneath her pencil skirt to unroll them. At that moment, a group of girls at least three foot taller, with cheekbones at least three times as sharp, glided past.


‘You look stunning, just like Marilyn.’


‘You look stunning. That dress is amazing on you.’ Bryony was in navy sequins and silver heels with ten million tiny straps. ‘You will definitely fit in with the glitterati tonight.’


‘Like I care; they should want to fit in with us. But I’m telling you – people are going to mistake you for a movie star.’


‘Well, it happens all the time in Cornwall, you know, dahhling.’ Jess linked arms with Bryony and they sashayed around the corner of the InterContinental Carlton, pausing to admire its iconic façade in the coppery, evening light. Standing there, wearing an outfit that made her feel as glamorous as Miss Monroe and looking up at a place that had been home to countless stars from the golden era of Hollywood through to present Forbes Celebrity 100, Jess felt a tingle she hadn’t felt . . . ever? She needed this; it was going to be amazing, a great night that she and Bryony would talk about for years to come. Who would they see? Who would be there? Would Leo be there? It was the tiniest of possibilities, but one that shook her heart about like a snow globe.


‘At some point in the next two weeks, can we go in here? Just for one drink?’ Jess asked, peering at a menu on the wall of the terrace restaurant. ‘Maybe even just for an Earl Grey, as that alone is eleven euros . . .’
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