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1. Paris, Here We Come

The GB plates sparkled in the early morning sun as Class 3 of Hampstead Primary School gathered beside the school bus parked in New End Square. Mr Coatsworth, the driver, had fixed a sign that said ‘PARIS, HERE WE COME!’ on to the front window of the bus, and was standing back to admire it.

Mr Jones, the class teacher, was busy collecting passports from the children, who were jostling one another impatiently and talking excitedly about their school trip as they waited to board the bus.
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Avril, who had been studying the church clock, pushed herself to the front of the class.

‘Where’s Miss Parker?’ she demanded. ‘She said if we weren’t here by eight o’clock the bus would leave without us. Well, it’s eight o’clock now and she ain’t here,’ she added, glancing anxiously up the hill at an approaching taxi in case Miss Parker was in it. To her relief, nobody got out as the taxi pulled into the kerb.

‘Yes, Sir,’ chorused the rest of Class 3, pushing eagerly towards the bus door. ‘Let’s go without her!’

Mr Jones held his hand up for silence. ‘Miss Parker isn’t coming on the bus. But –’ he raised his voice above the cheers – ‘she’s meeting us at the ferry. She said,’ he continued, as the children groaned, ‘that she’d make her own way to Dover.’

Jessica sighed. ‘And I thought she’d been kidnapped, like that film on Saturday.’

‘Kidnapped!’ Morgan repeated bitterly. ‘Who’d want to kidnap her? They’d have to be mad!’

‘And speak French,’ muttered Sacha, noticing a sleek French car pulling into the square. ‘She doesn’t seem to understand much English.’

‘Perhaps we could find a mad Frenchman who’d do it,’ said Matthew thoughtfully, turning to Sacha. ‘Your dad’s half French, isn’t he?’

‘Yes,’ said Sacha, ‘but he isn’t mad. Not even half mad,’ he added quickly.

‘Now, children,’ said Mr Jones sternly, ‘I know it’s a great shame that Miss Barker can’t be with us, but I’m sure that once we’ve got to know her better, Miss Parker will turn out to be very …’ His voice trailed off, as the children shuffled their feet. ‘Quite,’ he corrected himself, ‘pleasant. After all, she’s only been with us for a few days, and Miss Barker did recommend her. Her French is perfect,’ he added desperately.

‘Her English ain’t,’ said Avril.

Mr Coatsworth, who had been walking round the bus, polishing the GB plates, had heard only part of the conversation. ‘What’s Miss Barker done to you then?’ he asked. ‘I thought she was one of your favourites.’

‘We’re not talking about Miss Barker,’ said Avril. ‘We’re talking about Miss Parker!’

‘Barker, Parker,’ said Mr Coatsworth, confused. ‘Who’s Miss Parker then? I thought your headmistress was coming. She always comes to France.’

‘She was,’ Mr Jones sighed. ‘But she was taken to hospital on Thursday with suspected appendicitis. Apparently she rang Miss Parker to ask if she would substitute for her until she was back at school.’

‘Oh! What a shame!’ said Mr Coatsworth. ‘We’ll have to send her lots of postcards.’

‘We can’t,’ said Mr Jones. ‘We don’t know which hospital she’s in. She forgot to tell Miss Parker.’

‘And now horrible Miss Parker is taking us for French until Miss Barker comes back,’ said Matthew.

‘And she’s coming with us instead,’ Sacha muttered. ‘Worse luck!’

‘Well now,’ said Mr Coatsworth cheerfully. ‘Surely she wouldn’t want to come with us if she was that bad!’

‘She’s probably coming to make sure we’re all miserable,’ said Jessica. ‘She’s probably planning to lock us in the Bastille and watch us slowly starve to death.’

‘Like the first day she was at school,’ said Morgan.

‘We hadn’t done nothing, neither,’ said Avril indignantly. ‘We only asked if she came from Paris!’

‘She eats an awful lot of garlic,’ Akbar explained.

‘And she don’t speak proper, neither,’ Avril insisted. ‘She started shouting about being born in Potters Bar, and never having been to Paris in her life, and what name was more English than Parker, then made us stay in and miss lunch.’

‘Perhaps the poor woman was feeling a bit nervous,’ Mr Coatsworth said. He laughed. ‘I’d be a bit nervous myself meeting you lot for the first time!’

‘Anyway,’ said Mr Jones, patting Avril’s shoulder, ‘I’m sure we’ll have a marvellous time in Paris. Now, everyone on the bus. We don’t want to miss the ferry.’

And after they’d all climbed on to the bus, Class 3 forgot all about the new French teacher.

‘Paris, here we come!’ they screamed, as the bus pulled out of the square.

‘Sacha,’ said Morgan, glancing out of the back window, and prodding Sacha, who was sitting next to him, ‘didn’t your dad say 75 was a Paris registration number?’

‘Yes,’ said Sacha.

‘What a coincidence,’ Morgan murmured.

Sacha looked at the taxi that was driving behind them.

‘The black Citroën,’ said Morgan, ‘behind the taxi. It has a Paris number plate!’
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2. Followed

By the time the bus had reached Dover, the children were beside themselves with excitement.

Jessica didn’t stop talking throughout the journey. She told amazing stories about her adventures in the city, and as she was the only child in the class who’d been there (apart from Sacha, who, Jessica pointed out, didn’t count, as he was eighteen months old at the time), everyone listened.

‘Fancy that!’ Mr Coatsworth would murmur from the driver’s seat, as Jessica, ignoring the interruptions from some of the disbelieving children, launched into another hair-raising tale about Paris.

Morgan, who was beginning to have doubts about Jessica’s Hunchback of Notre Dame episode himself, glanced idly out of the window.

‘Sacha!’ he hissed. ‘Look!’ He pointed to the road behind them.

‘What? The taxi?’ Sacha asked in surprise.

‘Behind the taxi,’ said Morgan.

Cruising behind the taxi was the black Citroën they’d seen earlier, and bending over the wheel was a man with a huge beard.

‘I’m sure he’s following us,’ Morgan whispered. ‘I wonder why.’

‘Not long now, kids,’ Mr Coatsworth shouted, interrupting Morgan’s thoughts and Jessica’s story, as he pointed to the sign for the ferry.

‘He’s not following us now,’ said Sacha. The bus had turned into the traffic lane for the ferry and was immediately overtaken by the taxi, and then by the French car.

‘Come on!’ he added, as the rest of the children raced to the front of the bus to try and get a glimpse of the ferry. Morgan stood up slowly, shook his head, then ran to the front of the bus too.

The bus stopped at Passport Control while the immigration officer checked the passports then, wishing them a pleasant journey, told Mr Coatsworth to join the line of lorries and buses in front of them.

‘There it is!’ screamed the children, pointing ahead to the ferry. ‘And it’s boarding!’

‘Well done, old girl,’ said Mr Coatsworth, patting the steering wheel. ‘Perfect timing!’

‘Perfect,’ agreed Mr Jones as the bus followed the line of vehicles down the ramp and on to the ferry.

‘And now,’ he said, when the bus was safely on the boat, ‘to find Miss Parker.’ Class 3, groaning at the mention of Miss Parker, followed Mr Jones and Mr Coatsworth along the rows of parked vehicles towards the stairs that led to the decks. Suddenly Morgan stopped.
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‘Sacha!’ he cried, pulling his friend back and pointing to a gap between two lorries.

‘Crikey!’ whispered Sacha.

Parked in the next row was the black Citroën with Paris number plates.

‘Come on, lads!’ Mr Jones shouted. ‘We don’t want to lose you already!’

‘We’re being followed!’ Sacha shouted back, but as the rest of Class 3 were crowding round the teacher, all talking at once, he didn’t hear Sacha, and by the time the two boys had caught up with him, they were already upstairs.

‘Mr Jones,’ Morgan said breathlessly, ‘we’re being followed!’

‘By a bearded man in a black Citroën,’ said Sacha.
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‘With Paris number plates,’ Morgan added.

‘I saw a taxi following us,’ Avril complained, ‘but I didn’t see no Citroën.’

‘I saw it,’ shouted Matthew, ‘in New End Square.’

‘I saw it too!’ cried Akbar.

‘So did we!’ shouted the rest of Class 3.

Mr Coatsworth scratched his head. ‘Come to think of it,’ he murmured, ‘I seem to remember seeing a black Citroën in New End. It followed the old girl on the motorway for a while, then overtook her.’

‘It must just be a coincidence,’ Mr Jones said, frowning. ‘Why would anyone want to follow us?’

‘Hello!’ a voice interrupted. Facing them across the main deck, a huge hat covering the top part of her face and a long scarf wound around the bottom part, was a tall woman with a thick bandage round her leg.
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‘Blimey!’ muttered Avril. ‘Who’s that?’

A sudden gust of wind tore the hat from the woman’s head. Mr Jones and the children gasped in amazement. It was Miss Parker who was smiling at them, and her hair, which they had glimpsed before she’d had time to grab her hat and jam it on again, was a brilliant shade of yellow.

‘Blimey!’ Avril gasped. ‘She’s gone and dyed her hair!’
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