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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Ellie Hopkins came out of the supermarket, up to her eyeballs in shopping bags, scared to death that she might have forgotten something. The list her girlfriend, Zoe Cook, had given her had been horrendously long. Ellie had barely recognised half the items she’d been sent for. Where on earth did Zoe think she was going to buy a full duck from, anyway? She’d just have to be happy with chicken, Ellie told herself.
 
    
 
   But when she imagined telling Zoe she’d missed something out, she felt a little twitch in her eyelid. She blinked it away and continued her journey, stopping at the traffic lights. Maybe she could google butchers’ shops? Did they even exist anymore? There had to be somewhere to get it, she prayed.
 
    
 
   Laden down, Ellie managed to use her elbow to hit the button on the lights and waited for the green man to appear. After an interminable delay, it finally illuminated. She stepped off the pavement, but before she could get two steps, some boy racer who’d decided it was practically still amber whizzed past her. He was close enough to lift her floral dress with the gust of wind created by the speeding vehicle. In fact, he was close enough that she felt the wing mirror car brush her cardigan.
 
    
 
   Most people would have cursed the idiot that had risked lives to save thirty seconds on their journey. But as Ellie dived back onto the pavement, dropping her shopping bags everywhere, she called out ‘Sorry!’ to the car.
 
    
 
   The boy racer didn’t hear her. He was long gone. 
 
    
 
   Ellie felt a little shaken from the incident. She picked up the shopping bags, hit the button for the lights again and waited for another chance to cross the road, hoping no one had seen her embarrassing incident. 
 
    
 
   Her thoughts soon turned back to the duck.
 
    
 
    
 
   A few hundred yards away, Jordan Payne was being dragged from the park by a Shih Tzu named Doris who was under the impression that she was the size and fearsomeness of a Rottweiler. She’d spotted a Greyhound on its way into the park and she was desperate to go over and start a tussle with him. Jordan was worried the dog was going to get herself eaten if she didn’t learn to accept her tiny stature. 
 
    
 
   Doris got within a few yards of the Greyhound, who immediately began to snarl at her. The Greyhound didn’t like small dogs. He could remember when it was his job to chase a tiny furry creature around a track and Doris didn’t look dissimilar from the robotic hare.
 
    
 
   Jordan liked to think of herself as a friend to the dogs she walked for a living. Until she needed to keep them safe. Then she’d whip out her ‘Authority’ voice.
 
    
 
   ‘Doris’ Jordan commanded. ‘Heel!’
 
    
 
   Doris immediately slipped back next to Jordan’s feet. She liked Jordan. But she also knew not to mess with her when she heard that tone. 
 
    
 
   But the Greyhound’s owner, a middle aged paunchy guy with a comb-over, was not too happy that Doris was trying to start something with his dog.
 
    
 
        ‘You should be more careful’ he admonished Jordan. ‘If she gets herself bitten, it’ll be your fault.’
 
    
 
   Jordan was not a fan of being told what to do, especially by types like him. He was the kind of man who would look at a skinny woman in her late twenties such as herself, dressed in ripped skinny jeans and a leather jacket, and think he had some kind of authority over her. Jordan happened to disagree. 
 
    
 
         ‘And you should probably just admit to yourself that you’re bald’ Jordan replied as she pulled Doris in the opposite direction.
 
    
 
   The Greyhound’s owner was left gobsmacked by the burn. He touched his hair self-consciously and then pulled his dog into the park.
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that evening, Ellie was staring at a table.
 
    
 
   The candles were lit. The ‘good’ dinner service was laid out. The napkins were folded into overly elaborate shapes. Ellie looked at the beautiful table arrangement and thought only one thing. ‘Why doesn’t Zoe ever do this for me?’
 
    
 
   The table was set in Zoe and Ellie’s large, minimalist apartment (painted in white, off- white, eggshell and ivory) for their soon-to-arrive guests. Zoe was currently in the kitchen, no doubt swearing at a soufflé. Which was only the starter.
 
    
 
   Ellie wasn’t really up for this evening. She knew full well it was going to be hellishly awkward. They were hosting Zoe’s oldest and best friend Caitlin and her partner, Jordan. Ellie wasn’t sure which one of the women she feared the most. Cute little Caitlin, with her pixie cut and her big brown eyes, and a tendency to dress like she was in a French movie from the sixties, was bad enough. She’d no doubt be chatting with Zoe all evening over their shared history, which did not include Ellie. And Ellie would feel invisible, which wasn’t great. 
 
    
 
   But then there was Jordan.
 
    
 
   The thing that Ellie found the most unnerving about Jordan, was that she seemed completely out of shits to give on just about everything. Ellie, whose whole ethos could just about be summed up by the phrase ‘manners cost nothing’ was utterly thrown by the woman. Jordan had very little concern for propriety and not much more mindfulness of other people’s feelings. 
 
    
 
   Ellie never knew what she might say next. It was like standing on the edge of a conversational cliff, waiting to see if Jordan was going to throw them all off every time they did this. And they did this once a month, every month. It was murder on Ellie’s nerves. But Zoe insisted they keep it up.
 
    
 
   Ellie couldn’t understand it. If Zoe wanted to spend time with her friend, why make it this dreadful foursome every time? Couldn’t she just see Caitlin on her own? Ellie would have had absolutely no objections to Zoe having time away from her, it wasn’t anything like that. But Zoe kept it going anyway.
 
    
 
   Ellie could never tell Zoe that she hated it. She didn’t want her to think she was a curmudgeon. Instead, she’d tried to be subtle.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, maybe we could skip dinner tomorrow? I’m kind of tired from the week and Great British Bake Off’s on. It’s bread week-’
 
    
 
         ‘Record it. It’s too late to cancel now.’
 
    
 
   There was something in Zoe’s tone that Ellie couldn’t quite bring herself to argue with. And what was the point? It would only make things unpleasant. Ellie liked to keep things on an even keel. Life was just easier that way. What was that saying? ‘Happy wife, happy life?’ Ellie thought it wasn’t a bad rule to live by. She liked to go with the flow, even if she didn’t always particularly enjoy where that flow took her. 
 
    
 
    
 
   In the basement car park of Ellie and Zoe’s somewhat swanky apartment building, Jordan was watching her girlfriend, Caitlin Day, sliding her Ford Ka into an extremely tight spot. It was a spot that anyone else might have sweated but Caitlin was a relaxed driver. She took her time, manoeuvring until it felt right and then boom, she’d be in before you knew it.
 
    
 
   Jordan admired Caitlin’s easiness. As well as giving her great parking skills, it also made it fun to be around her. Unless you pissed her off. Then she was a tiny Vesuvius. But mostly, she had a pretty casual attitude to life. And that was good. Because the rest of the world tended to piss Jordan off. She needed someone who could be patient with her about the trouble her mouth tended to get her into.
 
    
 
   As Caitlin unclipped her seatbelt, Jordan’s mind began to drift to the evening before them. She was on the same page as Ellie, albeit unknowingly. She hated the monthly charade. 
 
    
 
   For a start, Zoe was insufferable. She was the manager of a bank and she seemed to think that put her above everyone. With her power suits, her strong opinions on wine and her inability to appreciate any music other than classical, it was all so affected. Jordan had a theory that when Zoe was alone, it was all Justin Bieber and White Lightening cider. The thought amused Jordan no end. But it was all the amusement she’d ever get out of highly strung Zoe.
 
    
 
   And as for Ellie, well, there wasn’t a lot to think about. She might as well have had the words ‘Welcome’ embossed on her forehead. Jordan thought that was probably the main appeal she held for that awful control freak Zoe.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey’ Caitlin said, derailing Jordan’s train of thought. ‘You’re not gonna be… I mean, you’re up for tonight, aren’t you?’ she asked pointedly.
 
    
 
   Jordan inhaled deeply. Caitlin was a lot of wonderful things. She was fun, spontaneous and a tiger in the sack. That list did not include subtle.
 
    
 
         ‘Are you asking me to play nice with the other kids?’ Jordan asked dryly.
 
    
 
         ‘In a word, yes. That thing you said last time about money, it’s alright to say stuff like that to me but I really don’t think Zoe appreciated it.’
 
    
 
   It took Jordan a second to figure out what the hell Caitlin might be referring to.
 
    
 
         ‘Do you mean when I said that money is a social construct?’
 
    
 
         ‘I think your exact words were ‘Once the hacktivists wipe out all the financial records, we’ll see how much protection numbers on a screen affords the one percenters when the poor are hunting them for food and sport.’ 
 
    
 
   Jordan’s mouth turned up ever so slightly at the corners.
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t see what’s wrong with that’ she said with a shrug.
 
    
 
   Caitlin had to smile.
 
    
 
         ‘And that’s why I love you.’
 
    
 
   Jordan wasn’t having it.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s why you’re asking me to modify myself, actually.’
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t try and make me look like the arsehole here. You said that because you knew it would get under Zoe’s skin. She’s a bank manager, for god’s sakes! Her whole job is numbers on a screen. I’m just asking you to take it easy on her.’
 
    
 
   Jordan sighed, beaten. She would try to rein herself in for Caitlin, if it would make her happy.
 
    
 
         ‘Fine, I take your point. Let’s just get this over with.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s the spirit’ Caitlin said with a sarcastic thumbs up.
 
    
 
   Jordan’s return gesture was to flip her an only somewhat affectionate bird as they got out of the car. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The flat’s bell went and Zoe immediately walked out of the kitchen to buzz Caitlin in. As she waited for the guests to take the elevator up, she analysed herself in the full length mirror in the hall. She checked her hair and make-up, hoping her caramel skin didn’t look too tired from another sixty-hour work week. But she thought she still had plenty of mileage left in her thirty-four-year-old face. People never thought she was any older than twenty-seven-year-old Ellie, or so they claimed. 
 
    
 
   Zoe patted her short black bob and began to feel ready.
 
    
 
   Ellie watched Zoe’s routine. She did it every time they had this dinner. It was as though Ellie weren’t even in the room, watching her. It was shameless. 
 
    
 
   A light knock finally broke Zoe’s mirror time. Ellie stood back tentatively as Zoe opened the door. Caitlin practically ran in and straight into Zoe’s waiting arms. 
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan watched the hug, both thinking it was a bit much. Anybody would think they hadn’t seen each other in years. 
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan’s eyes flicked to one another and then quickly away. They’d both seen the truth in each other’s eyes. They were mildly uncomfortable with the affection between their girlfriends. 
 
    
 
   Eventually, the hug broke and tall Zoe called a ‘Hi’ over Caitlin’s head to Jordan. Jordan merely nodded back. Zoe seemed not to care that she’d clearly been given a mild snubbing.
 
    
 
   ‘We’re having duck confit tonight; I hope that suits everybody’ Zoe announced.
 
    
 
         ‘God, Zoe! I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble. It’s only us, after all’ Caitlin said, delighted.
 
    
 
         ‘No trouble at all.’
 
    
 
   Ellie had to suppress the urge to snort with laughter. The word ‘trouble’ didn’t begin to cover it. But that was Zoe. It wasn’t enough for her to do things well. She had to make it look effortless to boot. Only Ellie had any real idea how much work went into being Zoe. Sometimes it tired her out just to watch her.
 
    
 
   ‘Ellie, would you do drinks while I check on the food?’ Zoe asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded and took orders. Caitlin asked for white wine. Jordan went for a beer. After everyone had a drink in their hand and had taken a polite sip, Ellie suddenly realised she was alone with the guests. She had better do the chit-chat thing.
 
    
 
   First thing was first, work enquiries. She’d do Jordan first, being that her job was so extraordinarily strange. For Jordan, who was practically a shard of ice in human form, had an oddly caring job.
 
    
 
         ‘How are the pooches, Jordan? Giving you much trouble?’
 
    
 
   Jordan shrugged and said ‘They can’t talk, so their company suits me. It’s people who’re the problem.’
 
    
 
   Ellie struggled to think of a response. 
 
    
 
   Jordan felt a twinge of guilt. She’d as good as said she hated talking to humans, in a conversation with one of those humans. Maybe she needed to dial it back a bit, she thought. Ellie wasn’t offensive to her, just a little spineless. 
 
    
 
   Ellie, thoroughly stumped by Jordan’s little diatribe, turned to Caitlin.
 
    
 
         ‘Caitlin’ Ellie began. ‘How’s it going with the…’ Ellie froze. What was Caitlin doing for work now? It wasn’t the life modelling anymore; Ellie was pretty sure of that. And she hadn’t sold vacuums over the phone since last year. Was she still at the cardboard box factory?
 
    
 
   Caitlin didn’t realise that Ellie was stuck. But Jordan, a lot more observant than her girlfriend, understood perfectly. There was something genuinely sad in Ellie’s large hazel eyes as she grappled wildly for the missing piece of information. It made her think of a particular yellow Labrador that she walked, Dougie. Jordan, a sucker for a wretched animal, felt a rush of pity.
 
    
 
   Ellie was about point five of a second away from a faux pas when she spotted Jordan suddenly tap the ring on her beer hand with her fingernail. It was just one quick, small clink and Jordan didn’t even look at Ellie as she did it. But Ellie understood instantly.
 
    
 
   ‘…The jewellery?’ Ellie asked somewhat desperately, suddenly frightened she’d misinterpreted the clink.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh!’ Caitlin cried, delighted. ‘It’s going great. Well, actually, maybe not great, but I think it’s going to take off soon. I’ve had a lot of early interest.’
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe I could buy a piece?’ Ellie asked kindly.
 
    
 
         ‘Absolutely. I’ll text you the website later.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin, flush from the spotlight, took a celebratory swig of wine and Ellie looked to Jordan, wanting to thank her with a glance. But Jordan steadfastly refused to meet her eye. 
 
    
 
   But aloof Jordan had helped her out of a jam, Ellie realised. Weird.
 
    
 
   ‘How’s the brats, err, the children’ Caitlin quickly corrected ‘at the crèche?’ Caitlin asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie pretended she hadn’t heard the first word Caitlin had chosen. 
 
    
 
         ‘They’re lovely, yes. It’s always a pleasure to spend time with children.’
 
    
 
         ‘Rather you than me’ Caitlin said with a passive aggressive laugh.
 
    
 
   Ellie tried to join in but faltered.
 
    
 
   Zoe suddenly came running in with plates.
 
    
 
         ‘Grub’s up’ she cried, affecting a working class accent.
 
    
 
   Caitlin laughed. No-one else did.
 
    
 
    
 
   After everyone had eaten most of the main and given the obligatory compliments to the chef, who told everyone the preposterous lie that she’d just knocked it up from what she had to hand, conversation began to flow a little more easily. The booze helped.
 
    
 
   Inevitably, Caitlin bought up ‘The Old Days.’
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, do you remember that girl from the room next to yours?’ she asked Zoe.
 
    
 
         ‘Err, no…’ Zoe replied, trying to reach through the fog of time.
 
    
 
         ‘You know, she had that boyfriend with the lazy eye.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, wait… Was it Jane?’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s her. Well, someone else from the dorms, Greg, he was the one who was doing business studies and then he had that nervous breakdown in the first year and switched to geology, across the hall from me…’
 
    
 
   Zoe nodded.
 
    
 
   ‘I saw something on his Facebook, he liked this picture of her and I followed the breadcrumb trail to her page and anyway, to cut a long story short…’
 
    
 
         ‘Too late’ thought Jordan.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s a prison guard now. How odd is that?’
 
    
 
   Zoe’s mouth dropped open.
 
    
 
         ‘Jane? A prison guard? She was on my finance course!’
 
    
 
         ‘Weird, right?’
 
    
 
   Zoe shook her head, mystified.
 
    
 
   Both Jordan and Ellie knew that if Caitlin and Zoe were allowed to go much further down memory lane, it would never end. They would both become ornaments in the background of the evening.
 
    
 
   Ellie felt a sadness at the thought. She wished she were having an evening with Zoe alone. She wasn’t like this usually. There was something about Caitlin that seemed to bring out a certain way in her. 
 
    
 
   Jordan, predictably, wasn’t having it. She was breaking this little party up before it had a chance to get going.
 
    
 
         ‘So, remind me, how did you two even know each other? You weren’t on the same course, right?’
 
    
 
         ‘No’ Caitlin coughed. ‘We were on the same floor of halls. Met at a party.’
 
    
 
         ‘Before you dropped out?’ Jordan asked, still pretending she didn’t remember the details of the story that had been told many times. 
 
    
 
         ‘It wasn’t like that. I’d just had this offer to teach English in Hong Kong and it seemed too good to pass up.’
 
    
 
         ‘Surely you could have done that after your degree finished, I mean you were, what, eighteen months into a medicine degree?’
 
    
 
   Ellie thought she saw the slightest flicker of something in Zoe’s eyes. But then it seemed to vanish.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, but it’s not like I wanted to be a doctor or anything. It was just something to do till I figured out what I really wanted’ Caitlin said quickly.
 
    
 
         ‘And that’ll happen any day now’ Ellie thought, with unusual meanness.
 
    
 
   Zoe suddenly chirped up.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s a shame. You would have looked good in the white coat.’
 
    
 
   There was a silence. No one could think of a damn thing to say to Zoe’s last comment. And when Ellie could take no more, her fevered mind latched onto one possible topic of interest.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, by the way, me and Zoe have a little bit of news.’
 
    
 
   Zoe looked over quickly and Ellie knew straight away that Zoe didn’t want to talk about it. But it was too late. She’d started to say it. What else could she end such a dramatic opener with now? Ellie, no natural liar, had nothing except the truth.
 
    
 
   ‘We’ve been shopping for a sperm donor lately and we’ve found one that we like, he’s an astrophysicist, so we’ve ordered a, err, donation. It’s coming next week.’
 
    
 
   Jordan and Caitlin’s mouths simultaneously dropped open. 
 
    
 
   Jordan eventually found her tongue and said ‘Woah. Seriously?’
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded. Caitlin had yet to respond.
 
    
 
   ‘So who’s taking the bullet?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie said modestly ‘That will be me.’
 
    
 
   Jordan gave a small laugh, still slightly amazed. She hadn’t known that Ellie and Zoe were even planning to do the preggers thing. She wondered if Caitlin knew. One look at Caitlin’s face made it plain that she did not.
 
    
 
         ‘Good luck to you’ Jordan said, meaning it. She didn’t know what kind of mother Zoe would make, but Ellie seemed like the motherly type. And who knew, maybe motherhood would soften Zoe a bit. 
 
    
 
         ‘Thanks’ said Zoe, speaking at last.
 
    
 
   Caitlin suddenly cried out ‘Yeah. Congratulations guys.’ She lifted her glass and said ‘To you and your sperm!’
 
    
 
   No one responded for a second and Caitlin added quickly ‘I mean, to you and your future baby!’
 
    
 
   Everyone clinked.
 
    
 
    
 
   After the evening was done with, Jordan and Caitlin were back in the car park. Jordan was watching Caitlin do an oddly terrible job of getting her Ford Ka out of a space that she’d slid into like butter earlier that evening.
 
    
 
   Back and forth Caitlin went, never quite hitting the target, straddling the white lines time and again. They were just lucky that the car park was no longer full. If Caitlin had been trying to get out from between a couple of Range Rovers, Jordan thought she would have likely collected several wing mirrors by now.
 
    
 
   Jordan couldn’t understand it. What the hell was Caitlin playing at? It was starting to get bloody silly. She wondered if she should just tell her to stop and take the wheel herself. She was about to do just that when Caitlin finally seemed to find her way out.
 
    
 
   ‘There! Perfect’ Caitlin said, as though she hadn’t just spent whole minutes trying to reverse like she was blindfolded.
 
    
 
   Jordan raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Upstairs, Ellie was watching Zoe scrub the dishes with a vigour that seemed about more than a bit of dried-on sauce. She wondered if Zoe’s mood was about the donor announcement.
 
    
 
   ‘Zoe, it was OK, wasn’t it? That stuff I said earlier about the baby.’
 
    
 
   Zoe didn’t stop scrubbing.
 
    
 
         ‘Of course’ she replied coldly.
 
    
 
         ‘I mean, it’s going ahead. They were bound to find out eventually.’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re right. It’s fine. But next time, check with me before you decide to tell everyone our whole lives.’
 
    
 
   Ellie felt a small shock of adrenaline shoot into her hands at the criticism. Should she engage with it? No, she decided. Better to do a small conversational swerve.
 
    
 
         ‘I was quite surprised by Caitlin’s reaction. She seemed a bit shocked.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, do you think?’ Zoe asked, now very casual again.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes. I guess I just assumed you would have talked about our plans.’
 
    
 
         ‘I suppose I just didn’t get round to it.’
 
    
 
         ‘But she’s your best friend, isn’t she? I mean, don’t you talk to her about things-’
 
    
 
   ‘I don’t tell her every little detail of my life, Ellie’ Zoe broke in.
 
    
 
         ‘Little?’
 
    
 
   Zoe stopped scrubbing and turned around.
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t mean little. I just meant that I don’t often see her solo, so we never really do that whole ‘gabbing about our lives’ thing.’
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve never understood why you guys don’t do that.’ Ellie said, a question in the statement.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m busy. And I wouldn’t want to leave you out.’
 
    
 
         ‘Really? Because I’m completely OK with us having separate friendships.’
 
    
 
   Zoe threw a brief, distracted smile over her shoulder and then turned back to the pots.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, maybe we will then’ Zoe said vaguely.
 
    
 
   Ellie would have liked to talk more about it, she had a suspicion that Zoe wasn’t saying something. Ellie was damned if she knew what it was about. But it didn’t matter. She could tell that Zoe was done with the topic.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The next week was strange in the respective Payne/Day and Hopkins/Cook households.
 
    
 
   Something that neither Jordan nor Ellie could put their fingers on. It was as though someone were constantly pranking them but the punchline never arrived. Something was off.
 
    
 
   Jordan noticed it first. Caitlin, never really someone with a strong work ethic, suddenly wouldn’t come out of her craft room. She was in there, night and day, generating piece after piece. In the eighteen months that Jordan had been with Caitlin, not to mention the eleven months of cohabitation, this type of dedication to anything was utterly unprecedented.
 
    
 
   Jordan had never really minded about Caitlin’s general flakiness. She’d come to see it as part of the Caitlin package and therefore learned to love it. But this new hard-working Caitlin, it was unnerving. 
 
    
 
   On the fifth day of the decampment, Jordan tapped on the craft room door, only to hear ‘Not now!’ 
 
    
 
   Jordan, who’d actually been knocking to find out if Caitlin wanted a cuppa, did not care for being spoken to like that. She had half a mind to barge in and let her know just that. But then she decided that, in all honesty, she couldn’t be arsed. 
 
    
 
   Jordan did not enjoy arguing. Mainly because there wasn’t much sport in it. Jordan was a born arguer with the ice cold ability to knock out any opponent with a few strategic hits. And like most of the greats who are lacking for a truly equal opponent, she’d lost the taste for it quite some time ago. She would only get into a row with Caitlin if she had to.
 
    
 
   And since she had a Poodle – Teddy - to get to in forty minutes, now wasn’t the time for a verbal smack down. Because Teddy was quite a schedule-oriented dog. If she didn’t reach him in time, he was likely to take a protest piss on his owner’s oriental rug.
 
    
 
   So Jordan didn’t go in to find out what was up with Caitlin. Which was unfortunate. Because if she had, if they’d talked it all through, the whole mess that was to follow might have been avoided.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ellie was in a similar fix across town. She suddenly had a girlfriend who appeared to have had a personality transplant. But the process happened a lot more gradually.
 
    
 
   The morning after the dinner party, Zoe seemed normal. And when they got home from work, Zoe seemed in an especially good mood. She was making plans for the insemination evening. They were going to try and make it as romantic as they could, given the scientific nature of the process. It was going to be all scented candles and soft violins before she whipped out the turkey baster.
 
    
 
   The mood seemed to continue for the whole week leading up to insemination night: Zoe being about as sweet to Ellie as she’d ever been. Foot massages, carefully prepared dinners, she couldn’t seem to do enough for Ellie. 
 
    
 
   But as the week progressed, somehow, the whole thing started to make Ellie feel a little uncomfortable. It wasn’t that Zoe was being nice. It was that she was being too nice.
 
    
 
   But she shook off her fears. Zoe was just excited, Ellie told herself.
 
    
 
   The day of the insemination, Ellie was at work at the Little Tykes Crèche, a place in the shopping centre for hassled parents to drop their kids off so they could shop in peace for a few hours. She was dealing with a dispute between two little boys who had decided to disband their friendship over who got to feed the Little Tykes hamster-in-residence, Boris. Just as the argument was reaching fever pitch, (‘Boris doesn’t even like you! He told me so!’) Ellie’s workmate Janice suddenly walked in holding a ridiculously large bunch of flowers.
 
    
 
   ‘Well, someone’s got an admirer’ Janice declared.
 
    
 
         ‘Why don’t you go to separate corners?’ Ellie ordered the boys, before asking ‘Who?’ to Janice.
 
    
 
   The boys both huffed but turned obediently, bored with the fight anyway.
 
    
 
         ‘You, you banana!’ Janice said with a cackle and handed Ellie the unwieldy arrangement.
 
    
 
   Ellie read the card, which said:
 
    
 
         ‘To the mother of my future children. Love Zoe xxx.’
 
    
 
         ‘I know it’s not your birthday. Is it your anniversary or something?’ Janice fished.
 
    
 
   Ellie thought for a second, a needle of fear prickling at her heart. Had she forgotten an anniversary? And then she realised that the card was telling her the reason. Tonight. They were going to get pregnant. Zoe was making the day special for her.
 
    
 
         ‘No’ Ellie said. ‘I think it’s just because we’re doing the insemination this evening.’
 
    
 
   Janice, who happened to be broadminded for a sixty-year-old heterosexual woman who’d lived all her life in the same place, nodded her approval.
 
    
 
         ‘Either that or she’s been up to no good!’ Janice said with a laugh. Ellie joined her.
 
    
 
   When Ellie thought later on about how she’d laughed at that joke, her blood ran cold.
 
    
 
    
 
   At four thirty, an hour before Ellie would ordinarily leave for the day, Janice practically pushed her out of the door.
 
    
 
   ‘I’ll be alright, just get home. You’ve got a big night ahead.’
 
    
 
         ‘But you’ve got rehearsals tonight, haven’t you?’
 
    
 
   Janice snorted and said ‘I doubt I’ll be missed. I’m practically an extra in this one.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s ridiculous’ Ellie exclaimed. ‘You should have a starring role.’
 
    
 
         ‘The Croft Amateur Dramatics society apparently thinks it can do a lot better than me’ Janice said.
 
    
 
         ‘Then they’re idiots’ Ellie said sincerely.
 
    
 
         ‘Never mind about all that. Go on, get home!’ Janice cried.
 
    
 
   Ellie let herself be released and off she went, headed for home, feeling nervous but excited. But as she walked up the hallway of her building and put her key into the door, she heard a strange sound come from within. It sounded like arguing.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s not the point!’ she heard Zoe say angrily.
 
    
 
         ‘I think it’s exactly the point’ a voice she couldn’t identify replied in a pitiable tone. ‘It’s not great timing, I realise that. But I can’t let you...’
 
    
 
   At this point, Ellie had the door unlocked. The voices immediately stopped as she entered the hallway.
 
    
 
   In the living room, Zoe and what turned out to be Caitlin were standing stock still in the living room. Caitlin’s face was a little flushed.
 
    
 
   ‘Hi’ Zoe said, almost hitting a normal tone.
 
    
 
   Ellie looked from Zoe to Caitlin and back to Zoe before she finally asked ‘Is everything OK?’
 
    
 
   Zoe shot a look to Caitlin and said ‘Yeah, it’s fine. We were just… Sorry, you must have heard the shouting. It’s… Caitlin, do you mind if I tell her?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin’s lips parted as though she were going to reply. But Zoe didn’t give her the chance. ‘I didn’t tell you this but I loaned Caitlin some money a while back and well, she’s trying to give it back to me even though I know she doesn’t really have it to give right now. I was just trying to make her understand that I won’t take it.’
 
    
 
   Ellie was confused.
 
    
 
         ‘When did you…’ she began. And then thought better of it. Maybe it would be better to get into this with Zoe once they were alone. ‘Right, OK. I’ll just go and make some tea, let you finish talking.’
 
    
 
   She went into the kitchen and filled the kettle noisily so Zoe didn’t think she was eavesdropping. But the water had barely begun to boil when Zoe walked into the kitchen alone.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s gone. I’m so sorry you had to come home to that’ Zoe said apologetically.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s alright but why did you never mention this money thing?’
 
    
 
         ‘Caitlin asked me not to. She was embarrassed.’
 
    
 
   The explanation made sense to Ellie. Caitlin was pretty terrible with money and her erratic career didn’t help. Sometimes she appeared to be rolling in it, other times she could barely pay her rent. And who better to ask than Zoe, who’d been saving carefully since she was eight.
 
    
 
         ‘How much was it?’
 
    
 
   Zoe didn’t answer and Ellie was quick to retract.
 
    
 
   ‘You know what, it’s really none of my business. Forget I asked.’
 
    
 
   Zoe sighed.
 
    
 
         ‘Let’s not talk about this. We’ve got better things to think about tonight, haven’t we?’, Zoe said. The flap that Ellie had walked into seemed to have vanished from Zoe’s demeanor. She was back to the excited parent-to-be. 
 
    
 
         ‘The delivery came today so it’s a good job I got home a bit early to be able to sign for it. We’re all set.’
 
    
 
   A few hours later, after dinner (which Zoe barely touched) they couldn’t put the big moment off any longer. It was conception time.
 
    
 
   After Zoe had unpacked the home insemination kit and gotten everything ready, they went into the bedroom. 
 
    
 
   Once Zoe had put some classical music on low (‘Air on a G String’, a title which Ellie always had to stifle a laugh at or face Zoe’s judgemental look) and gotten the lighting right, they were ready.
 
    
 
   ‘You’d better get in the position’ Zoe said and Ellie obliged, lying back on the bed and pulling her knickers down. Once they were off, she opened up her legs and slid her knees up halfway to her chest. 
 
    
 
   Once Zoe was satisfied that Ellie was in the correct position, she picked up the syringe, filled with the necessary fluid, and stood at the end of the bed. She looked at Ellie and smiled.
 
    
 
   ‘Ready?’ she asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded and waited for Zoe. But she didn’t move any closer. Ellie kept waiting. But still, Zoe didn’t move.
 
    
 
              ‘Is everything alright?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
   But Zoe didn’t answer. She was staring at the syringe. Ellie thought she was taking a moment to mark the occasion, to acknowledge the largeness of it. 
 
    
 
   But after thirty seconds, she still had yet to move or speak.
 
    
 
   ‘Zoe?’ Ellie asked gently.
 
    
 
   Zoe looked over at Ellie as though she’d forgotten she was there. And then she said two words that would haunt Ellie’s dreams for weeks.
 
    
 
   ‘I can’t.’
 
    
 
   For a second, Ellie thought she simply meant that she couldn’t do the procedure right this second because she desperately needed to go to the toilet or something. But Ellie only had to take a closer look at Zoe’s expression to know that she’d meant something else.
 
    
 
         ‘What, what, what….’ Ellie stuttered. She didn’t even know what she was trying to ask. They’d talked about this for a year, planned it for months. As far as Ellie was concerned, this was the start of officially ‘trying.’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Ellie, I think I’ve made a mistake’ Zoe said and then stopped. All Ellie could do was lie there and wait for something else, anything, to come out of Zoe’s mouth to explain this abrupt about-turn.
 
    
 
   But Zoe simply turned and sat down on the bed, facing away from Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘What do you mean?’ Ellie probed, bewildered.
 
    
 
   Zoe turned around.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t think this is going to work.’
 
    
 
         ‘You don’t want to have a baby anymore?’
 
    
 
         ‘No, all of it. You and me.’
 
    
 
   If Ellie had been standing up, she would have fallen down at the shock. In less than a minute, she’d gone from a person who was trying to have a baby with someone she loved to someone who was getting dumped. It was ludicrous.
 
    
 
         ‘What are you talking about?’
 
    
 
         ‘There’s been something… I didn’t want to tell you about this because I thought it would pass. I wanted to want this. I didn’t want to want… her.’
 
    
 
         ‘Her?’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s mind flashed back to a few hours ago. To the ‘her’ that had been standing in her home, arguing with her girlfriend. Over money, supposedly. Thinking about it now, Ellie couldn’t believe she’d swallowed such an obvious lie.
 
    
 
   ‘Caitlin’ Ellie croaked, her voice failing her.
 
    
 
   Zoe nodded. And then she began the tale, right from the beginning. There was no point holding anything back now, Ellie guessed. Zoe had made her decision.
 
    
 
   She explained how she’d met Caitlin at university and the affair that followed. That part wasn’t really a surprise to Ellie. She’d always suspected that something like that had probably happened between them. But since Zoe had never brought it up, Ellie hadn’t wanted to pry. But it was a much bigger story than she’d imagined.
 
    
 
   Zoe had gone to university a virgin, at least as far as girls went. She’d known she had those sorts of feelings for women but she’d always been afraid to act on them. And then one night, a few months into her first semester, she’d gone to a party at her halls, a few doors down from her room. She hadn’t known whose party it was, some second year girl, but a friend had insisted they stop by. Zoe hadn’t wanted to go; she was a serious student with work to do. But the push of social pressure compelled her.
 
    
 
   The room had turned out to be Caitlin’s, who was apparently known as the life and soul of the party and the thrower of many, according to Zoe’s friend. Zoe saw Caitlin from across the room and was absolutely thunderstruck by the gorgeous elfin girl with the big dark eyes, the girl who everyone seemed to want to be near. 
 
    
 
   As far as Zoe knew, Caitlin couldn’t have picked her out of a line-up. But that was OK with young Zoe, who’d yet to find confidence in her attractiveness. She knew she was smart. But hot? No. She never expected someone like Caitlin to notice her in a million years. 
 
    
 
   But unbeknownst to her, Caitlin had noted her. And she’d immediately rounded everyone up for seven minutes in heaven with people chosen at random by a bottle spin. 
 
    
 
   The game went on for a while, various couples going into Caitlin’s tiny closet. Then the game had made its way to Caitlin, who everyone but Zoe knew was an expert at getting the bottle to choose exactly the person she wanted to kiss. And guess who it landed on?
 
    
 
   Caitlin led Zoe into the closet, still no words actually exchanged between them. Zoe had been almost shaking with fear. And then Caitlin had simply smiled and pulled Zoe to her.
 
    
 
   Seven minutes later, someone’s phone alarm stopped the fun.
 
    
 
   Zoe came out feeling like a changed woman. And Caitlin, already quite comfortable with both genders sexually, wasn’t done with Zoe. They snuck off to Zoe’s room where there was no seven-minute time limit.
 
    
 
   The next morning, Zoe woke up next to Caitlin and knew it was love. She didn’t know how Caitlin felt but she didn’t seem eager to run off, which was encouraging. They spent the morning making love. That led to a real date. And then a second date. And a third. Before either of them realised it, they were a thing.
 
    
 
   They dated for several months. Zoe fell for Caitlin deeper every day. But still, they never really talked about what they wanted from each other, how they felt. Zoe wasn’t sure if Caitlin’s feelings matched her own, but she prayed they did, because she couldn’t get enough of the girl. She was completely infatuated.
 
    
 
   And then Caitlin, out of nowhere, sent her a text explaining that it was over. Zoe had run to Caitlin’s room, but it was an empty husk. All of Caitlin’s stuff was just gone. 
 
    
 
   Zoe tried to call her but it seemed Caitlin’s number was no longer in use. After desperately asking around, she was able to ascertain that Caitlin had left university, as well as the country, indeed the continent. She’d gone to teach English as a foreign language somewhere in Asia, so people said. Shock didn’t begin to cover how Zoe felt. One minute Caitlin was there, gone the next. It was madness.
 
    
 
   Zoe was utterly heartbroken by Caitlin’s vanishing act. She fell into a depression and almost flunked out of her finance course. She finished her first year by the skin of her teeth.
 
    
 
   After that, she got on with her life, worked hard to bring her grades back up, then went to work at the bank, where she climbed the corporate ladder as quickly as she could. 
 
    
 
   In time, she managed to forget Caitlin.
 
    
 
   Then one day, up came a friend request from Caitlin on Facebook. Zoe wondered if she should reject it, but she knew in her heart that wasn’t really going to happen. They chatted a little online and eventually decided it was time to renew the relationship in person, albeit a more platonic version.
 
    
 
   Zoe was happy to reconnect, but she was also scared. She didn’t want to fall for Caitlin again, not after last time. She never wanted that pain again. She’d barely survived it last time. But she’d missed Caitlin, she couldn’t deny that. She liked having Caitlin around and eventually they became good friends. 
 
    
 
   But despite Zoe’s efforts to keep things non-romantic, she felt something beginning to grow again. And it frightened her. She knew the most sensible thing to do was to remove herself from the situation. But she couldn’t seem to cut Caitlin out. She was addicted to her, stuck. And then she’d met Ellie at a spin class.
 
    
 
   At this point in the story, Ellie began to feel sick.
 
    
 
   Zoe explained that she’d liked Ellie and thought they were compatible, that they wanted the same things. Zoe had believed Ellie was someone she could build a life with, have children with, grow old with, all the things she wanted. Not like Caitlin, who jumped from job to job, bed to bed. Caitlin was simply not someone she could truly rely on, even if she’d wanted to try it again with her. It was too high risk.  And banking had taught her never to engage with those kind of investments. It was an invitation to disaster. Ellie was more suitable, Zoe decided.
 
    
 
   And she’d managed to forget about all that business with Caitlin for a long time. She’d made sure never to spend time alone with her, always having the safety net of Ellie and whomever Caitlin happened to be dating. And she really had loved Ellie, Zoe explained to her. In a way.
 
    
 
   And then last week, Ellie had spilled the beans about the baby. Caitlin had called her today, asking to talk in private. Zoe had agreed, coming home early to meet her at the flat. And Caitlin had told her that she’d always been in love with her and that she had to know if Zoe felt the same before she did this thing that she couldn’t take back. Before they missed their chance with each other, forever.
 
    
 
   It turned out that back in the day, that had been the reason that Caitlin had fled university. She’d felt the same as Zoe had, crazy all-consuming passion. But Caitlin had wanted to do all kinds of things with her life and those things didn’t include being tethered to another person. And Caitlin’s father, who had left her mother when she was three, had always told her that ties were bad, that they would hold her back from enjoying her life. He drummed it into her from a young age. There was only one way to avoid falling into the trap of another person. 
 
    
 
   Go. 
 
    
 
   Caitlin left because she knew that if she didn’t, she was going to end up with Zoe, feeling stuck. Caitlin feared traps more than anything else. Her father had made sure of that.
 
    
 
   Zoe had been shocked and angry to hear about all this a few hours ago. Caitlin was trying to screw her life up for the second time, Zoe thought. But Caitlin promised her that things were different, that she was different. And she wanted to be with Zoe, really with her. Zoe had told her it wasn’t happening, that she was having a baby with Ellie. She told Caitlin that she should try to make it work with Jordan. Caitlin had left in tears.
 
    
 
   But standing there with the syringe, Zoe knew she still loved Caitlin. She’d only ever loved Caitlin. 
 
    
 
   ‘And I think I’ve got to give it a try’ Zoe finished. ‘If I don’t, I might regret it for the rest of my life. That wouldn’t be good for you or me.’
 
    
 
   Ellie felt like she was experiencing the moment in a cartoon when an anvil drops on the roadrunner. She was the roadrunner. The anvil was Zoe’s horrible, awful, nauseating words. Ellie was dazed from them, punch drunk. 
 
    
 
   She realised she was still naked from the waist down, her legs up in the air. What an undignified position to be caught in while your life falls into ruins, she thought. Three years of her life had suddenly become a bad joke. And she was the punchline.
 
    
 
   And then, somehow, it got worse. Zoe had been talking for a further minute while Ellie had fallen into a daze. But as she came back to reality, she heard Zoe say ‘… but I’m not a monster. I’ll give you a few days to pack. That’s only right.’
 
    
 
         ‘What?’
 
    
 
         ‘I said I’ll go to a hotel, give you some privacy while you get your stuff and find somewhere else.’
 
    
 
   Yep, not only was she dumped, she was homeless to boot.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan was at home, working in the living room of hers and Caitlin’s small but eccentrically decorated basement flat. Every wall in the place was a different colour, by Caitlin’s hand. Even if it clashed a bit, Jordan didn’t mind. It was pure Caitlin, so she loved it.
 
    
 
   Jordan was sketching, designing characters for the graphic novel she was planning to write. As much as she loved the dog walking, it was really just the day job. In Jordan’s heart, she was an artist.
 
    
 
   She heard Caitlin’s car pull up outside and she immediately put her pad away.  She and Caitlin hadn’t really spoken properly in a while, but Jordan knew she couldn’t put this off anymore. She needed to know why Caitlin was in this foul mood. 
 
    
 
   She looked out of the window, up at the street where Caitlin was parked, and waited for her to get out the car. But the door remained closed. Jordan realised she was taking a phone call. She sat back down to wait.
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes later, the front door of the flat opened.
 
    
 
   ‘I need to talk to you’ Caitlin said.
 
    
 
   That makes two of us, thought Jordan. But maybe Caitlin had realised how weird she was being, Jordan hoped. Maybe she was going to apologise.
 
    
 
         ‘Boy’, she thought a few minutes later, ‘did I read that wrong.’
 
    
 
   She got a version of the speech that Zoe had just finished giving Ellie, although it was in somewhat more abbreviated form.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan, I want to break up. I love Zoe. I’m going to be with her. I know this is probably quite shocking for you. But I can’t help how I feel.’
 
    
 
   That was the entirety of her explanation.
 
    
 
   ‘I’m leaving now, off to a hotel. I think it’s best we don’t drag this out. But I want to get out of the flat tenancy, so you can either replace me or move out. It’s up to you.’
 
    
 
   And she left.
 
    
 
   Jordan had not spoken in the brief time that Caitlin had been there, had never responded to her insane and abrupt declarations. And her face hadn’t changed. Not so much as a narrowing of the eyes or a twitch of the mouth.
 
    
 
   But after she’d gone, Jordan went into the kitchen and smashed every bit of crockery she could find.
 
    
 
   And as she sat panting in the kitchen, surrounded by detritus, she looked at the one remaining bowl left uncracked and wished it was Zoe’s stupid smug face. She grabbed it and threw it at the floor. For some reason, it was the one item that didn’t break.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Zoe was gone.
 
    
 
   She’d grabbed a weekend bag, filled it with a few items and then said one thing before she left the bedroom.
 
    
 
   ‘I’m sorry for all this, Ellie. I really am.’
 
    
 
   Ellie, still sitting in the bed, could not find words to respond. So Zoe turned and left. Ellie heard the front door click shut and she knew she was alone. In every sense.
 
    
 
   After a good sob, she climbed out of bed and put a robe on. She picked up the syringe and went into the en-suite bathroom, throwing it in the bin. It probably wasn’t the proper way to dispose of such things but that wasn’t her worst problem right now.
 
    
 
   She walked into the living room and then stopped square in the middle of it, looking around the room, thinking how strange it was that she wasn’t going to live here anymore. 
 
    
 
   As she assessed the room, her mind began to turn to the logistics of leaving, probably out of sheer need not to think about the horrid thing that had just happened. Instead, her frantic mind sought practical questions. What would she take? How would she move it? And where would she move it to? Her parents didn’t have the space for her. They lived in a tiny terraced house. Plus, Ellie wasn’t ready to explain all this to them. Ellie knew they would start to ask the kind of questions that would imply this was all her fault. She couldn’t handle that right now.
 
    
 
   That was yet another subject Ellie’s mind was not willing to deal with. She turned it back to the things she’d need to take. 
 
    
 
   And then she noticed something. Nothing was hers. 
 
    
 
   There wasn’t one thing in her eye line that she could say belonged to her, even jointly. It was all Zoe. The decoration had predated her so that was Zoe’s choice. But the furniture had gradually been replaced in the three years she’d lived here, utterly without contribution from Ellie, financially or otherwise. 
 
    
 
   At the time, Zoe had told Ellie that since she didn’t make much at the crèche, it made sense for her to take on the household expenses. After all, it was originally her place and everything was set up in her name. And she could afford to do it on her bank manager salary. Ellie hadn’t been allowed to pay for anything. 
 
    
 
   Only now did Ellie begin to grasp that it had not been a kind gesture. It had meant that Zoe was in control. She got the final say, always.
 
    
 
   Ellie realised she’d never lived here. Not really. And furthermore, now that she was being honest with herself, she hated Zoe’s taste. All this white minimalist stuff, it wasn’t Ellie’s palate at all. She’d always been more of an eclectic decorator, preferring a home that says ‘I live here’. Zoe’s shrink wrapped museum of simplicity, it was a monument to expense, a place that was supposed to let you know that you were standing in the home of someone with money.
 
    
 
   In the middle of this series of revelations, the flat buzzer suddenly rang, a prolonged, somehow angry burst of noise.
 
    
 
   Ellie couldn’t imagine who the hell was ringing the buzzer right now. It couldn’t be Zoe. She had keys. And she wasn’t expecting anyone else. After all, she should have been midway through fertilisation right now. Not the time for a houseguest. She decided to ignore it. 
 
    
 
   But the buzzer was not about to let itself be ignored. It screamed into the silent flat, again and again.
 
    
 
   Ellie tried to wait the buzzing lunatic out, but whoever it was had serious resolve. They weren’t going away. She cracked.
 
    
 
   ‘Hello?’
 
    
 
         ‘Is that Zoe?’ a voice screeched down the intercom.
 
    
 
         ‘No, she’s… she’s not here.’
 
    
 
         ‘Ellie, is that you?’ 
 
    
 
   Ellie only had to think for a second to realise it was completely obvious who the crazy person was and why they were yelling into her intercom.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan?’
 
    
 
         ‘The one and only’ Jordan replied dryly.
 
    
 
   Ellie hit the button on the intercom, releasing the door.
 
    
 
         ‘Come up.’
 
    
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Ellie opened the door to see Jordan, usually the picture of composure, standing in the doorway with a wild look in her eye and a hand covered with blood.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh my god! What happened to your hand?’
 
    
 
   Jordan looked down absently.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, that. Yeah. Got a little carried away at my fight club’ she said acerbically. ‘Is she here?’
 
    
 
         ‘I told you. No.’
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t know if she told you to say that’ she said as she took a hard look at Ellie’s face. She’d been crying. ‘You look like I feel. I’m assuming you’ve heard the news by now?’
 
    
 
   Ellie looked away as she nodded and stepped back to allow Jordan in. Jordan strode in and went down the hall without further comment. Ellie scuttled after her, entering the living room to find Jordan lying on the white couch, her heels up on the seat.
 
    
 
         ‘I hope you don’t mind me ruining this sofa. It seems only fair.’
 
    
 
   Ellie shrugged.
 
    
 
         ‘Burn it to the ground for all I care.’
 
    
 
   Jordan raised an eyebrow.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s not a bad idea. Got anything to drink?’
 
    
 
         ‘Let me check.’
 
    
 
   In the kitchen, Ellie scouted around for something, ending up at the fridge. She opened it to find a bottle of Champagne, purchased in preparation for the day when Ellie and Zoe found out they were officially with child. ‘No point saving it now’, Ellie thought. The special occasions were officially over.
 
    
 
   Ellie grabbed a corkscrew and pulled the cork out with a loud pop, throwing it hastily into the sink. She took an almighty chug straight from the bottle. And then a second one. Then, and only then, did she go back into the living room with the booze.
 
    
 
   She handed Jordan the bottle. Jordan didn’t seem to care about the lack of glasses. She took a swig and handed it back to Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Zoe coming back any time soon?’
 
    
 
         ‘Unlikely.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s a shame. I was rather set on punching her in the tit. The left one preferably but either one would do.’
 
    
 
   Ellie sighed and sat in the armchair opposite Jordan.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted journey.’
 
    
 
   Jordan suddenly realised that Ellie was in a bathrobe and it wasn’t even night-time.
 
    
 
         ‘Wow, you didn’t waste any time falling into a depression, did you?’
 
    
 
   Ellie looked down at herself.
 
    
 
         ‘This was… When Zoe gave me ‘The News’ she was just about to inseminate me.’
 
    
 
   Jordan’s eyebrows shot up.
 
    
 
         ‘What, like she was standing there with the turkey baster or whatever and then just dropped the bombshell?’
 
    
 
         ‘Pretty much.’
 
    
 
   Jordan had never really had much sympathy for Ellie before, even though her girlfriend was an obvious bitch. Jordan had always thought that people like Ellie sought out people like Zoe, and vice versa. The control freaks and the weaklings filled a need for each other. Jordan herself was not a fan of having anyone using her spine for a treadmill, nor did she care to do that to anyone else. But she’d always assumed that was an arrangement that was comfortable for Ellie, thus she’d had no pity for her.
 
    
 
   But this? Zoe ditching her just as she was supposed to impregnate her? Fucked up didn’t begin to cover it. It verged on evil.
 
    
 
   For the first time, Jordan felt deeply for Ellie. Whatever Jordan was feeling, Ellie had it even worse, that much was obvious. She’d been planning a family. And although Jordan had thought that she and Caitlin were serious, they hadn’t been ‘there’. They’d actually been pretty far from ‘there’, if ‘there’ had ever been an option.
 
    
 
   Jordan considered trying to say something comforting to Ellie but she wasn’t sure what there was that she could say. All she could offer was bullshit. And Jordan didn’t have the energy to conjure any, even for poor Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Fuck me sideways, that’s humiliating.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s one word for it.’
 
    
 
   Ellie suddenly jumped up and ran into the bathroom. Jordan assumed she’d gone to cry. But a minute later, she came back out with some plasters and antiseptic.
 
    
 
   ‘Give me your hand’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh right, I’m bleeding. Why do I keep forgetting that?’ Jordan said, as she dutifully held out her hand. Ellie began to swab the hand, cleaning away the blood to reveal several nasty cuts.
 
    
 
         ‘Seriously Jordan, how did you do this?’
 
    
 
   Jordan considered making another sarcastic remark but Ellie was tending her like some war-time nurse and it felt rude to be flip. And if anyone could appreciate how she was feeling right now, it was Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘After Caitlin dropped the mic, I had some ‘feelings’ that I needed to work out. I decided to smash every plate I could find in the kitchen. I guess I got caught by the flying debris.’
 
    
 
   Ellie began to cover Jordan’s cuts with plasters.
 
    
 
         ‘Did it help? The destruction?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Briefly. But then I had this urge to express myself to Zoe’s stupid face. And now I’m here and she’s not, I’m feeling kind of pent up again. Where is that gaping arsehole, anyhow?’
 
    
 
         ‘She went to a hotel.’
 
    
 
   They both went quiet for a moment, thinking the same thing. Ellie was the first to verbalise it.
 
    
 
   ‘I’m guessing Caitlin’s there with her.’
 
    
 
   Jordan didn’t answer but her nostril flare was reply enough. Ellie finished putting a plaster on the final cut and Jordan took her hand back.
 
    
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
    
 
   Jordan glanced around the room.
 
    
 
         ‘So, I’m assuming this place belongs to Zoe?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. I’m supposed to leave while she’s at the hotel.’
 
    
 
         ‘Where you gonna go?’
 
    
 
         ‘I honestly don’t know.’
 
    
 
   Jordan leaned back on the sofa, thinking. The solution to both their problems was obvious. Ellie needed a place to live and Jordan needed someone to split the rent. But Jordan didn’t know if she really wanted to live with Ellie. The idea of them both sharing hers and Caitlin’s small-ish flat while their respective exes lived it up in this swanky pad… it was depressing. And Jordan really didn’t want to have to get up to Ellie crying over her cornflakes of a morning.
 
    
 
   The more she thought about the juxtaposition - Caitlin and Zoe enjoying their new life, while she and Ellie sat in the ruins of theirs - the angrier Jordan grew.
 
    
 
         ‘You wouldn’t happen to know what hotel Zoe’s at, would you?’
 
    
 
   Ellie felt a nervous twinge at the question.
 
    
 
         ‘No. Why?’
 
    
 
   Jordan chose to ignore the ‘Why?’ That question would be answered when it needed to be. When Zoe was in front of her. Then Jordan would let her feelings take her wherever they thought was best.
 
    
 
         ‘Come on. You know her. Where would she go?’
 
    
 
   Ellie considered and realised that she did know. There was a place on the edge of town, a spa hotel called ‘The Olive Grove’. Zoe and Ellie had always talked about checking in for a weekend sometime. They’d never gotten around to it.
 
    
 
   But somehow, Ellie knew that’s exactly where Zoe would be right this minute. With Caitlin. They were having a romantic reunion, after all. She’d want to go upscale. After all, you can’t very well reignite old passions with the love of your life at a Travelodge, can you?
 
    
 
   ‘You know where she is, don’t you? It’s written all over your face.’
 
    
 
   Ellie shook her head.
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t be sure, I told you.’
 
    
 
   Jordan cocked her head.
 
    
 
         ‘But you’ve got an inkling.’
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe, but-’
 
    
 
   Jordan took out her phone.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m ordering an Uber to take us there, so I’ll need to know where we’re going.’
 
    
 
         ‘We?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yep. We both deserve to have it out with those bastards. Now, I just need the address…’ Jordan trailed off and waited for Ellie to break. It didn’t take long. There was something persuasive about the way Jordan simply expected her to tell her. Ellie had never been great at saying no.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s The Olive Grove Hotel and Spa. Probably. But as I said…’
 
    
 
         ‘Ok, the car will be here in a few minutes. Get dressed’ Jordan commanded. 
 
    
 
   Ellie sighed and stood, going into the bedroom to put on some clothes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   At The Olive Grove Hotel, Zoe and Caitlin were sitting in the bar. They’d yet to go up to the room, although they knew it was an inevitability. But they’d both been waiting for a long time for this and there was a momentum to the moment that had to be acknowledged. They couldn’t just run up to the room and start tearing each other’s clothes off. Not without a stiff drink first.
 
    
 
   ‘Well, here we are’ Caitlin said.
 
    
 
   Zoe nodded.
 
    
 
         ‘Yep. Here were are.’
 
    
 
         ‘Are you OK? You seem a bit…’
 
    
 
         ‘It’s just, that whole thing with Ellie. It was horrible.’
 
    
 
         ‘Did she cry?’
 
    
 
         ‘Actually, no. I guess she was in shock. She just looked so sad’, Zoe said, a deep line appearing in her forehead. She decided to shake off the guilt she was feeling. If she allowed herself to really feel that right now, it would ruin this, the start of her real life. 
 
    
 
   ‘How was it with Jordan? I’m assuming she gave you a hard time?’
 
    
 
         ‘No. She just kind of sat there. Actually, she didn’t really seem to care. It had been over for a while; I think we both knew it. I guess she was relieved that I was the one to officially finish it’, Caitlin said with a sigh. All that wasn’t strictly true, but she didn’t want Zoe to feel any worse than she already did about what they’d done. 
 
    
 
   They both sat with the thought of their recently axed exes, wondering what they were doing right this second.
 
    
 
    
 
   They would have been quite surprised to learn that those exes were mere feet away, standing in the hotel carpark.
 
    
 
   Jordan was standing with her hands on her hips, staring at Zoe’s BMW.
 
    
 
   ‘Your instincts were dead on’ she said to Ellie, who was hiding behind a nearby bush. ‘If you ever decide to be a bloodhound, you’ve got a promising future. What the hell are you doing back there, anyway?’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t want to be seen’ Ellie stage whispered back.
 
    
 
         ‘Why the hell not?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie didn’t really have a good answer.
 
    
 
   ‘Look’ Jordan explained ‘those two are the ones that should be ashamed, not us. Get out here, would you?’
 
    
 
   Ellie stepped out reticently from behind the shrubbery.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t even know what we’re doing here’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked at the car.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, for a start, I’m going to smash the windows on this car. Can you see a loose rock around?’
 
    
 
         ‘What?!’ Ellie hissed.
 
    
 
         ‘You object, I take it?’ Jordan enquired casually.
 
    
 
         ‘Of course! That’s criminal damage, you could get arrested.’
 
    
 
   That came as a surprise to Jordan. She realised she’d been running on her anger too long. She wasn’t thinking any of this through. She’d been ten seconds away from a crime that could get her in serious shit.
 
    
 
         ‘Fuck. You’re right.’
 
    
 
         ‘Anyway, why are you so keen to attack Zoe’s car? Caitlin-’ Ellie almost choked on the name ‘-is just as much to blame. In fact, from what Zoe told me earlier, she instigated this whole… business.’
 
    
 
   Jordan’s eyes swivelled to Ellie, a look of pure astonishment on her face.
 
    
 
         ‘She did?’
 
    
 
   Ellie knew she’d put her foot in it.
 
    
 
         ‘You didn’t know that?’ she asked nervously.
 
    
 
         ‘I did not know that, Ellie, no.’
 
    
 
   Ellie realised she was going to have to tell Jordan everything that Zoe had told her earlier. She deserved to know the facts. Even if they were hard to live with.
 
    
 
   So there, in the car park of the Olive Grove Hotel and Spa, Ellie explained to Jordan everything she’d been told, in as much detail as she could recall. The whole Caitlin and Zoe saga.
 
    
 
   And after Ellie was done, Jordan leaned weakly against Zoe’s car, needing physical support. She felt drained. 
 
    
 
   It was strange, hearing all this had somehow affected her more deeply than the dumping itself. Before, she’d been working on the assumption that Zoe was the mastermind behind all this. That she’d simply taken Caitlin from her. That had been bad enough. The very fact that Caitlin could be taken had been brutal on its own.
 
    
 
   But now Jordan knew it was much worse. Caitlin had wanted someone else from the very start of their relationship. She’d never stopped pining for Zoe. Awful, pretentious Zoe. All Jordan had ever been to Caitlin was a consolation prize. And all the while, she’d bided her time, waiting for a better option.
 
    
 
   That understanding sapped the remainder of her anger.
 
    
 
   Ellie watched Jordan, who hadn’t spoken in a few minutes now, clearly trying to deal with the information Ellie had laid on her. Had it been a mistake to tell her? She’d seemed quite content in hating Zoe, it had given her purpose. Perhaps anger was better than this wounded feeling that Ellie had been left with? Because this new Jordan, this hurt Jordan, she was hard to see. Ellie had never seen this vulnerability in Jordan. She’d always seemed so untouched by everything. Even angry, she’d seemed strong. But it was clear that something in Jordan had now broken.
 
    
 
   ‘Jordan, I…’ Ellie began, not sure what words of solace she had for Jordan but needing to say something.
 
    
 
   But before she could find the words, she happened to glance at the hotel, through the large floor to ceiling window that gave her a direct view into the bar.
 
    
 
   There they were, Zoe and Caitlin, sitting at a table. Zoe looked sad, tearful even, and Caitlin seemed to be comforting her. Her hand was on Zoe’s and she was explaining something in what looked like a compassionate way.
 
    
 
   The sight of Zoe and Caitlin sitting like that affected Ellie in a deep, dark manner, a manner that was epic in its impact on Ellie. It drilled down to her core, injecting a kind of poison into her that she had never known until that very moment. Had it always been there, she wondered later. Did the moment simply reveal a side of herself that she’d never acknowledged? Or did the experience fashion something new out of her, giving her a hardness that she might never have known otherwise?
 
    
 
   Because watching Caitlin comforting Zoe, who Ellie had an instinctive notion was bemoaning how hard it had been to take a wrecking ball to her relationship with Ellie herself, it galled her like nothing in her life had to date. As bad as everything that had happened in the last few hours had been, (and it had been dreadful) now she was having to watch her ex being consoled by her new love, as though something terrible had happened to her. As though she, in fact they, were not the architects of all this devastation. 
 
    
 
   It was the final straw. The camel’s back was officially shattered.
 
    
 
   Ellie reached into her bag, glancing around the car park for any security cameras that might be pointing her way and when she found none, pulled out a Swiss army knife that she kept on hand in case she was ever attacked. With barely a thought, she slid the sharp knife straight into the BMW’s tyre with a satisfying ‘phhhh’ noise that indicated that it was ruined. Then she moved onto the next tyre.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey’ Jordan asked, shocked. ‘What are you doing?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m just giving her a small taste’ Ellie said in a cold tone. 
 
    
 
   Once she’d finished with all four tyres, she went to the car next to Zoe’s, a Bentley, and began the same process.
 
    
 
         ‘What the fuck!’ cried Jordan ‘You already got her. That’s a stranger’s car!’
 
    
 
         ‘Collateral damage, I’m afraid. I can’t have Zoe knowing this was us. So we’re just going to have to make it seem like she was caught up in a vandalism spree. Maybe some social warrior with an axe to grind against the one percenters did it. Who can say?’
 
    
 
   After Ellie had finished with the second car, she moved to another, a Mercedes Benz, performing the same trick.
 
    
 
   Jordan watched the whole thing, thoroughly agape. But she didn’t consider stopping her. Far from it. She was kind of impressed. Still, that criminal damage thing still applied. Jordan needed to get Ellie away from the car park before someone spotted them and called the cops.
 
    
 
         ‘Are you done? Because we really need to get out of here.’
 
    
 
   Ellie glanced up from her work.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, we should. But we’re not done. Not by a long way. Those two have used us both. They’ve wasted our time and thrown us away like rubbish. And they’ve humiliated us in the process. And now they think they’re going to ride off into the sunset together? No. I won’t let them. They’ve ruined our lives. And now they’re going to find out exactly how that feels. I’m going to take this little fantasy they’ve decided to live in and smash it to dust. And you’re going to help me.’
 
    
 
         ‘I am?’ Jordan said with a raised eyebrow.
 
    
 
         ‘Wouldn’t you like that?’ Ellie asked confidently.
 
    
 
   A slow smile began to creep onto Jordan’s lips.
 
    
 
   Watching Ellie mutate from the spineless wimp she’d been into this ice-cold vengeance machine, it lifted Jordan’s spirits no end. She’d been feeling pretty sorry for herself a few minutes ago, before Ellie had taken out her knife. But this transformation, it was hard not to feel buoyed by it. It was like watching a supervillain being born. Ellie had just fallen into a vat of acid and come out with a score to settle. And Jordan found it truly delicious to watch.
 
    
 
         ‘Hey’ Jordan said, as Ellie finished up with the last tyre on the Merc, ‘I need a new flatmate. Interested?’
 
    
 
   Ellie folded the knife away and stood, smiling at Jordan.
 
    
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunday morning found Jordan clearing the last of Caitlin’s craft stuff out of the spare room, throwing it all in bin bags. The plan was to dump it on the kerb and then text Caitlin, letting her know that a rubbish collection was due in a few hours and if she wanted her crap, she’d better pray she was quicker than the bin men. Jordan could picture Caitlin scrabbling to get there, panicked and sweating. It was a pleasing image. She just hoped Caitlin wouldn’t remember that rubbish collections didn’t happen on a Sunday.
 
    
 
   Jordan got the stuff out on the kerb and was just about to send the text when she saw Ellie walking up the street, pulling a wheelie case. 
 
    
 
   She hadn’t seen her since the night before last. After the tyre incident, Jordan and Ellie had parted ways. Ellie needed to get her stuff together but she’d sworn she was only going to take one day to do it. She wanted to get out of there as quickly as she possibly could. The flat that had been her home was now a hostile place, with all its memories turned into lies. There was no reason to prolong the exit.
 
    
 
   Lo and behold, here she was.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s all that’ Ellie asked, looking at the bin bags.
 
    
 
         ‘A fuck ton of non-precious stones and beads, among other things.’
 
    
 
   Ellie was baffled.
 
    
 
   ‘It’s the materials necessary for making shitty jewellery that no one on Etsy wants to buy’ Jordan explained.
 
    
 
         ‘Ah, right.’
 
    
 
         ‘But I thought maybe I’d keep the glue gun. It’s good for other stuff. Gluing that cheating cow Caitlin’s thighs together, for example. Wanna cuppa?’
 
    
 
    
 
   Inside the flat, Jordan and Ellie were having a very civilised cup of tea. They’d both spent sleepless nights considering what had happened to them and thinking about what was going to happen next, all the delicious revenge they wanted to wreak. But now, sitting across from each other, sipping PG Tips, neither knew where to begin. 
 
    
 
   It had been easy to imagine how they were going to punish Caitlin and Zoe in their wildest imaginings, unrestrained by the real world. But now, in the morning light, reality had shown up. What were they actually going to do? Neither knew.
 
    
 
   For Ellie, that clear sense of cold purpose that she’d felt in the car park, it was a little wobblier now. She was new to this whole vengeance thing, a practising other-cheek-turner ordinarily. It had been slightly ridiculous to imagine that she’d have the skillset necessary for the revenge she wanted to take. That sort of thing probably took years to develop. And Ellie was a noob.
 
    
 
   Jordan was no better equipped. She tended to work on instinct. When wronged, she’d act in the moment, allowing her temper to have its way. But what Ellie had described the previous night, it took restraint, planning. And Jordan had never been the kind of person who took a deep breath and counted to ten. She’d slapped a stranger more than once.
 
    
 
   After two minutes of tea slurping, Jordan had to know where Ellie’s head was.
 
    
 
   ‘I hate to bring this up before I’ve even showed you to your room and all that, but you mentioned something the other night about smashing dreams to dust. When does that start, exactly?’
 
    
 
   Ellie put her mug down.
 
    
 
         ‘I’ll be honest, I’m not really sure… I mean, don’t get me wrong, I meant what I said. But I spend my days caring for children. This whole wreaking revenge thing, I might be a little out of my depth.’
 
    
 
   Jordan rolled her eyes, peeved at Ellie as well as herself.
 
    
 
         ‘Right. Here’s me thinking you’re going to lay out some amazing plan. I guess that was a bit naïve.’
 
    
 
         ‘I suppose I was hoping we’d put our heads together?’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s fair. But you still want to do this? You haven’t had a change of heart?’
 
    
 
   Ellie gave Jordan an intense look, wanting to impress her utter seriousness on her.
 
    
 
         ‘Not remotely.’
 
    
 
   Jordan felt a small shiver at Ellie’s expression. It had seemed so alien on her that it was a little chilling. But still, it brought Jordan comfort.
 
    
 
         ‘Pleased to hear it. Because that little speech you made? I gotta tell you, it revved my motor. And now I really want to hurt them, in a long term sort of way.’
 
    
 
         ‘Me too. Zoe actually texted me this morning to ask how the move was going.’
 
    
 
   Jordan glowered.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s literally the worst.’
 
    
 
   Some part of Ellie wanted to argue with her, being that this was the person she’d chosen to make a life with. If Zoe was the worst, then what was she?
 
    
 
    
 
   But it was a difficult sentiment to argue with. Whatever flaws that Ellie had chosen to ignore in Zoe, they were suddenly in sharp focus. But she wasn’t the only villain of the piece here. Ellie didn’t want that forgotten.
 
    
 
         ‘Speaking of being the worst, have you heard from Caitlin?’
 
    
 
         ‘Have I fuck! Nope, she’s probably doing her best right now to pretend the last eighteen months never happened’ Jordan said bitterly as she stared into the dregs of her tea cup.
 
    
 
   Privately, Ellie concurred. Caitlin was a very ‘Never look back’ type. But she didn’t want to rub that in, so she simply said ‘We’ll just have to make sure they can’t forget, then. Neither of them.’
 
    
 
   ‘So… Where the fuck do we start?’
 
    
 
   Ellie considered. She’d had many thoughts about how she wanted to see Zoe and Caitlin crushed. But how to get there? Maybe they should start by organising their thoughts.
 
    
 
         ‘Hey, is Caitlin’s craft stuff still out on the kerb?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, why?’
 
    
 
         ‘Does she have any large sheets of paper?’
 
    
 
         ‘There was all manner of shit in there. I don’t know where she picked up half of it.’
 
    
 
         ‘Would you mind if we bring it back in?’
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Ellie had all her materials assembled. There was a large roll of paper, A3 size, attached to the wall by Blu-Tack. It took up most of the back wall of the living room. The TV that had taken up a portion of the wall had been shifted to the other end of the room, giving Ellie and Jordan space to move freely around the paper. There was a selection of colourful pens ready to write on it, ranging in shade and glittery-ness, also found amongst Caitlin’s stuff.
 
    
 
   Jordan had been watching Ellie assemble all this for the last quarter of an hour, no clue what was happening. She felt like she was caught in an adult version of Ellie’s crèche. She half expected Ellie to write her name on the big sheet of paper and then Jordan would have to chant ‘Good morning, Miss Hopkiiiinnnnsss!’
 
    
 
   If Jordan had made that comparison out loud, Ellie would have been forced to admit it wasn’t a million miles away from how she was approaching this. ‘Miss Hopkins’ was a big believer in preparation, she’d never be caught at the crèche without a million fun things in place for the kids. Boredom was the enemy. But she tried to bear in mind that Jordan was an adult. And kind of a scary one at that.
 
    
 
   ‘Right, I think if we’re going to plan out some kind of revenge, we need to be clear on our goals, shared or otherwise. From there, we can work backwards to how we can achieve it. We should also make detailed notes on Zoe and Caitlin’s major weaknesses, as well as any other details that might prove useful down the line.’
 
    
 
   Jordan slumped back on the sofa. She felt tired just hearing Ellie’s words.
 
    
 
         ‘Is it too early for beer?’
 
    
 
   Ellie looked at her watch.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s 9.45am’
 
    
 
         ‘What’s the saying? It’s always 5pm somewhere in the world?’
 
    
 
   Ellie inhaled deeply.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan…’
 
    
 
   Jordan was already headed for the kitchen but she paused at the door.
 
    
 
         ‘You want one too?’
 
    
 
         ‘No, I don’t. And I’m not sure if… if it’s the best idea for you to have one either’ Ellie said quietly.
 
    
 
   Jordan’s left eyebrow lifted slowly. 
 
    
 
         ‘Is that so?’
 
    
 
   Ellie detected something hazardous in Jordan’s tone.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not trying to tell you what to do…’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s a relief. Because if you were trying to do that, I might just have to tell you to go fuck yourself.’
 
    
 
   Ellie visibly flinched. She wasn’t remotely used to Jordan’s, putting it kindly, ‘bluntness’. But if they were going to work together on this, Ellie needed to find a way to deal with her. 
 
    
 
   But that was easier said than done. Ellie wasn’t used to dealing with adults forthrightly. Kids were simpler. If you seemed like you knew what you were doing, they would usually respect your authority. But adults, they were trickier. Ellie had never really gotten the hang of grown-ups. 
 
    
 
   That’s why it had worked with Zoe. Ellie had known where she stood. Zoe had always seemed to have a firm hand on the tiller and Ellie had felt safe knowing that.
 
    
 
   But now, Ellie was rudderless. And for the first time, she wondered if that might not be the worst thing in the world.
 
    
 
         ‘Look, if we’re going to do this, I need you sharp. I can’t have you sliding into boozy melancholy. I need a partner, not a liability.’
 
    
 
   Jordan’s right eyebrow joined her left, up by her hairline. Ordinarily, Ellie was a meek little mouse, that incident with the tyres aside. But maybe that had not been so anomalous, Jordan began to think. Maybe Ellie was in the midst of some sort of personality crisis. That was the only explanation for the way Ellie had just spoken to her, which was utterly without precedent.
 
    
 
   If Ellie was going to start behaving like a bossy cow, Jordan wasn’t particularly up for that. But she did have to admit that she preferred this version of Ellie to the woman who’d been terrified of her own shadow. 
 
    
 
   Still, the tone irked Jordan a bit. Even if Ellie was right. Especially if she was right.
 
    
 
         ‘Christ, alright! It’s just a beer. Don’t sign me up to a twelve step programme just yet.’
 
    
 
   She went and sat back down.
 
    
 
   Ellie wanted to cartwheel. She’d just told Jordan Payne what to do. And she’d actually listened. In her Jordan-ish sort of way. But Ellie had the sense not to celebrate outwardly. She thought it might be pushing her luck a bit to crow over the success.
 
    
 
   Plus, who knew where the line lay? Ellie was still a little frightened of Jordan. Her unpredictability, her disdain for propriety, it wasn’t the world Ellie lived in. But she lived there now, she realised. She’d moved in with the woman, for god’s sakes. Jordan’s ways were her new postcode.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright’ Ellie began. ‘Let’s start with Caitlin.’
 
    
 
   Jordan sat back in her armchair.
 
    
 
         ‘Why her? Why not Zoe?’
 
    
 
         ‘We can start with Zoe if you’d prefer’ Ellie replied patiently.
 
    
 
   Jordan drummed her fingers on the armrest.
 
    
 
         ‘Nah, I don’t really care. I want to fuck them both up but I’m not bothered about the order.’
 
    
 
   That made Ellie realise something.
 
    
 
         ‘Does it have to happen one at a time?’
 
    
 
         ‘How do you mean?’
 
    
 
         ‘I mean, surely we take them down together. At the same time.’
 
    
 
   Jordan blinked.
 
    
 
         ‘That sounds complicated.’
 
    
 
         ‘It doesn’t have to be.’ She gestured at her big board. ‘That’s what the planning is for. Maximum impact. If we go off half cocked, sure, we might hurt them. But the kind of long term ruin I was thinking of, it’s going to take some serious strategising.’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re a real onion, you know that?’ Jordan said with a thin smile.
 
    
 
         ‘An onion?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yep. Layers of villainy, each more rich than the last. Eye watering in its intensity.’
 
    
 
   Ellie liked the way that sounded, but it didn’t really feel true. Not yet.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m hardly Lex Luthor.’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t agree. That thing with the tyres, it was fucking cool.’
 
    
 
         ‘I wasn’t doing anything you weren’t planning to do.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, but hiding it in the other cars, that was bloody brilliant. I wouldn’t of thought of that. I would have just lobbed a brick through the windscreen and run off into the night like a stupid teenager.’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t know. That has its own poetry.’
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe. But Zoe would have known it was me and she could have reported me for it. In fact, I’m certain she would have done. She’d love to show me up.’
 
    
 
         ‘You think she’s that vindictive?’
 
    
 
         ‘You don’t?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve had a bit of time to think about all this and the conclusion I arrived at is that she’s not malicious, just shockingly self-centred. Same goes for Caitlin.’
 
    
 
         ‘Caitlin is definitely selfish. I’ve always known that.’
 
    
 
         ‘But you stayed with her?’
 
    
 
   Jordan shrugged.
 
    
 
         ‘Is that so hard to understand? You stayed with Zoe.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, but I was… I don’t know how to put this without seeming like a total idiot, but I guess I was a bit blinded to how selfish Zoe was. Is.’
 
    
 
   Jordan sat up straight, warming to the topic.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s the bit I don’t get. How on earth couldn’t you see it?’
 
    
 
         ‘I guess I always knew she liked things her own way. But since I never really minded that, I didn’t see it as a fault.’ Ellie’s eyes drifted to the window. ‘Until she wanted somebody else’ she said, sighing deeply.
 
    
 
   Jordan knew that Ellie was seconds from tears if she didn’t intervene.
 
    
 
         ‘Right then. Let’s do your… what are we actually doing? Spider chart?’
 
    
 
         ‘That’ll work’ Ellie said brightly, glad of the distraction from the dark road she’d been about to walk down. There were other roads she needed to travel now, better roads. Roads paved with the suffering of her enemies, with a bit of luck.
 
    
 
   She hoped that Jordan would help her walk down them, that she’d be a good guide if Ellie lost her footing. That was what Ellie needed. Someone to re-focus her if she began to lose her nerve.
 
    
 
   So far, Jordan had proven up to the task.
 
    
 
   ‘Right, let’s start with Caitlin. We need to ask ourselves what’s important to her? What does she want? What does she need? What does she not even know that she needs?’
 
    
 
         ‘Amazing questions that I wish I’d asked myself eighteen months ago. But still, better late than never.’
 
    
 
   Ellie waited while Jordan thought about the question. What was the essence of Caitlin?
 
    
 
         ‘Well, she’s a flake. That much is obvious. She finds it hard to commit to things.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes… Yes!’ Ellie cried, writing the name CAITLIN in red felt tip and the word ‘FLAKEY’ in green glitter. ‘Exactly. And that’s why Zoe kept her distance. Because she thought Caitlin would just break her heart again.’
 
    
 
         ‘I still can’t believe she actually said that to your face’ Jordan said with a headshake.
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve thought about that a lot. I didn’t understand why she told me all that stuff at the time. It seemed so unnecessary. But I think that was her way of making sure she couldn’t back out of her decision. She was blowing up the bridge behind her so that there was no chance of doubling back. But I’ll bet that if you asked her why she’d done it, she’d say she was being respectful to me. By being completely honest.’
 
    
 
   Jordan took a moment to soak in the thought. She bathed herself in Zoe’s hypocrisy. After she’d truly absorbed it, she said ‘That’s so savagely egotistical, it takes my breath away.’
 
    
 
   Ellie shrugged like ‘Duh!’ Then she turned back to the chart, writing the name ‘ZOE’ in black pen and the word ‘EGO’ in yellow glitter beneath it. 
 
    
 
   Ellie looked at the word ‘Ego’ and said ‘Yes, that’s Zoe. It’s all about her. Always.’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, Caitlin’s not going to like that, I can tell you that for free. She likes the spotlight.’
 
    
 
   Ellie turned and begin to link Zoe and Caitlin’s names with two lines that ended in the word ‘SELFISH’ in pink glitter pen. She stood back from the paper, looking at its sparse contents. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
 
    
 
    
 
   Zoe slid the key into the lock and opened the door tentatively, calling ‘Ellie?’ through the crack.
 
    
 
   ‘I thought you said she’d gone’ Caitlin said from behind her.
 
    
 
         ‘She texted me to let me know she’d moved out. But I don’t want to bust in there if she came back for something.’
 
    
 
   She opened the door fully and took a cautious step in. Caitlin suddenly stomped in front of her impatiently.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, what are you doing!’ Zoe demanded, following her into the living room.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s not here, Zo.’ 
 
    
 
         ‘You didn’t know that.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin dropped herself onto the sofa.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sorry, I guess I’m just impatient’ she said with a sigh. ‘I feel like I’ve been waiting forever to have you to myself. I don’t want to wait even another second for us. Not even a car vandal could ruin that. What’s wrong with people, anyway? What kind of person does that?’’
 
    
 
   Zoe shook her head, feeling her temper bubbling. But she wasn’t going to be taken down by some thug and the expense they’d cost her in fresh tires. She had other things to think about now. She had Caitlin. She smiled and sat down on the sofa next to her.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s sweet. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be sensitive. Ellie must be heartbroken right now.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin didn’t want to give Zoe the chance to sit with the image of Ellie weeping over her for too long so she said ‘Where’s she gone, anyway?’
 
    
 
         ‘She never said. Probably gone to stay with her parents.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin looked around the flat, appraising it.
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t believe I’m going to be living here.’
 
    
 
   The comment unsettled Zoe. It had been her idea for Caitlin to move in, it had seemed to make sense at the time. They were going all in. They had to at this point, didn’t they? But still, it was a big change. To have Ellie here only two days ago and now Caitlin moving in today, anyone would have been jarred.
 
    
 
         ‘You don’t think we’re moving too fast, do you?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin took Zoe’s hand tenderly.
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve been in love with you forever. How could it be too fast?’
 
    
 
   Zoe felt her unease soothed.
 
    
 
         ‘How do you feel about a bit of redecoration?’ Caitlin asked. ‘Make it feel like it’s ours, together?’
 
    
 
   Zoe’s anxiety began to peak again.
 
    
 
         ‘Like what?’
 
    
 
        This sofa needs to go for a start.’
 
    
 
   Zoe touched it defensively.
 
    
 
         ‘But it was so expensive.’
 
    
 
         ‘But look at this mark. It’ll never come out’ Caitlin said, as she looked at the scuff marks left by Jordan’s heels.
 
    
 
   Zoe sat bolt upright in shock.
 
    
 
         ‘What!?’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan awoke to a strange squeaking sound. 
 
    
 
   She blinked the sleep out of her eyes and realised she’d nodded off on the sofa. She turned to the squeaking, vaguely recognising the sound of marker pen on paper, moving quickly and with purpose. It was Ellie. Jordan reached full consciousness rapidly at the sight of her. She was a vision of madness.
 
    
 
   The big sheet of paper was almost completely covered in mad scrawl and Ellie was hunched in the left corner, trying to fit in something about ‘Stupid striped t-shirts’ in a tiny gap.
 
    
 
   ‘Ellie, what the fuckin’ fuck!?’
 
    
 
   Ellie turned at Jordan’s exclamation, her eyes wide, like a vampire reacting to a cross. There was pen marks on her face, her hair was wild. There was glitter on her teeth.
 
    
 
         ‘You fell asleep and I got… inspired.’
 
    
 
   Jordan climbed to her feet to inspect the wall of notes. It was filled to the brim with words, ranging from the semi-useful (Z’s anally retentive about cleanliness) to the bizarre (C has an inscrutable Chinese character tattoo on her ankle, I bet she doesn’t know what it means. Probably Chinese for ‘Twat’).
 
    
 
   What had begun as a neat spider chart had become a haphazard stream-of-consciousness rant. 
 
    
 
         ‘Fuck me. You’ve made the living room look like a serial killer’s lair!’
 
    
 
   Ellie turned to look at the chart, seeing it through Jordan’s eyes. Perhaps it was a bit much.
 
    
 
   ‘How long was I asleep?’ Jordan asked, scratching her head.
 
    
 
         ‘About an hour. I don’t really know how you could nap in the middle of brainstorming.’
 
    
 
         ‘I got tired from all the note taking. And I can nap through anything. Including a descent into madness, apparently.’
 
    
 
   Ellie put her hands on her hips.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s really not that bad.’
 
    
 
         ‘Not that bad? You’ve gone full Jack Torrance!’
 
    
 
   Ellie laughed shrilly and turned back to her glittery visual aid of insanity, adding the words ‘All work and no play makes Ellie a dull girl.’
 
    
 
   Just as Jordan was wondering who you were supposed to call in a situation like this, she happened to glance at the coffee table. She saw several crumpled energy drink cans.
 
    
 
   ‘How many of those have you had?’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, I hope you don’t mind. I was thirsty and I found them in the fridge. I’ve never had one before. I usually stick to tea. I like them’ she said and raised her palms. ‘I can feel my heartbeat in my hands!’
 
    
 
   Jordan put her hand to her head, a little relieved. Ellie was obviously a little new to the caffeine high. Maybe no one would need to be sectioned today.
 
    
 
         ‘OK, why don’t we switch back to tea from now on, eh?’
 
    
 
   Ellie shrugged, disappointed.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright. But I was getting so much done…’
 
    
 
   Jordan took hold of Ellie’s shoulders gently and began to steer her toward her bedroom.
 
    
 
         ‘I know. But I’ve got a feeling there’s a crash coming soon, so I think you should probably lie down and wait for it. And since you don’t actually have a bed yet, take mine.’
 
    
 
         ‘But I’m not tired’ Ellie protested.
 
    
 
         ‘Just wait.’
 
    
 
   In the bedroom, Jordan instructed Ellie to take off her shoes and lay down, which she unwillingly did. Jordan looked down at Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Tired yet?’
 
    
 
   ‘No! Actually, perhaps a little bit. Maybe I’ll just close my eyes for a while…’ she trailed off as she curled up into a little ball.
 
    
 
   Ten seconds later, Ellie was snoring. Jordan left her to it.
 
    
 
    
 
   A few hours later, Ellie emerged from the bedroom to find Jordan eating chips from paper, watching television.
 
    
 
   ‘If they don’t video chat, they’re obviously a catfish. Just reverse search the photos, for crying out loud. Don’t we all know this by now?!’ she was yelling at the TV.
 
    
 
   Ellie cleared her throat to announce herself. Jordan turned.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, look. It’s the beautiful mind’ Jordan said, as she dipped a chip in ketchup.
 
    
 
   Waking up a few minutes earlier had been wildly disorienting for Ellie. At first she didn’t know where she was. Then she remembered and promptly wished she hadn’t. 
 
    
 
   She looked at the wall and was relieved to find that her display of madness was gone. But on the coffee table in front of Jordan was an open reporter’s notepad, the page filled with Jordan’s exquisitely neat handwriting. 
 
    
 
   ‘I got rid of your ‘notes’ but I did copy down anything I thought might be worth hanging onto’ Jordan explained. 
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t believe any of it was worth keeping’ Ellie said, shamefaced. 
 
    
 
         ‘There was insightful stuff on there. Especially about Zoe’s bedroom habits. Who knew she was a post-orgasm crier?’ Jordan said, her face lighting up at the thought.
 
    
 
   Ellie felt a heat begin to rise in her cheeks. She couldn’t believe she’d committed that to paper. 
 
    
 
         ‘It was just the once. And anyway, I think it was only because she got a nasty friction burn-’
 
    
 
         ‘Hold it right there! Let’s not get into the gory details’ Jordan begged.
 
    
 
   Ellie sat down to get a better look at what Jordan had written. It was more like a little essay now, a synopsis of each person under their names. Jordan leaned in to look over her shoulder, in case anything needed to be further explained. Their shoulders bumped against one another and they both automatically scooted a few inches away from each other, embarrassed at the contact. 
 
    
 
   Ellie ignored her awkwardness and began to read the summaries.
 
    
 
   ZOE
 
    
 
   Zoe has serious control issues. She finds it difficult to accept chaos. But her weakness is that she’s also very drawn to it. She both hates it and craves it. That’s why she’s spent all this time trying to fight her feelings for Caitlin. Caitlin is chaos. Zoe will not be able to stop herself from trying to tame that chaos.
 
    
 
   CAITLIN
 
    
 
   Caitlin needs freedom. Even if it’s only the illusion of it. She’s happiest knowing she can leave at any time, that she stays because she chooses to, not because she has to. Any infringement on that will alarm her. Even if she loves you, she’ll leave if she can feel you trying to hang onto her. 
 
    
 
   Ellie marvelled at the elegant simplicity of the statements. But Jordan wasn’t done.
 
    
 
   ‘What I figured out, looking at what we had’ Jordan said as she poked the paper ‘was one simple thing. The things that kept them apart in the first place, those issues haven’t gone anywhere. They still exist. And they can break them apart.’
 
    
 
         ‘So we’re going to split them up?’
 
    
 
         ‘Not just split them up. We’re going to make it a devastating break up, full drama and heartbreak. With any luck, the stress of it will take years off their lives.’
 
    
 
         ‘Wow’ Ellie breathed. ‘You’ve got a real knack for this.’
 
    
 
         ‘You had all the pieces’ Jordan shrugged. ‘I just connected them. So what do you think? Are you up for pulling a reverse Parent Trap?’
 
    
 
   That was the moment that Ellie had the thought. It was a glimmer of a notion, really. But there was something about it that instantly stuck. It had the pull of a good idea.
 
    
 
         ‘Definitely. Reverse Parent Trap it is.’
 
    
 
   Jordan leaned forward to grab a chip, in celebration of the decision. As she did, her t-shirt rose and Ellie saw the edge of a tattoo on her upper arm.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, what’s that?’ Ellie asked, pointing at the tattoo.
 
    
 
   Jordan glanced at it and pulled up her sleeve, saying ‘Oh, it’s just a little design I came up with.’
 
    
 
         ‘You designed it yourself?’ Ellie asked, impressed.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. I studied art at uni. You didn’t know that?’
 
    
 
   Ellie gave a short laugh.
 
    
 
         ‘Of course you didn’t. Because we’ve never had a real conversation before now’, Jordan acknowledged.
 
    
 
         ‘So?’
 
    
 
         ‘So what?’
 
    
 
         ‘So… Can I see it?’ Ellie asked, feeling bold.
 
    
 
   Jordan pulled the sleeve to reveal the design that went from her upper arm, around her shoulder and seemingly onto her back, beyond what Ellie could see. It looked like a plant of some kind, wrapping itself around Jordan’s body.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s a weed’ Jordan explained.
 
    
 
         ‘Pretty for a weed. Why did you choose that?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because they grow without anyone’s help. I guess I relate to them.’ Jordan said and then paused before adding quietly ‘I grew up in care homes.’
 
    
 
   It was another thing about Jordan that Ellie hadn’t known. But it was bigger than the art thing. Much bigger. Ellie wanted to ask more, but she wasn’t sure if she should, whether that was crossing a line. 
 
    
 
   But Ellie wanted Jordan to know that she wasn’t the scaredy-cat she’d been only a week ago. She could handle asking about it if Jordan could handle answering.
 
    
 
         ‘What happened to your parents?’
 
    
 
   Jordan looked at Ellie, surprised. Most people didn’t ask beyond the first bit of the story. They were usually too embarrassed. 
 
    
 
         ‘Car accident when I was young. And no relatives willing to take me. That’s how I got into art. Lots of art therapy at the care home.’
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded. Emboldened by the personal reveal, she touched the edge of the tattoo.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s a beautiful design. You’re really good.’
 
    
 
   Jordan watched her caress the tattoo for a moment. And then they locked eyes. Ellie realised what she was doing. She snatched her hand back. Jordan quickly pulled her t-shirt back down again.
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe’ she said brusquely, wanting to change to tone. ‘But good doesn’t pay the rent. Canines do. Speaking of which’ Jordan said as she checked her watch, ‘I’ve got a Dachshund to get to. He has to be walked every single day at six or he loses his shit. Sometimes literally.’
 
    
 
   She stood and Ellie stood quickly too.
 
    
 
         ‘Can I come?’
 
    
 
   Jordan was thrown.
 
    
 
         ‘What for?’
 
    
 
         ‘I think we’re just hitting our stride, scheming wise. I’d like to keep talking about it. I might have an idea. Well, maybe not an idea, but a seedling of one. Your take on it could push it to greatness.’
 
    
 
        ‘Well, if you put it like that…’
 
    
 
    
 
   Ellie watched the Dave the Dachshund (somehow the name suited him) doing a large, looping poo. It was sort of like watching soft serve ice cream come out of the machine, swirling out of his bottom in a neat uniform mound. It was strangely hypnotic.
 
    
 
   Jordan was staring off into the distance, ostensibly examining a large oak tree on the horizon of the common they’d driven Dave out to. But Ellie knew she was thinking about more than a tree. She was clearly considering the rough plan that Ellie had laid out for her.  
 
    
 
   Ellie waited nervously. It was a lot to take in. Maybe Jordan thought it was stupid?
 
    
 
   ‘So…’ Jordan said eventually. ‘You really think we could make all that happen?’
 
    
 
   Ellie let out the breath she’d been holding. Jordan hadn’t dismissed it completely, at least not yet.
 
    
 
         ‘It’ll be tricky but I think it’s at least possible.’
 
    
 
   Jordan drew a small black plastic bag out of her pocket, putting her hand into it and picking up Dave’s poop through the bag. She glanced up as she performed the unsavoury task.
 
    
 
         ‘But you realise how badly it could backfire if it doesn’t turn out the way we think it will.’
 
    
 
         ‘I realise that, yes. But I know Zoe. And you know Caitlin. I think we both know that this would ruin them.’
 
    
 
   Jordan walked to the nearby poo bin and dropped Dave’s offering in quickly. She turned back to the tree. She went quiet again, thinking seriously about Ellie’s pitch for revenge. Dave suddenly barked, startling them both.
 
    
 
         ‘Dave, chill’ Jordan said and pulled a tiny ball from her pocket, lobbing it as far as she could. He galloped after it as fast as his disproportionately tiny legs would carry him. As he reached the ball, Jordan turned to Ellie.
 
    
 
   ‘OK.’
 
    
 
   Ellie wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. Was it a yes to her idea? Or was she simply about to tell her that she was utterly, stark staring mad to think such a plan could work? Like ‘OK, you should probably move out.’
 
    
 
         ‘OK…?’ Ellie asked tentatively.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, OK. Let’s do it. I think it’s a good idea.’
 
    
 
         ‘You do!?’ Ellie cried out, surprised at her own excitement. It felt oddly good to impress Jordan, who seemed to think most things were stupid.
 
    
 
         ‘I actually do’ Jordan concurred.
 
    
 
   Before Ellie realised what she was doing, she’d grabbed Jordan in a hug. Jordan, taken by surprise, submitted briefly. And then, realising that they’d never actually hugged each other before, they jumped apart, like people realising they’d sleep walked into traffic.
 
    
 
   Jordan gave a short cough and muttered ‘Alright, Ellie. Take it easy, would you? We’ve still got to pull this off. And even if it’s possible, it’s going to take some serious effort to get it to work.’
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded, a little embarrassed. She couldn’t think what had come over her.
 
    
 
         ‘But I do have some thoughts on how to get from A to B.’
 
    
 
         ‘That was quick. I only just had the idea!’
 
    
 
         ‘What can I say? I guess you have a way of bringing out the worst in me’ Jordan said with a dry smile.
 
    
 
   Dave came trotting back, dropping the now very slobbery ball at Jordan’s feet.
 
    
 
   ‘Good boy, Dave. Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?’
 
    
 
   And she threw the ball as hard as she could. Dave trotted off again, wagging with delight. Ellie knew how he felt. Jordan liked the plan. They were really going to do this.
 
    
 
    
 
   After Dave had been dropped off back home, Jordan and Ellie were driving back in Jordan’s dog van. The smell of dog pee was strong, the result of some nervous mutts who weren’t so sure about the whole ‘whizzing through the air at forty miles an hour’ thing. But Jordan had promised that you learned to ignore it eventually.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, would it be OK if we stopped by my storage unit on the way back?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Why do you have a storage unit?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because when I moved in with Zoe, she said none of my stuff really matched with hers. We, I, well, she decided to put it in storage.’
 
    
 
   Jordan sighed deeply.
 
    
 
         ‘Just when I think I’ve found the depths of Zoe’s dick-ishness, there’s a storage unit filled with more of it.’
 
    
 
   Ellie looked out of the window as she thought about the truth in that.
 
    
 
         ‘At the time, the way she put it, I really didn’t think it was that bad.’
 
    
 
         ‘But I’m assuming those blinkers have slipped off now, though. Right?’
 
    
 
         ‘Trust me. They’re off.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Ellie pulled open the rusty door to the unit with a painful shriek and looked inside. The sight of all her old furniture was at once comforting and painful. On the one hand, everything in there had been chosen by Ellie because she loved it and it felt good to see it all again. On the other hand, she’d shut everything away on Zoe’s say so with barely a second thought.
 
    
 
   Looking into the dark recesses of all her most valued possessions, it was like realising she’d shut herself in there too.
 
    
 
   ‘Is that what I think it is?’ Jordan said suddenly, breaking Ellie’s existential crisis as she waltzed past Ellie and into the unit. She pulled a dust sheet off a mustard yellow Chesterfield sofa. ‘Shit, this is a beauty.’
 
    
 
         ‘Do you like it?’
 
    
 
         ‘Do I like it? I fucking love it.’
 
    
 
         ‘Zoe thought it looked a bit, I don’t know, shabby or something.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s because it’s not the kind of soulless minimalist bullshit she likes. It’s got character’ she said, sitting down on it gently, caressing it respectfully.
 
    
 
   Ellie watched her admiring the sofa, warmed by Jordan’s regard for it.
 
    
 
         ‘Can we have it in the flat?’ Jordan asked keenly.
 
    
 
         ‘Sure’ Ellie said, still a little surprised at Jordan’s enthusiasm. ‘In all honesty, I thought I was going to have to sell most of this stuff. I can’t store it forever and your flat is furnished.’
 
    
 
   Jordan stood up, going deeper into the unit.
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t you dare’ she said, inspecting a teak bookcase in the gothic style. ‘The goons on Gumtree could never appreciate this stuff. We’ll find the room’ she assured Ellie.
 
    
 
   Jordan’s eye chanced on a roll top bureau made of rich mahogany and if she’d been drooling before, she was on the verge of visual orgasm now. Who would have thought that Ellie had such good taste?
 
    
 
   ‘Ok, I think this one is my favourite. What are the odds you might let me use this occasionally? I really feel like this would make me want to sit down and work.’
 
    
 
   Ellie was about to agree to share. But seeing Jordan’s immediate passion for the desk, she thought she could do a bit better than that.
 
    
 
         ‘You know what? You can have it.’
 
    
 
         ‘What?!’ Jordan cried out. ‘No, I couldn’t. Really?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. Call it a house warming gift. I never really used it much anyway, I just thought it was pretty.’
 
    
 
   Jordan ran a finger along a gilt drawer handle and said ‘It’s pretty, alright. Thanks Ellie. Now I’m glad I asked you to move in.’
 
    
 
   Ellie laughed.
 
    
 
   ‘Sorry’ Jordan apologised, realising what she’d said and how it sounded. ‘You know what I mean.’
 
    
 
   The word ‘Sorry’ sounded weird coming out of Jordan’s mouth. Ellie realised that was because she’d never heard her say it before. Even if she broke one of your wine glasses right in front of you, the best you could hope for was a sarcastic ‘Oops.’
 
    
 
   Was this the beginning of a beautiful friendship?
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, on the subject of you moving in, I want to let you know that I bloody hate the smell of onions, so no big oniony meals in the kitchen, alright?’
 
    
 
         ‘Well’ thought Ellie ‘that was nice for about eight seconds.’
 
    
 
         ‘How are you planning to get this stuff back to mine, ours I mean’ Jordan asked. ‘I’d put it in the van but the dog cages are bolted in. Might be a mission. And I don’t think it would hold everything…’
 
    
 
         ‘No, don’t worry. I’ve got a man with a van coming next weekend to get it. I just wanted to get a few small things for now, to feel a bit more settled in. Maybe a box or two?’
 
    
 
         ‘I can definitely get that in the back. Come on, let’s get cracking. The sun’s going down.’
 
    
 
   Ellie began to scout around for the best possible box, holding the dearest treasures. But she really couldn’t remember what was in any of them. It had been far too long to be sure what ‘P stuff’ and ‘KTC’ meant. She ended up grabbing a few boxes at random and hoping for the best.
 
    
 
    
 
   Back home, Ellie and Jordan carried two medium sized boxes down the stairs to the basement flat.
 
    
 
   ‘So, now we have the goal sorted, how do you want to kick things off? I mean, there’s a quick way to do this.’
 
    
 
         ‘I think if we rush it, they’ll twig. We have to play it subtle. First off, I need to talk to a lady I work with, she’s a friend. We’re going to need her help for Stage One.’
 
    
 
         ‘And you think she will? It’s not going to be a bit weird to ask?’
 
    
 
         ‘It might well be weird, yes. But she’s been divorced three times to three total bastards. When I tell her what Zoe did, hopefully she’ll be on board’ Ellie said, as she placed a box down in the living room. She tugged the old tape off it and tore it open.
 
    
 
         ‘What’s in there?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie brought out a spatula with supreme disappointment.
 
    
 
         ‘Kitchen utensils.’
 
    
 
   Jordan could sense Ellie’s dissatisfaction.
 
    
 
         ‘If it’s any consolation, we were quite low on forks.’
 
    
 
         ‘Help yourself’ Ellie said, as she pushed the box toward her.
 
    
 
   Ellie realised something.
 
    
 
         ‘Hey, when’s Caitlin coming back for her stuff?’
 
    
 
   Jordan was inspecting a cake fork and said bitterly ‘Actually, I don’t have a clue. We haven’t had any contact since she chucked me.’
 
    
 
         ‘If she does contact you, let me know. We might be able to use her coming here in some way.’
 
    
 
         ‘How so?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not completely sure yet. But it could have its advantages’ Ellie said, beginning to do some quick calculations in her head.
 
    
 
   Jordan watched Ellie, who was clearly concocting some scheme. Jordan had to admit to herself that this new side of Ellie made her a lot more fun to be around. She was having to re-evaluate everything she thought she knew about the woman.
 
    
 
         ‘Aye aye, Captain, I’ll keep you posted.’ 
 
    
 
   It was a silly joke, but it made Ellie feel like there was some warmth there again with Jordan. She had to hope it could last.
 
    
 
   She’d moved in out of necessity, both financially and in terms of what they wanted to do together. It had made sense. But what would happen in a few months, when the dust had settled. Would they be normal flatmates? Shared meals, nights in front of the TV? All that stuff? 
 
    
 
   What she was really wondering was whether they would be able to cohabitate in peacetime. Right now they had a whole ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’ thing to keep it together. But what would happen after that? Could she and Jordan ever be real friends?
 
    
 
   But that was a question for a later time, Ellie supposed. For now, they had things to do. 
 
    
 
   Ellie opened the second box and Jordan peeked interestedly in.
 
    
 
   ‘Anything good?’
 
    
 
   Ellie shook her head, crestfallen.
 
    
 
         ‘Sheets and blankets. And no bed to put them on. Perfect.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   It was Monday morning and Ellie was watching Janice through the classroom window, singing ‘Incy Wincy Spider’ with a group of toddlers. 
 
    
 
   The way she threw herself into the song, somehow, Ellie knew she’d be able to do what she was about to ask. She just hoped it wasn’t too crazy a thing to request from a friend. Scratch that. She knew it was too crazy. She just hoped Janice would say yes anyway.
 
    
 
   Janice popped open her sandwich box and looked at its contents with disappointment.
 
    
 
   ‘I hate quinoa.’
 
    
 
         ‘Why do you keep bringing it for lunch, then?’ Ellie asked as she bit into her cheese sandwich.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t even know anymore. I haven’t dropped a pound in weeks.’
 
    
 
         ‘You don’t need to lose weight, Janice. You look great.’
 
    
 
         ‘Keep telling me that, please. And let me keep believing you.’
 
    
 
   Ellie smiled devilishly.
 
    
 
         ‘Come on, let’s ditch these boring lunches and go for a burger next door!’
 
    
 
   Janice forced her mouth into a stern set, but a smile peeped out from behind it.
 
    
 
         ‘You’re evil.’
 
    
 
         ‘Nothing beats the Monday blues like some greasy rubbish.’
 
    
 
   Janice sighed.
 
    
 
         ‘Fine. You win. But if questioned, I did try to say no.’
 
    
 
         ‘Who would question me?’
 
    
 
   Janice shrugged, positing ‘Spies from Weight Watchers?’
 
    
 
   Ellie and Janice stood and grabbed their coats from the rack.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m paying, by the way.’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not arguing but what’s the occasion?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m about to ask for an enormous and unreasonable favour so I need to butter you up first’ Ellie explained.
 
    
 
         ‘Sounds intriguing.’
 
    
 
         ‘If nothing else, you only have to listen to a crazy story and you get a free burger out of it. And then I fully expect you to say no.’
 
    
 
         ‘Lunch and entertainment! This Monday is improving by the minute.’
 
    
 
    
 
   At Crazy Mike’s Filthy Burgers, Janice was thoughtfully chewing a piece of her ‘Bacon Burger with all the ‘Fixin’s.’ She’d just heard the whole saga and was shaking her head in horror and disbelief. 
 
    
 
   ‘Even my second husband, and he was the worst of the lot, wouldn’t stoop that low. Just about to get you pregnant and she tells you that someone else is the love of her life? Unbelievable.’
 
    
 
         ‘It is, isn’t it? And yet it actually happened.’
 
    
 
         ‘And your legs were…’ she trailed off and held her hands apart to demonstrate what she meant.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s right, Janice. In the air.’
 
    
 
         ‘My god. What are we coming to, I ask you? I blame the internet. It’s made everyone’s attention spans very short.’
 
    
 
   Ellie knew that there was probably a logic to what Janice had just said but she didn’t want to get side-tracked. She still needed to ask the favour of all favours.
 
    
 
   But Janice, who’d always been intuitive to the point of the supernatural, made it easy.
 
    
 
   ‘If I were you, I’d give her a taste of her own medicine. Has she ever cheated on her taxes, by any chance?’
 
    
 
         ‘Actually, I did have revenge in mind. But as far as Zoe’s taxes go, I don’t think that will fly. She’s very straight about that sort of thing. I had something else in mind. Something a bit more complicated.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, this is the favour you mentioned? Please do explain but the answer is already yes.’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s mouth fell open.
 
    
 
         ‘But you don’t know what it is yet!’ 
 
    
 
   Janice sighed and put more salt on her fries.
 
    
 
         ‘You’ve always been good to me, Ellie. How many times have you cat sat for me at five minutes’ notice? How many times have you covered for me when I needed to get my dodgy knee seen in the middle of a work day? You’re a sweet girl and that’s a wonderful thing. But you let people take advantage of you too easily. And maybe I’ve even been known to take a little too much from you. So if you’ve decided to stand up for yourself, I’m all for it. Just tell me what I can do. Call it repaying a long overdue debt.’
 
    
 
   Ellie smiled, warmed by what Janice had just said. She never considered Janice as someone that took advantage. She’d always been glad to do things for her because she always looked at her as a mother figure. More than her own mother, in fact. And apparently, Janice saw her as someone she’d go a long way to protect if needed, like any mother would. 
 
    
 
   God bless Janice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Okay, I’d settle for a beige’ Zoe said. ‘But anything darker than that will make the room look smaller. Everyone knows that.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin flicked through the paint catalogue to the beige page. It contained sixteen of the dullest colours ever conceived. Caitlin considered them offensively boring to her colour starved pallet.
 
    
 
         ‘Jesus, really? The flat isn’t small. Does that really need to be a concern?’
 
    
 
         ‘It’s not small now, no. But who knows what would happen if we painted the walls pink. It could shrink.’
 
    
 
         ‘I never said pink’ Caitlin said with an eye roll. ‘But maybe it’s a little soon to be looking at this. I haven’t even moved my stuff in yet. Maybe we should come back to this later on…’
 
    
 
         ‘No!’ Zoe protested. ‘I want you to feel at home here. What colour were you thinking? Show me. Let me adjust to it.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin shrugged and said ‘Alright, I’ll show you. But you’re probably going to hate it.’
 
    
 
         ‘If you love it, I’ll love it’ Zoe said with a smile as she moved up the sofa, tucking herself closer into Caitlin.
 
    
 
   Caitlin pointed to the colour puce.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh’ Zoe said quietly. ‘I thought you said it wasn’t pink?’
 
    
 
         ‘Puce isn’t pink. It’s a shade of purple.’
 
    
 
         ‘Right’ Zoe said gently. ‘Quite a pink-y shade of purple, isn’t it?’
 
    
 
         ‘Just say you hate it.’
 
    
 
         ‘No, no, no, no, I don’t hate it.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin raised an eyebrow at Zoe. Zoe couldn’t help it. She began to laugh.
 
    
 
   ‘OK, I do. I hate it. I think it’s crazy ugly’, Zoe spluttered through her laughter. Caitlin joined in, Zoe’s laughter had always been infectious to her. 
 
    
 
   Once the laughter subsided, Caitlin took another swing.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, maybe it is ugly. But don’t you think it’s got that ‘So ugly it’s actually kind of cute’ thing happening?’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t think that’s a thing’ Zoe said sceptically.
 
    
 
   Before Caitlin could retort, her mobile buzzed.
 
    
 
         ‘To be continued’ she warned as she stood to take the call in the bedroom. Zoe watched her walk away, admiring her bottom. She couldn’t believe she could look at that outstanding bottom any time she liked. She’d spent so many years trying not to stare at it, the luxury of full access seemed outrageously decadent.
 
    
 
   She began to flick through the colours again as she listened to the gentle sound of murmurs coming through the door. As she listened, she thought she heard something in Caitlin’s voice she’d never heard. It had taken on a formal quality.
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, Caitlin came out of the bedroom, beaming from ear to ear.
 
    
 
         ‘From the smile on your face, I’m assuming that wasn’t a sales call?’ Zoe asked.
 
    
 
         ‘It was the craziest thing. This lady, her name’s Samantha Frost, she owns a bespoke jewellery company and she said she saw my stuff on Etsy. Wants to meet with me tomorrow to see if I’d be interested in designing some pieces for her company.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s incredible.’
 
    
 
         ‘I know, right?’ Caitlin said as she began to google Samantha’s company ‘Vindictae’ on her phone. She found the website quickly. ‘Looks pretty legit’ Caitlin said as she tapped around the site, checking out the stuff she had for sale. It was nice. Maybe her own stuff would be on there soon too? And from there, who knew? Caitlin’s mind took her on a fantasy tour of success and riches as she imagined the possible consequences of this meeting. And then Caitlin remembered something that dragged her back down to earth with a bump.
 
    
 
   ‘Shit!’
 
    
 
         ‘What’s wrong?’
 
    
 
         ‘All my stuff’s at the old flat. I need to be able to take samples so she can see it in person. That’s professional, right?’
 
    
 
         ‘Right’ Zoe agreed. ‘Nothing for it. You’ll have to go get it.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin’s face fell. She’d been having such a nice day, pottering around Zoe’s flat in her underwear, waiting for her to come back from the bank. And when she’d gotten home, they’d ordered a pizza which they didn’t eat because they were so busy making love in the bedroom that they hadn’t heard the hallway buzzer. Then they’d simply ordered another, which they’d eaten on the sofa with the TV on. Then some light banter over colour pallets. It had all been so beautiful. 
 
    
 
   And now she would have to deal with Jordan.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan herself was looking at her laptop at that very moment, checking out the website for ‘Vindictae’ while Ellie looked over her shoulder, marvelling.
 
    
 
   ‘That’s amazing. And you knocked that up in a few hours?’
 
    
 
         ‘Easy as pie. Some swishy looking graphic design, a few pics grabbed from free image sites and boom! Totally real looking company.’
 
    
 
         ‘Do you think it might have been a little on the nose to call the company ‘Vindictae?’
 
    
 
         ‘If you think for a second that Caitlin is ever going to realise that it’s Latin for ‘Revenge’, then you’ve massively overestimated her.’
 
    
 
         ‘But it’s a silly risk, I just worry that-’
 
    
 
         ‘It’s the little things in life that bring us pleasure. And dangling the truth right underneath Caitlin’s greedy little nose, knowing full well she’ll be too blinded by her own ambition to see it, it’s all part of the fun.’
 
    
 
   Ellie considered it. Jordan had a point. It was a delightful thought.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright. But let’s agree now, we shouldn’t push our luck too much. We don’t want to be undone by hubris.’
 
    
 
         ‘Undone By Hubris. That’s what they’ll call the TV movie they make about this.’
 
    
 
   Ellie snorted with laughter as her phone beeped. It was a text from Janice.
 
    
 
         ‘Bait taken. Operation Vindictae is go.’
 
    
 
   Ellie smiled at the message. Janice was clearly having fun.
 
    
 
         ‘Caitlin has apparently responded well to Samantha Frost’ Ellie informed Jordan, who looked up sharply from her laptop.
 
    
 
   They locked eyes as they both realised that all the talk was over. They’d actually done something. It was a tiny step, part of a much larger journey, but at that moment, they both felt like they’d taken the first steps onto the moon. It was really happening.
 
    
 
   Another beep, this time from Jordan’s phone, broke the moment. Jordan read the message.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s coming over. Caitlin, that is.’
 
    
 
         ‘When?’
 
    
 
         ‘Right now.’
 
    
 
         ‘Now?’ Ellie screeched.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. You better get out of here’ Jordan said, as she slapped her laptop shut. If Caitlin saw the Vindictae website up on her screen, the game would be over before it really got going.
 
    
 
         ‘I still don’t know why they can’t know I live here’ Ellie protested.
 
    
 
   Jordan turned ten unnecessary degrees in her swivel armchair and placed her fingertips together in a mock villainous pose.
 
    
 
         ‘Because we don’t want them to know that yet. I’d like to use the reveal of that information quite strategically, if possible’ Jordan said in a low voice full of malice. Then her voice went back to its usual sardonic tone. ‘By the way, if we’re going to do this properly, I really think I should get a cat to stroke at these moments. Do you think you can rent them by the hour?’
 
    
 
   Ellie chuckled but she knew that even though Jordan was trying to frame it as a joke, she was being serious. Jordan was clearly committing to this if she was thinking so long range.
 
    
 
         ‘I’d better get out of here then. Wait, where should I go?’
 
    
 
         ‘Café on the corner. Get gone, would you? She could be here any minute.’
 
    
 
   Ellie grabbed her coat and ran out.
 
    
 
    
 
   After Ellie had been gone a few minutes, Jordan found herself wandering aimlessly around the flat, unsure of what to do while she waited for Caitlin.
 
    
 
   Eventually, she landed on twiddling a plant pot, turning it so that the greenest, lushest part was visible to the room. And to Caitlin. After ten seconds of doing that, she realised why she was doing it.
 
    
 
   Caitlin had given her the plant a year ago, purchased with the groceries. At the time, Jordan had been suspicious of the gift. Why had she given her a plant? 
 
    
 
   Jordan wondered if it was some kind of test of her character. Would she be able to keep it alive? Was she responsible, a good person? A person like the best friend Caitlin was always banging on about, the infamous Zoe (then merely an irritation, not the solid object of hatred that she was now) who was a proper adult with a real career and a mortgage, not just a dog walker with artistic dreams.
 
    
 
   Never mind that Caitlin herself was no more an adult than Jordan was. Jordan just had this sense that she was being compared. Thinking about it now, Jordan knew that she’d obviously had some concerns about the friendship, albeit unconsciously.
 
    
 
   So Jordan had cared for the plant with a conscientiousness that had bordered on the obsessive. If it was a test, she didn’t care about failing or passing. It was more like the greater the plant flourished, the more of a ‘Fuck you’ it became to Caitlin and her assessment.
 
    
 
   And then one day, Jordan had point blank asked Caitlin why she’d gotten the plant.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh, that? It was on offer, I think. They were practically giving it away. I thought it would cheer up the living room a bit. So bloody dark in here.’
 
    
 
   So that was that. The plant had meant nothing to Caitlin. And neither did Jordan, as it turned out. But that didn’t mean that Jordan couldn’t give it her own meaning. The plant was still flourishing without Caitlin. And so was she. It was still the ‘Fuck you’ plant it had always been, Jordan thought with satisfaction.
 
    
 
   A knock at the door made Jordan jump a foot. She felt immediately angry with herself for feeling so ridiculously nervous. She took a deep breath and then opened the door.
 
    
 
   Caitlin stood there, all five foot nothing of her, and by god did she look good. She was practically glowing. It shocked Jordan briefly but she shook it off quickly.
 
    
 
   ‘Come in if you’re coming, would you? You’re letting the heat out.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin sighed and walked in, stopping in the middle of the room. She turned to watch Jordan shut the door and then lean against it with her arms folded.
 
    
 
         ‘How are you doing?’ Caitlin asked gently.
 
    
 
         ‘Who me? Awesome, thanks.’
 
    
 
         ‘Really?’ Caitlin asked sceptically. 
 
    
 
   The bloody arrogance of that ‘Really?’ piqued Jordan no end.  It was just one word, but Jordan could read the unspoken part of it quite easily. ‘Are you sure you’re not falling to pieces without me, the person who gave zero shits about you?’ But Jordan refused to give her the satisfaction of indulging it for a second.
 
    
 
         ‘Absolutely’ Jordan said confidently. ‘Every day’s a parade of hot strangers coming through here since you left. I’ve had more sex in the last few days than we had in the last few months. God bless Tinder.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin gave Jordan a condescending smile, a smile that said ‘Sure you are.’
 
    
 
   Jordan felt her blood begin to bubble, heating to the point where you could boil an egg in it. She opened her mouth, ready to let rip. She didn’t even know what she was going to say. She’d know once she’d said it. It would be whatever nasty thing she wanted and then it would be out of her body, the poison drained if only for a moment.
 
    
 
   But she stopped. She pressed her lips tightly together, sticking a mental padlock on them. She threw away the imaginary key to the lock for good measure.  
 
    
 
   Sure, she could give Caitlin a reaming. But what was the point? Caitlin might be upset for five seconds and then it would all be over. And Jordan had something better in store for her.
 
    
 
   It was insane how easy it had been for Caitlin to walk in here and piss Jordan off to the extent that Jordan had managed forget the plan for a second. With only a handful of words, Jordan’s brain had been temporarily incapacitated. 
 
    
 
   ‘Exes’ Jordan thought. ‘Am I right?’
 
    
 
   But even if she wasn’t going to let rip on Caitlin, she still needed to cultivate a jealous ex-girlfriend vibe. Otherwise, Caitlin might begin to wonder why she was suddenly so calm.
 
    
 
   ‘I packed your stuff up to make this quicker. It’s over there’ Jordan said as she gestured to four bin bags sat in the corner of the living room. Caitlin looked at them, relieved. She could be out of here in a matter of minutes, with minimal interaction, if she played this correctly. This didn’t need to ruin her night.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, I thought maybe it was time to pick up a few things. Things I might need.’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, if you’re going to use our sex toys with Zoe, I’d run them through the dishwasher first.’
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan…’ Caitlin began, her tone admonishing. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this.’
 
    
 
         ‘Actually, it does. Just get your crap and get out.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin didn’t reply. Instead, she went over to the bags and began to poke through them.
 
    
 
         ‘Is my jewellery stuff in here?’
 
    
 
   There it was, Jordan noted with satisfaction. She wanted samples for ‘Samantha’. She felt a smirk begin to rise in her but she knew everything depended on being able to suppress it. If Caitlin got so much as a hint that she was up to something, this whole thing could be shut down pretty quick.
 
    
 
         ‘Need it for something?’ Jordan asked, super casually.
 
    
 
   Caitlin wondered if she should mention her meeting. But she couldn’t help it, she was bursting with excitement. Even the prospect of Jordan shitting on her good fortune couldn’t dampen her enthusiasm. 
 
    
 
         ‘Actually, I’ve got this meeting. I might be doing some designs for a company. Could be cool.’
 
    
 
         ‘Congratulations’ Jordan said unpleasantly. ‘Things are really working out for you, aren’t they? First Zoe, now this? The gods have indeed smiled.’
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan, let’s not-’
 
    
 
         ‘By the way, what happened to the sperm?’ Jordan broke in suddenly.
 
    
 
   Caitlin thought she’d misheard.
 
    
 
         ‘The what?’
 
    
 
         ‘No, it’s just, I was thinking about it and I remember that Ellie and Zoe had some sperm on order. And I just keep wondering… Did they throw it out? Or what?’
 
    
 
         ‘Err, I…’ Caitlin stuttered, flummoxed by the question, to Jordan’s gratification.
 
    
 
         ‘Or did she just stick it in the back of the freezer with the fish fingers?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin really hadn’t given any thought to it. And why on earth would she have to? That whole thing was over. What difference did it make what Zoe had done with the sperm?
 
    
 
   ‘I didn’t know if maybe… Well, now that Zoe has a new girlfriend, that maybe that person, you, might be the new receptacle for Zoe’s little yuppie babies.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin shook her head.
 
    
 
         ‘We literally just got together. We haven’t talked about any of that stuff. It’s way, way, way too early.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded. But gosh, wasn’t that a lot of ‘Ways’?
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, I guess. Well, you better get going. I’ve got a date later; I need to get ready.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin picked up the bags, managing all of them in one go. Jordan held the door open for her as she walked out. She was pleased to note that whatever spring Caitlin had had in her step coming in, had lessened now.
 
    
 
   Caitlin turned at the door, ready to say goodbye. She hoped Jordan wouldn’t get too tearful. But Jordan simply said ‘See ya’ and slammed the door in her face.
 
    
 
   Caitlin walked back to her car and put the bags into the boot, squeezing them in gently. She climbed into the driver’s seat and began to pull the seat belt over herself, suddenly aware of a vague sensation, a disconcertedness. Something felt wrong. What was it? 
 
    
 
   That whole thing about the sperm, it was patently ridiculous. Zoe wouldn’t expect her to have a baby, for god’s sakes. Caitlin pushed the thought from her mind. She was going home to give Zoe round two in the bedroom.
 
    
 
   But as she drove off down the road, the word ‘sperm’ lingered at the edge of her thoughts. 
 
    
 
    
 
   At the café on the corner, Ellie was having a hot chocolate and wondering how long she should wait before going home. She’d have to ring ahead first, or possibly text, but it was a risky move. What if Caitlin saw Jordan’s phone readout and spotted her name? They really should have thought this through.
 
    
 
   But Ellie happened to glance out of the window just in time to see a silver Ford Ka whizz by. Caitlin’s features were visible for the briefest of moments but Ellie could have sworn there was an oddly distracted look on her normally placid little face.
 
    
 
   Had she imagined it? Or had Jordan planted that first seed of doubt with incredible effectiveness? Ellie drained the rest of her drink and practically ran out of the café. She couldn’t wait to get the details.
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Oh, my god, she ate it up with a spoon’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘I bet she did’ Ellie nodded, delighted.
 
    
 
   She’d just had a word for word transcript of the conversation with Caitlin and she had to admit, Jordan had done a great job. She’d struck exactly the right tone. Ellie had been a little concerned about Jordan’s ability not to get swept up in her own emotions but clearly, that fear had been without basis. From the look on Caitlin’s face as she’d driven by, Jordan had nailed it.
 
    
 
   Ellie was pleased by how it was going so far. They’d planned out pretty carefully what would be said, together. And it had probably worked. They couldn’t know for sure yet, but it had looked promising. 
 
    
 
   She wasn’t the only one feeling good. Jordan felt a buzz from this too. The high wasn’t just from the small success; it was from the knowledge that the partnership was working effectively. 
 
    
 
   Both were a little amazed at it. Jordan and Ellie, people who lived on separate planets with entirely different gravity fields, might turn out to be a decent combination.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, partner, what next?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Now, it’s all down to Janice. At least for the moment.’
 
    
 
         ‘You think she can pull it off?’
 
    
 
         ‘I think so. Did you get that earpiece thing?’
 
    
 
   Jordan went over to the sideboard, pulling out a package from the drawer.
 
    
 
         ‘I picked it up today. Do you think we should test it out?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, but I don’t want to run the battery down, so we should probably be conservative.’
 
    
 
         ‘Good thinking, boss’ Jordan said. She took the earpiece out and began to fit it all together while Ellie watched. ‘OK’ she said, once she was confident. ‘You wear the piece; I’ll speak to you from outside. The range is fifty metres.’
 
    
 
   Ellie took the earpiece and fitted it gently into her ear.
 
    
 
         ‘Can you see it?’
 
    
 
   Jordan took a good hard look at Ellie’s ear. The earpiece was cream coloured but not invisible. ‘Maybe a little.’
 
    
 
   Ellie sighed, disappointed. And then she realised it didn’t have to be a problem.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice will have to mention being a little deaf in one ear. That way, if Caitlin sees it, she’ll assume it’s a hearing aid.’
 
    
 
         ‘Are you sure you want to complicate Samantha Frost’s back story? We don’t want Janice to have to juggle too many bits of info.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s what the earpiece is for. If she gets in trouble, we can help her out. Are you ready for the test run?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yep.’
 
    
 
         ‘Do we have the reverse mic? For listening in?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh no, I forgot!’ Jordan gasped.
 
    
 
   Ellie’s heart sank.
 
    
 
   ‘Just kidding’ Jordan said as she produced the other mic from the sideboard. ‘What kind of fuck up do you think I am?’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t think you’re a fuck up Jordan. Far from it. I’m just being thorough.’
 
    
 
   That pleased Jordan. She couldn’t think why. ‘You’re not a fuck up’ was hardly a shower of compliments. But then she realised why it felt good to hear it. Jordan had made some very poor life choices vis-à-vis partner selection. Even the smallest of encouragements had meaning to her right now. It was the nicest thing anyone had said to her in weeks.
 
    
 
   Realising that was quite depressing.
 
    
 
   ‘Are you alright?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
   Jordan realised her game face must have slipped for a minute.
 
    
 
         ‘Yep. Fine. You got the ear piece in?’
 
    
 
   Ellie knew that she’d caught a wisp of sadness on Jordan’s face. But if she didn’t want to talk about it (and clearly she didn’t) what could Ellie do? If it had been anyone else, Janice for example, she might have gently pushed. But Jordan was still quite a mystery to Ellie. 
 
    
 
         ‘It’s in. Let’s do the test.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Through the earpieces, Jordan and Ellie began to perform the test run.
 
    
 
   ‘Hello?’
 
    
 
         ‘Instead of hello, perhaps we should say ‘Come in.’
 
    
 
   A pause and some static…
 
    
 
         ‘Ellie, I’m not doing any of that.’
 
    
 
   There was a large sigh and then ‘Fine. But these communications exist to avoid confusion.’
 
    
 
         ‘In this case, I think they’d only add to it. We don’t need it. People don’t say ‘Roger’ over the phone, do they?’
 
    
 
   Another pause.
 
    
 
         ‘I suppose not.’
 
    
 
         ‘And can you really imagine asking Janice to have to remember all that when we’re telling her what to say? As well as carrying on a functioning conversation with another person who’s not supposed to know we’re running the show?’
 
    
 
         ‘Alright, fine. You make a good case. But I still think it would have been useful.’
 
    
 
   A sigh and then ‘Ellie?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes?’
 
    
 
         ‘Did you want to do it for fun?’
 
    
 
   A very lengthy pause.
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe a little.’
 
    
 
         ‘Just this once then. Over.’
 
    
 
         ‘Roger that. Thanks. Over.’
 
    
 
         ‘Do you think this is going to work?’ Over.’
 
    
 
         ‘Affirmative. Over.’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Janice looked amazing. 
 
    
 
   She was wearing a high-end looking charcoal power suit and heels you could kill a man with. Her usually delightfully messy hair was tucked into a tight French twist.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh my god!’ exclaimed Ellie, as Janice strutted out of the toilets. The last of the children had been collected and they were the only staff members left at Little Tykes. ‘You look like a CEO!’
 
    
 
         ‘Costume designer had this from last year’s production of ‘Wall Street: The Musical. God, it was terrible.’
 
    
 
         ‘Did you get a speaking part, though? I mean, obviously the two leads are male but…’
 
    
 
         ‘Nope, I was stuck on set painting. ‘Couldn’t find the right role for me.’ Typical.’
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, you’re a star’ Ellie said sincerely. ‘There’s only so long they can ignore that fact.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s sweet. But I don’t know if that’s a realistic dream.’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, you’ll have the starring role today.’
 
    
 
   Janice smiled and drew herself up to her full height.
 
    
 
         ‘I will, won’t I? 
 
    
 
   There was a rapid knock on the window and they both turned to see Jordan waiting.
 
    
 
   Ellie went to collect her from the main door and brought her into the room to meet Janice.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan, this is the woman who we are about to owe big time.’
 
    
 
   Jordan smiled and stuck her hand out but Janice was having none of it.
 
    
 
         ‘We’re in the fox hole together. Let’s not stand on ceremony.’
 
    
 
   She grabbed her in a bear hug. Jordan looked over Janice’s shoulder at Ellie with an eye roll. But Ellie noticed that Jordan wasn’t struggling to end the hug. But that was Janice, she was motherly. You couldn’t help but be sucked in by it. And apparently, Jordan was not immune.
 
    
 
   Finally, Janice released Jordan. Then she took a long look at her, a look of naked assessment. 
 
    
 
   ‘Well, you’re a pretty girl, I must say.’
 
    
 
   Jordan seemed stuck for a response. Ellie realised she hadn’t actually said anything in Janice’s presence yet. Imagine that, Jordan Payne with her mouth shut. Will miracles never cease?
 
    
 
   Eventually, Jordan found her tongue.
 
    
 
         ‘I guess I’m alright.’
 
    
 
         ‘Alright? You’re a stunner! Ellie, don’t you think so?’
 
    
 
         ‘What?’ Ellie said, surprised. She was fine with watching Janice drown Jordan in compliments. That was classic Janice. But she had no desire to get sucked into the conversation.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan? Isn’t she gorgeous?’ Janice reiterated.
 
    
 
   Ellie could have just about died.
 
    
 
   Sure, it was hard to ignore the fact that Jordan was good looking, in a scary sort of way. Her porcelain skin was flawless, her long straight black hair was silky and thick and her sharp green eyes were hard to look away from. Not to mention the fact that her lean frame made her a natural clothes horse, which was lucky because not everyone could have pulled off Jordan’s uniform skinny, worn black jeans and baggy t-shirts paired with the sharp black leather jacket she was never out of. Offset with her dark eyeliner and ruby red lipstick, she was hard to miss.
 
    
 
   Yeah, Jordan was kind of sexy, Ellie would have to say if pushed. Which she was being. No, that was underselling it, she admitted to herself. Jordan was clearly very sexy. If you liked that sort of thing. And Ellie didn’t. She liked the more sophisticated, less in-your-face types. 
 
    
 
   Still, Jordan was indeed, in Janice’s phrasing, a ‘stunner’. But there wasn’t a chance in Hades that Ellie was going to say that to Jordan’s face. She wasn’t sure why but she would sooner have jumped off the roof.
 
    
 
   After what began to turn into an uncomfortable silence in response to Janice’s question, Ellie went for a smile and a shrug. She wasn’t admitting that Jordan was hot. Nor was she refuting it, thereby insulting her. It was safe in its neutrality.
 
    
 
   Or so she believed. But if she was shooting for inoffensive, from Jordan’s perspective, she missed her mark. Because Jordan was quite surprised to find herself disappointed by Ellie’s answer.
 
    
 
   Initially, she’d been embarrassed by Janice’s declaration. She wasn’t a big fan of being defined by her physical traits. Jordan knew she was good looking. But so what? Plenty of people were good looking. Ellie, for example. If you managed to get past the ‘Girl Next Door’ vibe she put out, she had a lot going for her. She had lush, wavy, honey coloured hair, a very cute button nose, a golden complexion and large, warm, hazel eyes. And that wasn’t even getting into her hourglass figure. She was a very wholesome beauty. If you were into that. But Jordan wasn’t. She liked a bit of edge to her women. And Ellie was all floral print dresses and little cardigans. Not Jordan’s cup of tea at all.
 
    
 
   But still, Ellie’s ambivalent response to the question of her attractiveness, somehow it had hurt. 
 
    
 
         ‘Anyway…’ Jordan said dismissively.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, let’s run through the details’ Ellie added quickly. ‘We haven’t got long.’
 
    
 
   Janice looked from Ellie to Jordan and she couldn’t miss the strange little moment that had just occurred off the back of an entirely innocent observation. And she thought ‘Hmmm.’
 
    
 
   But she said nothing. She just decided to let nature take its course. Somehow, Janice knew it would. It always did.
 
    
 
    
 
   Janice walked through the Grind House café, looking around for her target. And then she spotted her. She’d been told to look for a ‘petite, cute, olive skinned girl with a pixie cut and a very curated ‘French’ thing going on’ as Jordan put it. ‘She looks all innocent but you can totally tell there’s a shark underneath it all.’
 
    
 
   And there she was, just as described.
 
    
 
   Janice braced herself, reminding herself to do the accent she’d been practising. It was supposed to be a few notches above her own normally working class accent. Ellie had not asked her to do it but she knew instinctively that it would make her more believable. 
 
    
 
   ‘Caitlin?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin jumped up and stuck out her hand.
 
    
 
         ‘Hi, Samantha. Great to meet you.’
 
    
 
   Janice took the hand, shaking it gently. She was pleased to find that she took an instant dislike to the girl. Despite jumping at the chance for some revenge on Ellie’s behalf, Janice wasn’t naturally malicious and she hoped it wouldn’t be too hard to do this. But her immediate sense that this was a person who was very pleased with herself… That was going to make this all a little easier.
 
    
 
         ‘So glad you could meet at such short notice. I’m very excited to talk to you about what we do at Vindictae.’
 
    
 
    
 
   In an alley behind the café, Jordan and Ellie were standing by some extremely stinky bins, looking like the world’s most awkward delinquents. Ellie had the ear piece that was picking up the conversation inside the cafe into her ear and she was holding the mic that fed her words to Janice.
 
    
 
   Ellie listened as Caitlin and Janice made some standard initial chit chat. Ellie thought for a second that she was picking up a different conversation than the one she’d been expecting, because she didn’t know who this throaty posh woman that was speaking to Caitlin was. And then she realised it was actually Janice.
 
    
 
   How the amateur dramatic society had not cast her in a lead yet, Ellie could not understand. Janice was gone. Only Samantha Frost remained.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s she saying?’ Jordan was asking.
 
    
 
         ‘Shh, I can’t hear her!’
 
    
 
         ‘There’s a small flaw in this plan, isn’t there?’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, I guess we should have gotten the digital kit. We could be listening from a speaker in the flat in high definition sound.’
 
    
 
         ‘It was hundreds for that. Espionage on a budget is not the most glamorous thing, is it? I’d swear that bin is filled with rotting fish.’
 
    
 
   Ellie held her hand up for quiet.
 
    
 
         ‘OK, they’re starting to get into it. Just lean in, you should be able to pick it up a little.’
 
    
 
   Jordan leaned her head closer to Ellie, close enough that she could feel Ellie’s breath on her neck. It was making her skin prickle.
 
    
 
         ‘Breathe quieter, would you?’ Jordan demanded irritably.
 
    
 
   Ellie shook her head and turned her attention to the conversation. Caitlin was discussing her ‘Aesthetic’ while Janice occasionally went ‘Mmm’ and ‘Yes, I see’ and ‘Well, that’s very true’. She was doing a fabulous job of eating up Caitlin’s bullshit.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, if you can hear me, drop in the fact that you’re deaf in one ear, to cover the piece.’
 
    
 
   Asking Janice to do that served two functions. Firstly, to remind her of the earpiece cover story. And secondly, to see if this communication was going both ways. They could hear Janice. Could Janice hear them? They waited, breath baited.
 
    
 
         ‘Could you speak up just a little, Caitlin? I’m afraid I’m a touch deaf in one ear’ Janice said.
 
    
 
   Jordan, who’d managed to hear that through the ear piece, held her hand up for a high five and Ellie slapped it quickly. Score.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, YES. OF COURSE’ Caitlin said, with ridiculous over annunciation. 
 
    
 
         ‘No, my dear. Not quite that deaf’ Janice corrected.
 
    
 
   Jordan sniggered. Ellie shushed her and Jordan obediently covered her mouth. 
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, sorry. How’s this?’ Caitlin said at a middle pitch.
 
    
 
         ‘Perfect. So, what we’d be wanting from you is someone who could design a range for us, in a particular style that I think you’d be suited to from what I saw on your site. Oh, are those your samples? Could I see them?’
 
    
 
   There was some rustling as Caitlin produced her work for inspection.
 
    
 
         ‘When are we going to get to the good stuff?’ Jordan muttered, as Caitlin and Janice discussed Caitlin’s craftsmanship. Janice, of course, heaped praise upon it.
 
    
 
         ‘Patience. We can’t just launch in. Janice needs to build up trust first.’
 
    
 
         ‘I guess’ Jordan acquiesced.
 
    
 
   They listened for a few more minutes as Janice and Caitlin talked business. It was amazing how Caitlin was buying everything that Janice, who knew absolutely shit all about the jewellery business, said to her. 
 
    
 
   But then again, how much did Caitlin really know? She wasn’t much more than a gifted amateur, kindly put. She’d only been ‘Creating pieces’ as she called it, for about three months. But that was obviously sufficient in Caitlin’s eyes to believe that she’d mastered it well enough to be offered such a good opportunity without actually having to seek it out. 
 
    
 
   As Jordan listened to Caitlin waffling on, her eyes rolled so far back she was in danger of disconnecting her optic nerves.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, an employee of The Grind House walked around the corner of the alley, carrying rubbish bags in both hands. He was a gruff looking man in his forties, with a straggly pre-hipster beard. When he saw Ellie and Jordan, he stopped a few metres away from them, fixing them with a suspicious look. 
 
    
 
   Ellie froze, like a dear in the headlights. How would she explain what she was doing? She was hanging around the bins with another woman. How could it not look completely shifty?
 
    
 
   Luckily, Jordan was not so concerned about how it looked.
 
    
 
         ‘Did you want something?’ she asked sharply.
 
    
 
         ‘What’s going on here?’ the bearded man asked, standing his ground.
 
    
 
         ‘We’re minding our own business. How about you?’ Jordan demanded.
 
    
 
         ‘This is Grind House property. I could report you.’
 
    
 
         ‘For what, exactly?’ 
 
    
 
         ‘Loitering with intent. What are you? Prostitutes? Drug dealers?’
 
    
 
   Jordan raised an eyebrow.
 
    
 
         ‘Neither of us is selling anything here so I’m afraid you’ll have to buy elsewhere’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
   The man was affronted. 
 
    
 
         ‘No, I wasn’t-’
 
    
 
         ‘Imagine! Trying to solicit sex and drugs from two young women! It’s a scandal. Wouldn’t you say?’ she said to Ellie.
 
    
 
   Ellie, who’d been watching this exchange dumbfounded, nodded along.
 
    
 
         ‘Shocking’ she managed to spit out.
 
    
 
   The bearded man looked horrified.
 
    
 
         ‘How dare you-’
 
    
 
         ‘You better get out of here, before I call the cops myself!’ Jordan shouted.
 
    
 
   He looked at the two women agape and then simply dropped the rubbish bags where he stood and turned, hastily leaving the alley.
 
    
 
   Ellie watched him practically running away from Jordan and she realised something. She’d always thought Jordan was kind of a bitch. But maybe she was a bitch because she needed to be. She’d used her mouth like a weapon with that man and it had seen him off as well as any knife. Ellie felt a sudden stab of envy.
 
    
 
   Ellie could never have stood up to a stranger like that. She could barely ask for what she wanted from her nearest and dearest. Which she supposed was the whole reason she was standing in this alleyway in the first place. 
 
    
 
   ‘Shit, I hope we haven’t missed anything crucial while we were dealing with that dick head!’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s nice of you to say ‘We’ dealt with him. But it was all you.’
 
    
 
         ‘He was asking for it!’ Jordan said, sensing a criticism coming. Caitlin had always been telling her to take it easy on strangers who pissed her off. But she couldn’t help it. It was just who she was. Still, Jordan had come to know that whenever she pulled a stunt like that, she’d probably be arguing with Caitlin shortly afterward.
 
    
 
   But Ellie simply replied ‘Completely asking for it. Well done’ with a grateful smile. Then she turned her attention back to the conversation coming through the earpiece. Jordan shrugged off the thanks. But inside, she felt a flush of pride. Which she was immediately annoyed about.
 
    
 
   Janice and Caitlin were still conversing, and luckily Janice did not appear to be struggling without the intervention of the earpiece. She was going full steam, chatting away with Caitlin, who was clearly beginning to warm up to ‘Samantha’. 
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan listened to them talking for a few more minutes before Ellie began to sense that the moment was coming when Janice might comfortably begin to probe Caitlin’s personal life. 
 
    
 
   ‘Janice’ Ellie said into the mic. ‘Ask her about her studio space.’
 
    
 
         ‘So where do you work? Do you have a studio space?’ Janice asked and then slurped a sip of tea, shocking Ellie’s delicate eardrum.
 
    
 
         ‘At the moment, I work from home’ Caitlin replied. ‘Although I just moved, actually, so I haven’t picked out a space in the new place’ she added.
 
    
 
   Caitlin could have just stopped at ‘I work from home’ but she hadn’t. Ellie and Jordan both noticed it and understood what it meant. Rapport was beginning to build. In addition, they had the perfect in.
 
    
 
         ‘Ask why she moved’ Ellie instructed.
 
    
 
         ‘You moved recently? That’s always a nightmare. Agents, moving vans…’ Janice led.
 
    
 
   There was a pause.
 
    
 
         ‘Actually, it was a lot easier than that. In a way. I moved into my girlfriend’s place, so it was a pretty easy transition.’
 
    
 
         ‘I bet it was’ Jordan muttered bitterly.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, that sounds nice. Have you been with your girlfriend long?’ Janice asked casually. 
 
    
 
         ‘Yes and no’ Caitlin replied. ‘We only got together very recently but we’ve known each other since we were pretty young.’
 
    
 
         ‘How romantic!’ Jordan said to Ellie in mock surprise. 
 
    
 
   Ellie smiled with one side of her mouth and said ‘Isn’t it, though?’
 
    
 
   They shared a brief unified look and then turned their attention back to the earpiece.
 
    
 
         ‘How romantic!’ Janice unknowingly echoed, although without detectable sarcasm. Ellie and Jordan could practically hear Caitlin’s tender hearted blush coming down the mic.
 
    
 
         ‘It is, yes. We’re completely in love’ she gushed.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m gonna puke up a lung if I have to listen to much more of this’ Jordan said with a deep sigh.
 
    
 
         ‘Then let’s not’ Ellie replied and then spoke into the mic. ‘Ask why it took them so long to get together. But go easy.’ 
 
    
 
         ‘So, how come you waited so long. If you don’t mind me asking?’ Janice parroted.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, it’s been a long time coming. I think we’ve always loved each other. But life gets in the ways sometimes.’
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan, as the ‘Life’ in question, both frowned bitterly at that.
 
    
 
         ‘So I guess you’ve got a lot of catching up to do?’ Janice probed.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes we do. We’re probably going to Paris for the weekend next month.’
 
    
 
   Ellie had had enough of this. She spoke into the mic once more.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice. Pull the trigger.’
 
    
 
         ‘Are you planning to get married?’ Janice asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, I don’t…’
 
    
 
         ‘Or perhaps that’s a bit traditional’ Janice corrected herself. ‘Maybe you’re going straight to the baby stage?’ Janice said, as though it were a light hearted joke. But of course, that’s the last thing it was. And apparently, Caitlin agreed. Because the comment was met with a silence.
 
    
 
   Ellie worried she’d been too hasty. Jordan, sensing Ellie’s slight panic, grabbed the mic.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, pull it back a bit. Don’t want to spook her. Imply that you’ve crossed the line and apologise.’ 
 
    
 
         ‘Sorry, is that too personal?’ Janice immediately said.
 
    
 
         ‘No, no, no, no…’ Caitlin assured, obviously not wanting to offend her potential employer. ‘I’m just not sure what the answer to all that is. It’s funny, you’re the second person to mention the future to me in the last twenty-four hours.’
 
    
 
         ‘That is funny’ Jordan said, acerbically.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, I suppose I just assumed. Perhaps you’re too young to be thinking about that’ Janice said.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, I’m only thirty-five.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh!’ Janice said with surprise. ‘I suppose I thought you were a little younger than that.’
 
    
 
         ‘You did?’ Caitlin asked uncertainly.
 
    
 
         ‘But it’s different for everyone’ Janice said, as though trying to be comforting.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, say this and say it exactly like I’m saying it’ Jordan said decisively into the mic. Janice waited and then the instruction came. ‘I’m sure your girlfriend isn’t even thinking about any of that family planning business. Like you said, you just got together. You should just be having fun while you can’ Jordan said in a light, un-Jordan tone.
 
    
 
   Janice repeated the sentiment, imitating the delivery precisely.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, err, yeah, I guess so’ Caitlin stuttered, her first truly nervous moment of the ‘Interview’.
 
    
 
   Ellie looked at Jordan and gave her a silent slow clap of approval. Jordan had played Caitlin like a fiddle. 
 
    
 
   Jordan took a brief, proud bow.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, you can start to wrap it up now’ Ellie said into the mic.
 
    
 
   Janice began to wind down the meeting, informing Caitlin that she liked her designs and that she’d be in touch soon. She’d been pre-instructed to leaves things on a positive note, open for a later stage of the plan. Caitlin sounded relatively cheery as she said her goodbyes to ‘Samantha’ and left the café.
 
    
 
         ‘The cuckoo has flown the nest’ Janice spoke into her lapel mic, hidden in a broach.
 
    
 
         ‘Good work’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, nice work, Janice’ Jordan added, leaning over Ellie’s shoulder.
 
    
 
    
 
   Caitlin climbed into her car and the feeling she’d gotten last night; it was back again. ‘God dammit’, she thought. ‘I’m supposed to be blissful right now! I should be overjoyed to have the thing I waited forever for. But other people keep fucking with it!’
 
    
 
   But other than the disconcerting comment about marriage and kids, Samantha Frost had seemed alright. And Caitlin was pretty sure she’d made a good impression on the woman, both personally and with her designs. 
 
    
 
   But the whole ‘starting a family’ thing, it was really starting to chap Caitlin’s arse. Who cared what anyone else thought, she decided. She was going to simply go home and ask Zoe what she actually thought about it. That was the only way to deal with this nonsense. Head on.
 
    
 
    
 
   Zoe was sitting in the living room when Caitlin got back, reading the Financial Times.
 
    
 
   ‘How did the meeting go?’
 
    
 
         ‘Great. You’re not planning to knock me up, are you?’
 
    
 
   Zoe’s eyes nearly fell out of her head.
 
    
 
         ‘What?!’
 
    
 
         ‘I know you and Ellie were planning a baby. More than planning. And what did you do with the sperm?’
 
    
 
   Zoe’s grip on her paper tightened, tearing it slightly.
 
    
 
         ‘I… Where’s all this coming from?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin shrugged as she sat down on the sofa.
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve just been thinking, that’s all.’
 
    
 
         ‘Look, we just got together. It’s too early for that’ Zoe said shortly.
 
    
 
   Caitlin’s relief was immediate.
 
    
 
         ‘It is, isn’t it?’
 
    
 
   Zoe went back to her newspaper, feeling like she’d just managed to get the pin back into a grenade before it blew the room up.
 
    
 
         ‘But what did you do with the sperm, out of curiosity?’
 
    
 
   Zoe sighed.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t even know. I probably threw it away.’
 
    
 
         ‘OK.’
 
    
 
         ‘Are we done with this now?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
    
 
   Zoe shook her head and turned her full attention back to an article on the FTSE.
 
    
 
   Caitlin felt somewhat comforted by Zoe’s apparent lack of interest in the topic of babies. And yet there was one word in the conversation that niggled her. But this time, it wasn’t the word ‘Sperm’, it was the word ‘Probably’. 
 
    
 
         ‘I probably threw it out’ Zoe had said. Wouldn’t you know if you threw out some sperm, Caitlin speculated.  It wasn’t an empty wine bottle. It was human effluvia. 
 
    
 
   The question lingered in her mind for the rest of the evening, making her quiet.
 
    
 
   Zoe could sense that something was up. And it probably had something to do with that crazy question Caitlin had thrown at her when she first came home. But Zoe was not going to raise that topic again. She’d already come far too close to having a family with the wrong person. Now was the time to slow down. Not too much of course. She was in her mid-thirties, after all. But Zoe thought she’d probably just freeze her eggs and think about it again in five years.
 
    
 
   But not now. Now was the time for love and sex, not marriage and babies. All that could wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie were waiting outside Zoe apartment’s building, sitting in Jordan’s van.
 
    
 
   ‘I feel a bit conspicuous in the van’ Ellie complained. ‘If Caitlin sees it, she’s going to recognise it.’
 
    
 
         ‘It’s a non-descript, unmarked white van. Even if she spotted it, she’s not going to think twice. It’s about as common a vehicle as you can get.’
 
    
 
         ‘Even if she sees us sitting in it?’
 
    
 
         ‘As soon as we see her car leaving the building, we’ll duck. OK?’
 
    
 
   They’d been sitting outside the building for about twenty minutes, waiting for Caitlin to leave. They’d already seen Zoe drive away in her BMW (with a presumably new set of un-popped tires), so they knew she was out of the way.
 
    
 
   But Caitlin was less predictable. Jordan knew she had yoga on Thursday mornings. But sometimes she skipped it. They hoped today would not be one of those days. They needed the flat empty.
 
    
 
         ‘Is that her?’ Ellie asked, squinting at a silver Ka.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes. Down!’
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie quickly dropped their heads down by the gear stick and waited. Ellie began to realise how close her head was to Jordan’s. Close enough to smell her perfume. It smelled good. The word ‘edible’ popped into Ellie’s mind.
 
    
 
   For Jordan, the phrase she was struggling with was ‘goose bumps.’ But she tried to shake the feeling off. It was probably just the excitement of the impending naughty act they were about to commit together. Anyone would have felt a little stimulated. 
 
    
 
         ‘Do you think she’s gone?’ Ellie asked, anything to break how awkward she felt being so close to Jordan.
 
    
 
         ‘Have a peek’ Jordan instructed.
 
    
 
   Ellie slowly raised her head. The Ka was gone.
 
    
 
         ‘Clear.’
 
    
 
   Jordan sat up.
 
    
 
         ‘Ok, I reckon we’ve got about ninety minutes in there before Caitlin comes home. Let’s get Stage Two done.’
 
    
 
    
 
         ‘Thank god you kept that key’ Jordan said as they stepped into the hallway of the apartment. 
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t thank anyone yet. We’ve still yet to find out if she changed the alarm code’ Ellie reminded her as she began to punch numbers into the beeping alarm box, praying that Zoe would never suspect that she’d come back here.
 
    
 
   One, seven, eight, four, four… Ellie paused. The last number would set the alarm off if it was wrong. She hit ‘Six’ and waited. After the longest two seconds in human history, the red light switched to green. Ellie let out the breath she’d been holding.
 
    
 
         ‘I guess she’s not that suspicious’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘That or she doesn’t think I’d ever be a threat to her’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
         ‘Would you like Zoe to consider you a ‘threat’?’ Jordan asked, amused.
 
    
 
         ‘It would be kind of nice, yes. Not like a murderer or anything, but maybe just a little bit of a worry’ Ellie replied defensively.
 
    
 
         ‘Come on, killer’ Jordan said genially. ‘Let’s get this done and get the fuck out of here.’
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded and followed Jordan into the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Jordan dropped her bag on the kitchen island and Ellie sucked in an involuntary breath of shock. 
 
    
 
         ‘What’s up?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Sorry, seeing you put your bag on that kitchen surface gave me a Pavlovian response. Zoe hates anything like that. I was frightened to put food down on it sometimes.’
 
    
 
         ‘Is that so?’ asked Jordan, looking at the island anew. She began to run her finger along the black granite surface. 
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan. Don’t’ Ellie begged.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not doing anything.’
 
    
 
         ‘But you’re thinking about it.’     
 
    
 
         ‘Of course I am. I was picturing what it might be like to take a long, steaming hot piss on this counter…’ 
 
    
 
         ‘Jesus!’
 
    
 
         ‘…but I’m not going to DO it, obviously. We’ve got bigger fish to fry. Chill, would you?’
 
    
 
         ‘We’re breaking and entering. It’s hard to be ‘chill’ right now.’
 
    
 
         ‘Technically, it’s just entering. We used a key.’
 
    
 
         ‘I doubt the police will get too hung up on that distinction. Can we just get on with it?’
 
    
 
         ‘Alright, spoil sport. Have you got the thing?’
 
    
 
   Ellie reached into her bag and bought out a small medical sample bottle, filled with a white substance. She handed it to Jordan.
 
    
 
   ‘What is that, anyway?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s glue from the nursery, mixed with a bit of water. And I got the container at a chemist.’
 
    
 
   She held it up, examining it carefully. It easily passed for a container full of sperm.
 
    
 
         ‘It looks convincing, but if they crack that bad boy open, the jig is probably up.’
 
    
 
         ‘Then let’s hope that they don’t have a desire to sniff it.’
 
    
 
         ‘When you put it like that, I suppose it is quite unlikely.’
 
    
 
   Jordan popped the sample into her pocket as she opened the fridge and examined its contents, finding what she was looking for. Orange juice.
 
    
 
         ‘When Caitlin comes back from yoga, she always has an orange juice and a banana so she’ll come straight to the fridge the minute she gets back.’
 
    
 
         ‘But we need her to open the freezer compartment before Zoe can. And we need her to find our little gift when she does.’
 
    
 
         ‘Right. So when she gets here, she’s going to find…’ Jordan trailed off as she turned to the sink and filled a glass with water. She tipped a little around the bottom of the fridge, leading the drips out further into the kitchen, so they’d be spotted as soon as Caitlin walked up to the fridge. ‘…a leaking freezer. We’ll leave the door open a little so it will seem like someone didn’t shut it properly.’
 
    
 
         ‘Which Caitlin will think she did, because Zoe would never do something like that. She’s too anal.’
 
    
 
         ‘Precisely. So Caitlin will have to open the freezer to clean up her mess. To hide her mistake.’
 
    
 
   Jordan opened the freezer and began to stack the food from the top shelf into one corner of it, pushing it in tightly to create a kind of spring load, with frozen peas at the front of the stack. It barely stayed in place, which was the point. On top of the packet of petit pois, she carefully placed the sample jar, the final piece of the tableau.
 
    
 
   Jordan closed the freezer door, just shy of it being properly locked.
 
    
 
   ‘And when she opens it…’
 
    
 
   Jordan pulled the door open a few centimetres. The peas immediately fell out, along with the container. Jordan turned to Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘What do you think?’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re kind of a genius at this’ Ellie said admiringly. 
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t really know what this is, but thank you’ Jordan said humbly as she stood. She put everything back into place, ready for Caitlin’s return.
 
    
 
   ‘Alright, let’s bounce’ Jordan said and they both scuttled out of the kitchen, back down the hallway. As they went to leave, Ellie chanced to look at an open door. It was the door of the bedroom. She stopped cold.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s up?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie didn’t speak. But Jordan was no dummy.
 
    
 
         ‘You’ve got some pretty fucked up memories of that room, I’m guessing.’
 
    
 
   Ellie pushed the door open to reveal the room in its entirety. Jordan joined her at the doorway.
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t believe she decided to dump me… right then’ Ellie sputtered.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s a piece of shit’ Jordan said from the doorway.
 
    
 
   Ellie walked into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the immaculately made bed.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, and I chose to be with her. What does that say about me?’
 
    
 
   Jordan shook her head and said ‘It doesn’t say anything about you.’
 
    
 
   Ellie picked up a pillow and hugged it tightly.
 
    
 
        'You know what I think is really killing me about all this?’ Ellie said to Jordan. ‘She was the one who pushed for kids. I mean, I love children. Obviously. I spend all day with them. And I do want them. One day. But I wasn’t really feeling ready for all that yet. But Zoe kept pushing so I let her have her way. I ignored my gut feelings. I would have gone through with it, for her. And it still wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough.’
 
    
 
   Jordan listened, her face creasing in empathy. Maybe she and Ellie had more in common than she’d thought. Maybe she’d ignored her own gut with Caitlin, disregarded the obvious problems.
 
    
 
   Jordan sighed. It was hard to see Ellie so pained. But she promised herself that Zoe would pay for it. 
 
    
 
         ‘Ellie, why don’t we get out of here now?’ she asked gently. 
 
    
 
   Ellie noted the unusually soft tone and decided to pull herself together. She didn’t want Jordan’s pity.
 
    
 
         ‘Why the rush?’ Ellie asked, lightening her tone. ‘Caitlin’s not due back for ages.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s not why we should go. I don’t want to be in here anymore than you do.’
 
    
 
   Ellie looked at the bed and back at Jordan.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sorry. I’m so stupid. I guess this place…’
 
    
 
         ‘…is the place my ex wanted to be, rather than with me’ Jordan finished. 
 
    
 
   Ellie stood up.
 
    
 
         ‘You’re right. This is a bad place for both of us.’
 
    
 
   Ellie stood and walked to the doorway, where Jordan was still stood, looking at the bed. As Ellie went to pass her, she felt a hand on her wrist.
 
    
 
         ‘Wait a second.’
 
    
 
   Ellie stopped and turned to Jordan.
 
    
 
   Jordan felt her heart begin to beat loudly in her chest. She’d just had a very, very bad idea. Saying it out loud could really fuck things sideways with Ellie. But Jordan was a very ‘Screw it’ sort of person. And what was the worst that could really come of her suggestion? Ellie could only say no. No harm, no foul.
 
    
 
   ‘I was thinking.... What if we reclaimed some territory?’
 
    
 
   Ellie thought she knew what Jordan meant but she still asked ‘What do you mean?’
 
    
 
         ‘That bed has fucked us both up. We could take the power out of it if we…’ Jordan raised a lascivious eyebrow and nodded in the direction of the offending bed. 
 
    
 
   Ellie pulled her cardigan tightly around her chest, feigning shock.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan!’
 
    
 
         ‘Come on. It wouldn’t have to mean anything. To either of us. You can pretend I’m anyone else in the world. I won’t mind.’
 
    
 
   Ellie felt panic flood her system. Not because she was as offended as she was acting. But because she wanted to say yes.
 
    
 
   But what did she want to say yes to? Revenge? Or Jordan? It was hard to know the difference, especially seeing as their entire relationship had revolved around the concept of vengeance. Jordan and retaliation were so thoroughly intertwined; Ellie didn’t know how she could ever begin to separate them.
 
    
 
   But maybe she could find out.
 
    
 
   Jordan, who was starting to think she’d said an extremely unwise thing, was cursing herself internally. Stupid, stupid, stupid…
 
    
 
         ‘Alright’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
   Jordan blinked.
 
    
 
         ‘What?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m saying yes’ Ellie said nervously. ‘It might make us both feel better about what they did. Like an interim fix of payback while we wait for the big plan to work.’
 
    
 
   Jordan didn’t say anything.
 
    
 
   ‘You… You weren’t joking, were you?’ Ellie asked, suddenly worried.
 
    
 
         ‘NO!’ Jordan cried. And then more quietly, casually ‘I mean, no. I meant it. Like you said, it’ll cheer us both up. Because of revenge’ she added quickly.
 
    
 
         ‘Right. Vindictae.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. Vindictae.’
 
    
 
   They both looked at the bed.
 
    
 
         ‘How do you want to do this?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t planning to...’
 
    
 
         ‘Me neither’ Ellie said quickly.
 
    
 
         ‘Right. It’s a spur of the moment… revenge… sex…. thing. We’ll just be like two bodies doing, you know, and our minds can be wherever we want.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, like… like being on a treadmill.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded and began to rub the back of her neck a little nervously. 
 
    
 
         ‘I guess maybe we should start by taking our clothes off?’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s eyes widened in alarm.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not sure if I want to skip right into that. I might need to ease into, erm, nudity.’
 
    
 
         ‘OK’ Jordan nodded. ‘That’s fair enough. How would you like to… warm up?’
 
    
 
         ‘I guess the usual way. Maybe you could, you know, start by kissing me? I’d keep my eyes shut if it makes it easier.’
 
    
 
         ‘Do you normally kiss with your eyes open?’ Jordan asked, jolted.
 
    
 
         ‘No, I mean before, during ‘The Lean In’. So as not to put you off.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh. Yeah, OK.’
 
    
 
   Jordan waited.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, should I shut them now?’ Ellie said, realising that the moment was actually here and not a few minutes in the future, as she’d somehow believed.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. If you don’t mind’ Jordan said politely. It was weird for Ellie to hear her being so respectful. But she tried to ignore that as she obediently shut her eyes.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked at Ellie, standing there, in the doorway of the room where Zoe had no doubt done the nasty with Caitlin. Two minutes ago, that thought had Jordan just about at breaking point. But now that Ellie was standing in front of her, waiting to be kissed, Jordan suddenly forgot where she was. She could only think about the task at hand.
 
    
 
   She leaned in carefully, not wanting to scare Ellie with a sudden pair of lips flying at her. As she got within a millimetre of Ellie’s lips, she paused, wanting Ellie to have the chance to back out if she wanted. But Ellie was still waiting. She looked scared but she was keeping her eyes closed.
 
    
 
   Jordan closed her own eyes and pressed her lips softly to Ellie’s. She felt them respond. They were warm, soft, full lips. They tasted of cinnamon. Jordan had always liked cinnamon.
 
    
 
   And suddenly, quicker than either of them could have possibly imagined, the kiss wasn’t all that was happening. Jordan’s hands were in Ellie’s hair. Ellie’s hands were holding tightly onto Jordan’s hips, pulling her close.
 
    
 
   Everyone’s eyes were still closed. Neither Ellie nor Jordan dared to open them, for fear of breaking whatever spell was being cast right now.
 
    
 
   Ellie began to yank Jordan’s jacket off and Jordan quickly helped her, throwing it off as quickly as she could so that her hands could go back to touching Ellie as they continued the passionate kiss. She put her hands underneath Ellie’s cardigan and the cardigan was soon gone, compliments of Ellie.
 
    
 
   They began to move toward the bed and Jordan, not as familiar with the layout of the room as Ellie, needed to have a peek at where she was so that she didn’t trip over some random ottoman. When she opened her eyes, she saw that Ellie’s were open too. They both froze at the eye contact. The kiss, and the spell, were indeed broken.
 
    
 
   ‘Maybe this isn’t such a great idea…’ Ellie heard herself say.
 
    
 
         ‘No, maybe not’ Jordan heard herself reply.
 
    
 
   They both removed their hands from each other and took a step back.
 
    
 
   Jordan began to look for her jacket, as though she didn’t know precisely where it was.  But she’d rather do anything than look at Ellie right now. Standing barefoot on a pin tack, for example.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Ellie was putting on her cardigan. And even thought it was a warm day, and she usually wore them open, she was doing up every tiny, fiddly button. Right to the neck.
 
    
 
   Once Jordan and Ellie had spent about two whole minutes putting on some pretty basic articles of clothing, they were finally forced to speak to each other.
 
    
 
   ‘So, I still think we can count this, don’t you?’ Jordan said, not quite looking at Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Count it?’ Ellie asked, adjusting the time on her watch. It had been about thirty seconds out for a while. It had to be dealt with immediately.
 
    
 
         ‘I mean, it’s maybe not quite as tainted as we hoped in here, but it’s not totally un-defiled. Don’t you reckon?’
 
    
 
         ‘Guess so’ Ellie said quietly and began to march out of the room, calling back ‘Coming?’
 
    
 
   Jordan quickly followed.
 
    
 
    
 
   Down in the van, Jordan and Ellie put their seat belts on and Ellie waited for Jordan to start the engine. The journey to the van had been mute.
 
    
 
   Jordan turned the key in the ignition and began to pull out of the space. And immediately stalled the car.
 
    
 
   ‘Fuck!’
 
    
 
   Ellie watched as she started the engine again and did exactly the same thing.
 
    
 
         ‘Are you OK?’
 
    
 
         ‘Fine’ Jordan said quietly. ‘It’s a weird van. It does this all the time.’
 
    
 
   Ellie had been in the van before and hadn’t seen Jordan stall it that time.
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe you should take a second.’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t need a second’ Jordan snapped.
 
    
 
   Ellie was not having it. Jordan was taking her own incompetency out on her. She’d been trying to be nice.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s not my fault you’ve forgotten how to drive’ Ellie said harshly.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked over at her, surprised. She felt immediately awful.
 
    
 
         ‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’
 
    
 
   Ellie hadn’t been expecting Jordan to back down so quickly. She wasn’t sure how to respond.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s… It’s fine. But maybe we should just sit for a second, catch our breath. We did just break into a flat. It’s natural you might be a tad jittery’ Ellie said, her tone considerably more gentle.
 
    
 
   Jordan knew the lawbreaking was not the reason for her agitation. She thought that Ellie probably knew that too. But if Ellie wanted to make it easier by pretending otherwise, Jordan was absolutely OK with that.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright then. I guess I could take a moment.’
 
    
 
   After a few seconds of silence, Ellie said ‘Maybe we could play Eye Spy, take your mind off it?’
 
    
 
   Jordan looked at her sceptically. It was the first time she’d looked directly at Ellie for longer than a second since the abandoned bedroom incident.
 
    
 
         ‘Eye Spy?’ she asked wryly.
 
    
 
   Ellie threw her hands up.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t know! I’m just trying to help.’
 
    
 
   Jordan started to laugh.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s so funny?’ Ellie asked bewildered.
 
    
 
   Jordan stopped laughing long enough to say ‘We were going to have sex with each other about fifteen minutes ago… And now you’re talking to me like I’m a bored toddler’ she finished, and immediately went back to laughing.
 
    
 
   Ellie wondered if she should be offended. But Jordan’s laughter didn’t seem mean. She seemed genuinely tickled. Ellie began to laugh a little too. The laughter was like oxygen in the van, clearing out the insane amount of awkwardness that had seemed to fill the vehicle like a noxious gas, floor to ceiling.
 
    
 
   Once it subsided, Jordan said ‘Come on, I better get you back to work. I’ve got a Pug to get to.’
 
    
 
   She started the engine and drove smoothly away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at Little Tykes, Janice was in the middle of story time. The kids were spellbound as Janice read them the tale of a chicken that thought it was a duck. They’d heard it numerous times but Janice had a way of doing the chicken’s voice that cracked them up every time.
 
    
 
   ‘And then Harold the Chicken asked the ducks ‘But I have feathers. I have a beak. Why can’t I swim with you?’ Janice said in a high, silly voice. The kids laughed and clapped. Then they stopped quickly. They wanted to hear what the ducks were going to say back. Suddenly the door opened and Ellie walked in. Janice slapped the book shut.
 
    
 
   ‘Sorry kids. I just need a quick word with Miss Hopkins and then I’ll finish. Play with the toys, I’ll be back in a minute.’
 
    
 
   The chorus of complaints did not stop Janice from tottering over to Ellie, who she dragged to the painting corner. She sat Ellie down on one of the tiny chairs at the paint table and joined her on another one. Both chairs creaked dangerously.
 
    
 
   ‘Well? How did it go?’
 
    
 
   Janice knew exactly what Ellie had been up to this morning. Ellie had explained it all because she needed Janice to cover her for the carefully timed mission, which fell slap bang in the middle of a work morning.
 
    
 
         ‘It went fine. No problems’ Ellie said, briskly.
 
    
 
   Janice waited for more. But Ellie didn’t speak.
 
    
 
         ‘Seriously? I need details, woman!’
 
    
 
         ‘What can I say?’ Ellie said. ‘It went to plan, with no deviations whatsoever.’
 
    
 
         ‘You didn’t, I don’t know, fall through a hedge backward?’
 
    
 
   Ellie was flummoxed.
 
    
 
         ‘What? No. What are you talking about?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve just never seen you look so… dishevelled before. Your hair’s a bit of a mess.’
 
    
 
   Ellie touched her hair self-consciously. It did feel a bit tousled.
 
    
 
         ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’d been…’ Janice trailed off and then clapped her hand to her mouth. ‘It’s not’ she dropped her voice to a whisper and said ‘sex hair, is it?’
 
    
 
   Ellie gasped.
 
    
 
         ‘No!’
 
    
 
   But then she realised that it was sex hair. Or nearly-sex hair, anyway. Jordan had gotten quite a grip on her locks in the midst of their little moment. But there was no way that Ellie wanted to get into that with Janice.
 
    
 
   ‘I guess I just forgot to brush today’ Ellie lied.
 
    
 
   Janice saw through that lie immediately.
 
    
 
         ‘Ellie Cristobel Hopkins…’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s not my middle name’ Ellie noted.
 
    
 
         ‘…I’ve never seen you with a hair out place’ Janice went on, undeterred. ‘And you’re trying to tell me you just forgot to brush your hair?’
 
    
 
   Janice shook her head, let down. She was excellent at creating an ‘I’m not angry, I’m just disappointed’ vibe, knowing full well it was Ellie’s kryptonite. True to form, Ellie’s shoulders fell into a slump.
 
    
 
         ‘Fine’ Ellie broke. ‘Me and Jordan-’
 
    
 
         ‘Ha!’ Janice interrupted with a satisfied clap, making several of the kids jump. ‘I knew it.’
 
    
 
         ‘You knew what?’
 
    
 
         ‘That you and Jordan were on the cards.’
 
    
 
         ‘What?! How?’ Ellie asked, astonished. 
 
    
 
         ‘It’s screaming out’ Janice explained.
 
    
 
         ‘Nobody did any screaming. It wasn’t like that. We just thought it might make us feel better to get back at them by doing it in their bed. Nothing else in it. And we didn’t even go through with it.’
 
    
 
   Janice gaped and said ‘Well, I’ve heard it all now. What a pair of wimps!’
 
    
 
         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Ellie demanded.
 
    
 
         ‘That it’s easier to pretend it’s all about getting back at your exes rather than just admitting that you wanted to do the old ‘One-Two’.’
 
    
 
   Ellie wanted to disagree but she found herself without a good argument against it. There had been a part of her that wanted to do it for more than revenge. She was consciously aware of that now. She didn’t know what these feelings were exactly, but sexual attraction had certainly become part of this swirl of emotions she was finding herself sucked into.
 
    
 
   But what about Jordan? 
 
    
 
   She wanted desperately to ask Janice if she thought Jordan might fancy her too. But she couldn’t seem to do it. It was too embarrassing. It was like being at school all over again. And then Ellie realised she was actually sitting in a place where children were. And the kids should not be over-hearing any of the insane details of her currently dramatic personal life.
 
    
 
         ‘Can we forget about this now?’
 
    
 
   Janice shrugged and sighed.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright. I guess I should finish ‘Duck Dreams’ anyway. They’ll string me up, otherwise.’
 
    
 
   They both stood up from their tiny chairs and Janice went back to the kids and sat on her adult size seat, picking up the book.
 
    
 
   The kids immediately began to scuttle over. But before Janice could find her place in the book, she had one more question for Ellie. 
 
    
 
   ‘Hey! Whose idea was this little scheme, anyway?’ she called across the room.
 
    
 
   Ellie turned from tidying the paint pots.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan’s’ Ellie said with a shrug.
 
    
 
   Janice’s mouth puckered into a naughty smile.
 
    
 
         ‘Thought so.’
 
    
 
   She turned her attention back to the kids and said ‘And the ducks said ‘You can’t swim with us because you’re a chicken!’
 
    
 
   Ellie was left wondering if Janice had just managed to answer the question she hadn’t dared to ask.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan was on the common with Suzy, a lazy little black Pug with a perpetual case of constipation that no medication could cure. Jordan liked the dog but it was hard to watch her trying to push through her problem. Right now, she was dopily wandering around a tree, looking for a good spot not to crap in. 
 
    
 
   ‘God speed, girl’ Jordan called to her. She never liked to instruct her to go directly. She thought that put too much pressure on her, which only made it more difficult. Instead, she tried to let nature take its course.
 
    
 
   But Suzy was struggling. Her little black wrinkly face looked tired from the effort. Eventually, she simply sat down and began to pant, her pink tongue lolling out of her mouth.
 
    
 
   Jordan wondered if there was any way she could relax her. Maybe if she talked to her in a soft voice, she wouldn’t be so tense. She sat down next to her, underneath the shade of the tree.
 
    
 
   ‘Good girl, Suzy’ she said gently. ‘I know it’s tough with everyone watching you. But you can just take your time. There’s no rush.’
 
    
 
   Suzy looked up at her, her dark little eyes shining with what Jordan hoped was a look of gratitude. She knew what she was saying and she appreciated it, Jordan thought.
 
    
 
   ‘I rushed into something today and it wasn’t such a great idea’ Jordan continued. ‘But that’s always been my problem, Suzy. I’m impetuous. I never learned to take my time. That’s probably why I ended up moving in with someone I knew it wouldn’t last with.’
 
    
 
   Suzy seemed to nod at that and Jordan thought maybe this was working. She appeared to enjoy hearing her.
 
    
 
   ‘But you know how it is, Suzy. You get swept up in someone. You think that you can make it last if you try really hard. You start to imagine you can change a person.’
 
    
 
   Jordan began to run her hand down Suzy’s back, stroking her coarse black fur. She thought the soothing action, added to her gentle tones, might help to loosen things up. But Suzy made no move to stand. She wasn’t ready yet.
 
    
 
   ‘But you can’t do that. Caitlin is who she is. I am who I am. And Ellie is who she is. It’s oil and water, you know what I mean? You can beat them together all you want, but they always end up separating.’
 
    
 
   Suzy climbed onto Jordan’s lap and Jordan rubbed her ears.
 
    
 
   ‘Yes, I’m well aware that Ellie isn’t Caitlin.’ she said to her, as though Suzy had contradicted her. ‘But she’s just not my type. I should never have proposed…  Doing that. I’m not like you, Suzy. I can’t just hump anyone I like and then go about my day.’
 
    
 
   Suzy turned around and gave Jordan’s hand a large slurpy lick.
 
    
 
   ‘I like her more than I would have thought but so what? She is kind of cute’ Jordan admitted to Suzy, ‘If you’re into good girls. And I’m not going to pretend she’s not a good kisser. That would be lying to me and you, Suzy, and I wouldn’t do that to either of us.’
 
    
 
   Jordan scratched the place between Suzy’s ears that she favoured.
 
    
 
   ‘So yeah, she’s got something. And maybe I feel good around her. But what does all that add up to? She called it off. She didn’t want to go through with it’ Jordan confessed wretchedly.
 
    
 
   Suzy let out a lethargic yawn.
 
    
 
   ‘You’re right’ Jordan replied. ‘Maybe I shouldn’t have put it to her like that. It wasn’t really about revenge. But I don’t know, I guess I didn’t really want to admit to myself that I wanted to do it because... I wanted to do it. This whole thing completely crept up on me.’
 
    
 
   Suzy suddenly hopped off Jordan’s lap and squatted a few feet away. And with a rip roaring fart, she dropped her load. Jordan wanted to cheer for her but she didn’t want to make a big deal of it and undo her success. But she was pleased that she’d managed to ease Suzy’s suffering, even a little.
 
    
 
   The talk had obviously helped her.
 
    
 
    
 
   Across the city, somewhere between Jordan and Ellie and their respective revelations, Caitlin was arriving home from yoga, tired. How can stretching for forty-five minutes be so bloody knackering, she wondered.
 
    
 
   She dropped her gym bag on the floor and headed for the bathroom, needing a good shower. The showers at the gym were an advert for athlete’s foot and she’d been fantasising about Zoe’s (‘ours’ she corrected herself) luxurious bathroom, with its rainfall shower.
 
    
 
   Just as she was about to open the bathroom door, she realised she could do with a snack beforehand. Maybe a banana. And a glass of juice wouldn’t hurt either.
 
    
 
   She went into the kitchen and after a few seconds, several moans of extreme annoyance drifted out of the door. And then there was the sound of a freezer door opening, followed quickly by a thud. A second later, the skitter of a plastic container across tile.
 
    
 
   And hot on the heels of those sounds? 
 
    
 
   ‘What the fuck?!’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan was at home. All the dogs had been walked for the day and she was done. She was sitting on the sofa, watching TV. Half watching it, anyway. The other half of her mind was firmly on Ellie. She was due home any minute.
 
    
 
   Her talk with Suzy had opened some floodgates. But what to do with her new information? All it boiled down to was that she was attracted to Ellie. People-pleasing, spineless Ellie. Who would have foreseen that?
 
    
 
   Except Ellie wasn’t really that anymore. She was a different girl to the one Jordan had once sat across a dinner table from, bored out of her skull.
 
    
 
   Or maybe she wasn’t different. Maybe she’d always been the woman Jordan saw now. Perhaps it was only that she’d never cared to look past the mask of niceness that Ellie wore. 
 
    
 
   So many questions. But one thing was clear. Jordan didn’t know Ellie that well. She hadn’t really had a chance to know her outside of some fairly extraordinary circumstances. Who could say what she was like to go on a date with? To sit next to her in a cinema, across from her in a restaurant, who would that person be?
 
    
 
   They had chemistry, this morning had made that pretty clear. But if Caitlin had left Jordan with one dark lesson, if nothing else, it was that sexual attraction doesn’t equal anything real. It had the potential to. But it was no guarantee. 
 
    
 
   If anything, chemistry was the enemy. It blinded you to people’s faults. Jordan had been blind for eighteen months, and now she could see again. Did she really want to put those blinders back on with the very next person who showed up? It was a frightening thought.
 
    
 
   Just then, Jordan heard the jingle of keys in the door. She sat bolt upright on the sofa and then slumped quickly back down, trying to assemble a visage of carelessness. It was only Ellie coming home. That’s all. Just the flatmate.
 
    
 
   But when Ellie came in, she was all aflutter.
 
    
 
   ‘I need to ask you a massive favour.’
 
    
 
         ‘If it’s taking my bed while I sleep on the sofa, you can forget it’ Jordan said dryly, pleased with how much she sounded like she didn’t give a shit.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s not that but you’re in the ballpark. Remember I hired that guy to pick my stuff up at the weekend? He just called me and cancelled. Something about a herniated disc. But he gave me the number of his friend, Stevey. I just spoke to him and he can do it, but he’s only free right now.’
 
    
 
         ‘Now?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. Either that or in three weeks. And I’d really like to sleep in a real bed tonight.’
 
    
 
         ‘What’s the favour part of this?’ Jordan asked suspiciously. 
 
    
 
         ‘He works cheap, on the proviso that he doesn’t move everything alone. He wants me to help him get the stuff into his truck and he said he’d knock it down even further if I could bring another pair of hands. So I was wondering if you could help me in exchange for dinner on me, afterward?’ Ellie asked, bracing herself for a hard no.
 
    
 
   But Jordan just shrugged and said ‘Deal.’
 
    
 
         ‘Really?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. Why not? It’s not like I had a big night planned. But I get to pick where we eat.’
 
    
 
         ‘Of course’ Ellie replied. 
 
    
 
   It was only then that Jordan realised what she’d just agreed to. It sounded vaguely like a date. Jordan couldn’t believe it. She’d literally just been thinking that she didn’t want to take this step. And then Ellie had walked in and asked her for a favour and somehow there was a request for her company at dinner in there. And Jordan had said yes without a thought. Had she been tricked? Or had she tricked herself?
 
    
 
         ‘What the hell am I doing?’ she asked herself. But the answer was clear. Chemistry was doing what it does. Leading everyone up the garden path.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan drove them to the storage unit, where they met the famous ‘Stevey’. He was about fifty, which was far too old for such a boyish nickname. Jordan and Ellie took one look at him and knew they’d be doing everything but driving his large Luton van back to the flat. He didn’t look in good health. Ellie in particular worried that if he so much as lifted a stack box, he’d have a heart attack on the spot.
 
    
 
   ‘Alright, girls?’ he enquired as he opened the back. ‘Ready to sweat?’
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan shot each other a quick look. This wasn’t going to be a pleasant couple of hours.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie slid the last of Ellie’s stuff into the living room, ready to be unpacked and moved gradually into Ellie’s bedroom. They were both done in. But Jordan was thrilled to see all the furniture again. The yellow chesterfield looked great in the living room. And the roll top bureau desk, now sitting in Jordan’s bedroom, was a true thing of beauty. It had been worth helping with the move just to see it again. 
 
    
 
   But now came the second part of the evening, the part that concerned Jordan.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey’ Jordan said to Ellie. ‘If you want to skip the dinner thing, that’s alright with me.’
 
    
 
         ‘Are you too tired?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Are you? Jordan deflected.
 
    
 
         ‘A little bit. I might need a shower but I think I can manage to sit down and eat.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded.
 
    
 
         ‘OK, but I’m going to need one too’ Jordan said and then blinked. Did that sound like she’d invited herself into the shower with Ellie? ‘After you, of course’ she added quickly, just to be sure.
 
    
 
   Ellie said ‘Alright then’ and went off to freshen up. 
 
    
 
   And Jordan said to herself ‘Well, I did try to get out of this.’
 
    
 
    
 
   In the shower, Ellie was feeling quite pleased with herself. She was under no illusions about what she was doing.
 
    
 
   She hadn’t been able to get that kiss this morning out of her mind. It had been thrilling. And if Janice’s intimations were right, might Jordan want to try again?
 
    
 
   When Ellie had spoken to Stevey earlier, she’d been annoyed at first. And then she’d seen the opportunity that was hidden in the problem. This could be a way to test the waters with Jordan. Maybe if they could spend a little time together, Ellie might get a chance to correct her mistake. 
 
    
 
   She didn’t feel bad about tricking Jordan. After all, Jordan had tried to pull the same thing this morning, whether she knew it or not. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie were sitting across from each other in what could only be described as the world’s least romantic eatery, courtesy of Jordan. It was a family restaurant called ‘Mic Mac’s’ and it had a laminated menu with cartoon characters all over it.
 
    
 
   ‘It’s kind of loud. But the pizza’s pretty good’ Jordan explained. The restaurant choice had been another symptom of Jordan’s deep conflict about all of this. There was no way she was going the candles and soft music route. Not a chance. She was going to make this as hard for herself, not to mention Ellie, as she possibly could.
 
    
 
   But Ellie didn’t care. She hadn’t expected Jordan to make this easy. That would have been utterly out of character for her. And Ellie had begun to appreciate that.
 
    
 
   Jordan was a jigsaw puzzle. And Ellie wanted to know if she could solve it, to see its sexy picture in full. Currently, she felt like she only had about a third of the pieces needed on the table. But how do you solve a jigsaw puzzle? You start with the corners, the easy bits.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, I was thinking maybe we could talk about the next step in the plan’ she said.
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded, relieved. It was a safe topic.
 
    
 
         ‘Agreed. I think we’re done with Caitlin for now, probably time to start on Zoe.’
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded.
 
    
 
         ‘I bet you’re looking forward to that.’
 
    
 
         ‘Can’t lie. It’s been keeping me going through all this.’
 
    
 
         ‘You really hate her, don’t you?’
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t you?’
 
    
 
         ‘Now I do, yes. But you’ve never liked Zoe.’
 
    
 
         ‘Was it that obvious?’
 
    
 
   Ellie sniggered softly in response to such a ridiculous question.
 
    
 
   ‘I guess I never did much to hide it’ Jordan said dryly.
 
    
 
         ‘You never seemed to like me much, either’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
   Jordan paused. This was tricky territory. She didn’t want to outright lie. But she didn’t want to hurt Ellie’s feelings either. She’d had enough hurt lately.
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t really know you then’ Jordan said as she looked down at her menu.
 
    
 
         ‘How about now?’ Ellie asked apprehensively.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked up in surprise. She hadn’t seen that coming. It was unusually direct for Ellie. But if Jordan wanted to talk about the elephant in the room, now was her chance. 
 
    
 
   But she didn’t, she reminded herself. And she wasn’t going to. 
 
    
 
   And then she looked into Ellie’s warm, brown, waiting eyes. She found that her mouth was opening, and something on the tip of her tongue, god only knew what, was about to fall out…
 
    
 
         ‘Hi, guys! Can I start you off with some drinks? Maybe some nachos?!’ said a young woman in rainbow coloured suspenders, abruptly jumping into view.
 
    
 
   Jordan blessed the waitress’s timing. Ellie cursed it. She’d thought Jordan was going to say something real. Instead she said ‘I’ll have a beer, whatever’s on tap. Thanks.’
 
    
 
         ‘And for you?’ the waitress asked Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Err, diet coke’ Ellie replied quickly. She just wanted the woman to leave.
 
    
 
         ‘And where did we land on those nachos?’
 
    
 
         ‘No, thank you’ Ellie said, a little sharper than she meant to. But the waitress’s cheer was undented.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright then, back in a jiff’ she said and skipped away. Jordan gave Ellie a look.
 
    
 
         ‘Bit short with her, weren’t you?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sorry about that’ Ellie sputtered. ‘I guess it’s been a long day.’
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t worry about it. Just leave a decent tip’ Jordan said as she went back to her menu, dismissing the incident. But it was an odd thing to have happened. Ellie snapping at strangers? Unheard of.
 
    
 
   On the other side of the table, Ellie was mortified. She’d been slightly snippy with a stranger, which was something she never ordinarily did. That was bad enough. But what was worse was that she’d probably made Jordan think badly of her. Jordan was mean, sure, but somehow Ellie knew she would never speak to wait staff like that. Jordan’s meanness had a consistency to it, Ellie had come to learn. It was only for those who deserved it. And the woman in the rainbow suspenders had not deserved it at all.
 
    
 
         ‘How did you meet Caitlin, anyway?’ Ellie asked abruptly, desperate to change the subject.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked up in surprise. What was with Ellie tonight? She was being weird.
 
    
 
         ‘She modelled for me at a life drawing class’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘Wow’ Ellie responded.
 
    
 
         ‘Why is that surprising?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘I guess it’s just… So, you saw her naked before you spoke.’
 
    
 
   Jordan laughed and said ‘Yeah. I guess so.’
 
    
 
   Ellie looked down at her menu quickly. Her head was spiralling. Caitlin had simply stood naked in front of Jordan and that had been enough to win her over. Ellie could barely get into a swimming pool without feeling self-conscious in her swim suit.
 
    
 
   Whatever Ellie had hoped this evening would hold, she’d just ruined it for herself by pulling at the Caitlin thread. She’d never be able to get that out of her head now. 
 
    
 
   Jordan thought Ellie had gone a bit quiet but she wasn’t going to dig. She didn’t dare get into anything deeper than a pizza topping right now. It felt far too risky.
 
    
 
   For the rest of the meal, they stuck to the usual conversation. The settling of scores.
 
    
 
    
 
   Around the time that Jordan and Ellie sat down to eat, Zoe was starting to wish she were dead.
 
    
 
   ‘How can you not know that you put sperm in the fucking freezer?!’ Caitlin was demanding of her, for what seemed like the two hundredth time. 
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t think I had. Maybe Ellie did it.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, right’ Caitlin snorted. 
 
    
 
         ‘Honestly, I could swear I saw it in the bathroom bin.’
 
    
 
         ‘But it wasn’t in the bin, was it? It was in with the frozen peas and the fish fingers’ Caitlin said, unconsciously reiterating Jordan’s words on the subject of sperm storage.
 
    
 
   Zoe heaved a deep sigh. She’d known something was wrong from the moment she came home. Caitlin’s face had had an unusual bull-dog-chewing-a-wasp look about it. And so Zoe had innocently asked, ‘Hey gorgeous, something up?’
 
    
 
   She’d spent the last few exhausting hours discussing precisely what was ‘up’ with Caitlin. Round and round they went, having the world’s most repetitive argument. They couldn’t seem to move forward.
 
    
 
         ‘I suppose it wasn’t in the bin if you say so. I wish you’d kept hold of it, though.’
 
    
 
         ‘Why? Because you wanted to keep it?’ Caitlin demanded.
 
    
 
         ‘For Christ’s sake Caitlin, no! I wish you’d kept it because I’m almost certain I didn’t put it in there. It would have been nice to see it with my own eyes, that’s all.’
 
    
 
         ‘Are you saying I’m making this up?’ Caitlin asked, with a short, nasty laugh.
 
    
 
         ‘Of course not! I’d just like to be able to see the alleged thing that’s ruining my night.’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, I threw it out of the window.’
 
    
 
         ‘Isn’t that a bit of a dramatic reaction?’
 
    
 
         ‘Are you saying I’m dramatic?’ Caitlin asked angrily. If there was one thing she hated, it was that word. Jordan had told her she was dramatic numerous times. Hearing it now from Zoe, she began to wonder if she’d really gotten the girlfriend upgrade she’d believed.
 
    
 
         ‘No! I’m just concerned it might have hit an old lady in the face or something!’ Zoe explained.
 
    
 
         ‘Now who’s being dramatic!?’ Caitlin countered.
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve had enough of this’ Zoe said miserably. ‘If you can’t believe what I’m telling you, what’s the point?’
 
    
 
         ‘The point?’
 
    
 
         ‘Of us’ Zoe finished. And she meant it. Whatever had been lacking from her relationship with Ellie, she would never have called her a liar. 
 
    
 
   Caitlin sat down on the sofa, frightened. Had she taken this too far?
 
    
 
         ‘I just want you to be honest about how you feel’ she begged.
 
    
 
         ‘Feel about what?’
 
    
 
         ‘You know…’ Caitlin said, deeply uncomfortable with the direction she was having to take this. Arguing over the sperm was one thing. But what Zoe was forcing her to ask now? It was unfair. Caitlin had absolutely no desire to have this talk, not now. Possibly not ever. ‘Just tell me why you kept it? Were you hoping I’d want to use it with you? That we’d be starting a family soon?’
 
    
 
   Zoe was also not ready for that conversation. She’d been worried about this very talk from the moment she’d said yes to Caitlin. And now didn’t seem like the greatest time, in the middle of their first row as a couple.
 
    
 
         ‘But I didn’t keep it!’ Zoe cried out, anxious to steer the conversation away from the hot button that was glowing red in the middle of all this.
 
    
 
   Caitlin let out a wild scream of pure frustration. It scared the shit out of Zoe. She hoped the neighbours hadn’t heard it.
 
    
 
   Once Caitlin’s wail subsided, she took a deep breath and declared ‘Right! Forget it. You didn’t put any sperm anywhere. That’s it. End of. Alright?’
 
    
 
   ‘Great!’ Zoe said.
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t great. It was quite the opposite. The honeymoon was apparently over.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie had arrived home around eleven, having eaten the best that Mic Macs had to offer, which had not been amazing but reasonable tasty. And now Jordan was about ready to hit the hay, feeling safer on the other side of the almost-date.
 
    
 
   But as she watched Ellie struggling to move pieces of her bedframe into her room, she couldn’t help but feel pity for her.
 
    
 
   ‘Do you have to do that tonight?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’ve been dreaming about this moment all week. If I have to stay up till the small hours of the morning to get this thing up, I’ll do it.’
 
    
 
   Jordan turned to leave Ellie to it, thinking ‘If she wants to put a bed up after the world’s longest day, that’s her lookout’, but before she could walk into her bedroom she stopped. For some reason, she just couldn’t let her do it on her own.
 
    
 
         ‘Christ, hold on would you?’ Jordan said and picked up the other side of the wrought iron headboard that Ellie was sluggishly dragging toward her room. Ellie looked at her over the headboard with a grateful smile.
 
    
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t thank me. Just hurry up’ Jordan crabbed.
 
    
 
   But Ellie didn’t care about the attitude. Of course there was attitude. Jordan was helping her. And Jordan never did anything nice without trying to pretend that she wasn’t.
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, all the pieces of the bed were in the room, ready for assembly.
 
    
 
   ‘There’s no chance this is one of those beds that just slots together in about ten seconds is there?’ Jordan asked hopefully.
 
    
 
         ‘What do you reckon?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘A girl can dream’ Jordan replied.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m going to be dreaming tonight, wonderful dreams about a town made of pillows and blankets’ Ellie said wistfully. ‘Since I’ve been here, all I’ve had so far is nightmares.’
 
    
 
         ‘The sofa’s not that bad’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘No’ Ellie said, turning a little pink. ‘I think they’re more Zoe related’ she confessed. 
 
    
 
   Once she’d heard that, Jordan knew she wouldn’t be leaving the room until the bed was fully assembled, mattress in place, sheets tucked into hospital corners.
 
    
 
         ‘Okay’ she said gruffly. ‘Let’s get this done. Hand me that Alan key.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Forty minutes later, Ellie and Jordan had the bed put together and the mattress was in place. 
 
    
 
   ‘Thank you’ Ellie said. ‘This would have been hell without you.’
 
    
 
         ‘As furniture assemblies go, I’ve had a lot worse. One time, me and Caitlin were trying to put this shelving unit together and… Well, words were exchanged, I’ll leave it at that.’
 
    
 
         ‘Did you and Caitlin fight a lot?’
 
    
 
         ‘Constantly. What about you and Zoe?’
 
    
 
         ‘Never.’
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie considered that. They both came to the conclusion that clearly, neither was good. 
 
    
 
         ‘Well, thanks. I can take it from here’ Ellie said, sure she’d taken enough advantage of Jordan for one evening.
 
    
 
         ‘What? No. I’ve come this far. I leave when there’s a made bed. And not a moment before.’
 
    
 
   Ellie laughed with relief and said ‘Great, because that bit’s also pretty difficult with just one person.’
 
    
 
   She went out of the room and came back with a full set of clean sheets.
 
    
 
   ‘These were in one of the boxes we picked up from the lockup. I’ve been fantasising about sleeping on them while I was washing and ironing them, preparing for this moment…’ Ellie’s eyes closed as she smelled the sheets.
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe you and the sheets should be alone’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘Sorry’ Ellie said, broken from her moment with the brushed cotton bed linen. ‘Okay, mattress protector goes first.’
 
    
 
   They put the protector on, then the fitted sheet. Then they began to slide the duvet into the cover, gently easing it in. After that, they each held two corners and began shaking it out together until every corner of the duvet cover was filled with goose down goodness. They dropped the blanket down and began to pull it back and forth across the bed, until it fell evenly. And then they both began to run their hands across the sheet, smoothing it out until it was taut. 
 
    
 
   They didn’t look at each other as they worked. But it didn’t matter. Their movements were in complete harmony.
 
    
 
   And at last, they came to the pillows. Ellie handed Jordan a pillow slip and began to fill the other one. Once she’d finished, she noticed Jordan was a little behind. She was still filling her pillow slip. Ellie watched her delicate, slender, artist’s hands at work from the other side of the bed. It began to affect her, the sight of those hands. She could still remember how soft they were.  
 
    
 
   They began to place the pillows at the head of the bed. They both gave them a few little clouts, punching them into shape. And it was done. 
 
    
 
   They looked down at the freshly made bed. It did indeed look as heavenly as Ellie had hoped. But something had happened to her while she’d been performing this task with Jordan. The idea of Caitlin’s naked body, once possessing Jordan’s devotion, had gone from her mind, replaced with a building ache. And now she had a serious desire to mess the freshly made bed up.
 
    
 
   But she was fairly certain that she’d ruined any chance of that with her weirdness. She’d had a shot and missed. Twice now, if she counted what happened this morning.
 
    
 
   But those hands… They forced a memory into her head, of how those hands had felt on her, touching her face, caressing her hair. It was enough to make anyone take a stupid risk.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey’ she said and Jordan looked up at her. ‘Remember what happened the last time we were near a bed?’
 
    
 
   Jordan, who was usually fairly unflappable, began to look a little flush in the cheeks. Her normally loose frame became stiff, her body language uneasy. Ellie’s eyes went wide with horror at the sight. 
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to come onto you or anything’ Ellie said. And then shook her head at herself. ‘Actually, that’s a lie. That’s exactly what I was doing. And I’ve obviously made you uncomfortable.’
 
    
 
   Jordan touched the back of her neck uneasily. 
 
    
 
         ‘But you were the one to call it off this morning’ she said quietly.
 
    
 
         ‘What?’
 
    
 
         ‘You said we shouldn’t. ‘Maybe this isn’t such a good idea?’ Wasn’t that what you said?’
 
    
 
   Ellie was stunned. Had she hurt Jordan when she’d called a halt to things? Was it even possible for Ellie to hurt her? It was strange but Ellie found it difficult to believe that she had the ability to upset someone like Jordan. She always seemed so resilient. Not like Ellie, who felt like a walking bruise most of the time.
 
    
 
   And yet, what Jordan had just said indicated that perhaps there was a sensitivity in her that Ellie had missed.
 
    
 
         ‘That was stupid of me. If I had that moment again, I would have kept my mouth shut. Well, not shut, obviously…’ Ellie trailed off. She’d babbled enough.
 
    
 
   But the babble was music to Jordan’s ears. It was enough to push Jordan’s intellectual uncertainty out of the way, if only for a moment. Her body took charge. She walked slowly around the bed, toward Ellie. Ellie took a deep breath, watching Jordan come to her.
 
    
 
   But when Jordan was standing in front of Ellie, mere inches away, something went wrong. She paused, unsure why.
 
    
 
   And then she knew. She was scared. Something about Ellie, about taking this step with her, it terrified her. It was lunacy to be so frightened of Ellie, Jordan knew. But it wasn’t something she could rationalise. Jordan was stuck, so frozen in her fear that she couldn’t seem to do anything other than stand there like a dummy in a clothes shop window. 
 
    
 
   Ellie braced herself. But Jordan made no move. Ellie realised she didn’t have to wait. She shouldn’t always wait for other people to make life happen. She’d been making things happen lately. Bad things for Zoe and Caitlin. And now there was the chance for something good to happen. Maybe even wonderful.
 
    
 
   She leaned in and kissed Jordan softly. And Jordan began to kiss her back, feeling her fear melt. The relief was enormous. She didn’t have to be scared of Ellie. She wasn’t Caitlin. She could never be Caitlin. Once upon a time, that would have been a bad thing. But not now. It was finally OK to admit to herself that she wanted the good girl for a change. Jordan was done fighting it.
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie fell onto the bed, holding on tightly to each other while the kiss went deeper, stronger. And this time, no one was pretending this was about anything other than pure want. 
 
    
 
   Again, off came the jacket and the cardigan. And they both knew that those articles of clothing wouldn’t be going back on for quite a while. No one had any thoughts about calling it off. In fact, it would have been hard to pull them apart. It might have taken the roof coming in to give either of them a moment’s pause.
 
    
 
   Before either of them quite realised it, they were naked. Jordan had been trying to take it slowly for Ellie’s sake, but apparently, that was not how this was going to go down.
 
    
 
   And Jordan needn’t have worried about being gentle and measured with Ellie. She didn’t want that any more than Jordan did. They’d both been pushing this attraction down so much that now it had finally broken the surface, it was exploding like a volcano. 
 
    
 
   The brushed cotton sheets didn’t stand a chance.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan woke the next morning and the first thing she saw was the place on the wall where Caitlin had thrown a malfunctioning glue gun at it, creating a crack she’d promised to fill in and never had. Her only thought was ‘What the fuck am I doing in the craft room?’
 
    
 
   But then she turned and saw thick, wavy golden hair splayed out on the pillow. And it all came back. She was in bed with Ellie Hopkins. 
 
    
 
   Jordan couldn’t help but imagine going back in time to about a month ago and telling Month-Younger-Jordan that this was going to happen. Month-Younger-Jordan would have probably called her a liar. But it didn’t matter. Because now she was Month-Older-Jordan. And Month-Older-Jordan had no regrets. Last night had been magnificent.
 
    
 
   Ellie began to stir and Jordan felt a twinge of panic. Was she supposed to be here now? Would Ellie have preferred it if she’d gone back to her own room? 
 
    
 
   That thought led in turn to a whole separate pile of worry. She’d just slept with her new flat mate. Everyone knew that was a bad idea. It wasn’t as though they were eighteen and living in some sprawling student house, where those kind of things were expected to happen. They were adult women in a two-person house share, for god’s sakes. They weren’t supposed to do something like this unless it was really worth it. Jordan wondered if Ellie would think that it had been.
 
    
 
   But when Ellie’s hazel eyes opened, she smiled to see Jordan.
 
    
 
   ‘Hi.’
 
    
 
   Jordan smiled in response. And then they simply looked at each other. No one knew what to say.
 
    
 
   Ellie suddenly looked her watch.
 
    
 
   ‘God, I have to get to work!’
 
    
 
   She jumped out of bed and became aware that she was completely naked. Whatever had happened in the dark, it was now the harsh light of day shining on her nudity. She quickly grabbed a robe.
 
    
 
         ‘You weren’t so shy last night’ Jordan observed.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s easy to say when you’re under the covers’ Ellie said over her shoulder as she began to look through the case she was still living out of, searching for suitable clothes.
 
    
 
   It took Jordan all of a second to know how she was going to react to that comment. She obligingly threw the covers off and stood up to reveal her naked form. She stood confidently behind Ellie, her hands on her hips.
 
    
 
         ‘How about now?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie wasn’t aware that Jordan was naked until she glanced hurriedly away from her case to reply to Jordan’s mysterious comment with ‘How about wha…’ And her words fell away at the sight of Jordan’s body. ‘Perhaps I could be a bit late’ Ellie said quietly, as she closed her case and stood up.
 
    
 
   Jordan, who couldn’t have been more pleased to make Ellie late for work, walked over to her and removed the robe from Ellie’s shoulders, dropping it to the floor. Back to bed they went.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometime later, it was time for Ellie to try and leave the bed again.
 
    
 
   ‘I can’t believe I let you get me back in bed. I’m so late now’ Ellie said, getting up and beginning to get dressed.
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t exactly club you over the head and drag you into my cave’ Jordan said from the bed. ‘Why’re you freaking out, anyway? Janice’ll cover you.’
 
    
 
         ‘Janice has been doing a lot for me lately. I don’t want to abuse her generosity. And I’ve got about’ she checked her watch ‘forty minutes before the crèche opens. And it’s two unreliable buses to get there.’
 
    
 
   Jordan stood and began to pull her own clothes on.
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t sweat it. I’ve got a Jack Russell to get to and you’re on my way. It’ll take about fifteen minutes to reach the crèche direct.’
 
    
 
   Ellie sighed with relief as she tried to drag a hairbrush unsuccessfully through her thick, messy locks.
 
    
 
         ‘Thank you, you’re really saving my behind.’
 
    
 
   Jordan was now fully dressed.
 
    
 
         ‘Just give me a few minutes in the bathroom because I completely smell like sex.’
 
    
 
   Jordan left the room. Once she’d gone, Ellie gave herself a little sniff. She immediately grabbed a can of deodorant and began to spray liberally. 
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘I told you, we’re only a few minutes away. Relax’ Jordan assured Ellie. But Ellie wasn’t going to relax until she was standing on the premises of Little Tykes. And on time.
 
    
 
   But that was still a few minutes away. They were currently sitting at some traffic lights, waiting for the amber. 
 
    
 
   Jordan began to wonder if this was a good time to get a sense of how Ellie felt about last night. What had it meant to Ellie, if anything? In fact, what did it mean to her?
 
    
 
   And even though Ellie was slightly panicking over her lateness, half of her mind was wondering the same about Jordan. Last night had been a wonderful thing. But what could really come of it? Her and Jordan were two very different beasts. They moved through the world in completely opposite ways. Even if it worked in the bedroom, what were the odds it would work outside of it?
 
    
 
   Jordan cleared her throat and Ellie looked over at her.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes?’ she asked, apprehensively.
 
    
 
         ‘What?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Were you going to say something?’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t know. Were you?’
 
    
 
         ‘You don’t know if you were going to say something?’ Ellie asked, confused. 
 
    
 
   Jordan was thrown. She had been trying to ask something but she hadn’t been completely sure what. But now Ellie was going to make some words come out of her mouth that were probably going to be thoroughly awkward and embarrassing for all concerned. What would they be, though?
 
    
 
         ‘I…’ she began.
 
    
 
         ‘Wait’ Ellie broke in tersely.
 
    
 
   Jordan broke off, wondering if Ellie had anticipated what was coming and wanted to nip it in the bud. Which made Jordan immediately irate. She hadn’t been about to declare her love or anything. Had she? No. She’d just wanted to open up some sort of sodding dialogue about the fact they’d been going at it like bunnies all night. That was perfectly reasonable. So why had Ellie cut her off?
 
    
 
   And then Jordan realised why Ellie had interrupted her. She was staring out of the window of the van, across the road to a café that had tables outside. And at one of those tables were Zoe and Caitlin. And they looked completely miserable.
 
    
 
    
 
   At the table of the café, Caitlin and Zoe were having a tense breakfast before Zoe headed to work. After last night, she had to try something to get things back on track with Caitlin.
 
    
 
   She’d waited too long for this to see it blow up in her face in a matter of weeks. She’d up-ended her life for Caitlin. And her reward so far had been a series of stupid fights. And for what? 
 
    
 
   Zoe had been awake all night, tossing and turning next to Caitlin (fast asleep) wondering what was going on and how to fix it. She knew it was obviously about more than some misplaced sperm. The more she thought about it, the clearer the answer became. Caitlin was jealous. 
 
    
 
   Zoe had built a life with Ellie that had been close to taking the next step. And Caitlin was clearly envious of that life. Even though logically, it would take time for them to grow together in their relationship, maybe Caitlin was having a crisis of faith. Maybe she was worried that Zoe might want to go back to Ellie? 
 
    
 
   She had to find some way of letting Caitlin know that wasn’t the case. But right now, it was hard to know how to do that. They’d been sitting in a difficult silence for a few minutes.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey’ Zoe said. ‘I’ve got to go soon. But I don’t want to leave things on a bad note between us.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin gave an angry little shrug as she looked down at her untouched croissant.
 
    
 
         ‘Me neither.’
 
    
 
         ‘Can you look at me then?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin wasn’t sure if she was ready to forgive Zoe for the lie she’d plainly told. But when she did as Zoe requested and looked at her directly, she only had to see Zoe’s imploring face to start to feel herself soften. She looked sad. And Caitlin knew that she was sad because of her. That made Caitlin feel kind of good, she couldn’t deny it. Maybe this horribleness had gone on long enough. Perhaps it was time to forgive Zoe.
 
    
 
   She gave Zoe a generous smile. Zoe immediately reached for her hand, which Caitlin let her have. Zoe gave it one, soft kiss.
 
    
 
   They smiled across the table, hope in their hearts. Maybe it would be OK.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was on those coy little smiles that Jordan was forced to drive on, the light finally changing to green. 
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie were livid. They’d seen Zoe and Caitlin and initially, it had been everything they could have hoped for. It had been a dream come true. They’d looked so fantastically unhappy.
 
    
 
   And then that bloody hand kiss.
 
    
 
   ‘Fuck me, how could they spring back that quick? They looked about ready to call it a day!’ Jordan was ranting.
 
    
 
         ‘I know!’
 
    
 
         ‘We’ll have to move up the plan. Stage three needs to happen now, while they’re still a bit fragile.’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re right’ Ellie agreed.
 
    
 
         ‘But I’m glad we saw that’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘Why?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because something was up with those two. The plan was working. And now we know it.’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s true. I have been wondering what affect our machinations have actually been having. It was nice to see it in the flesh.’
 
    
 
         ‘Did you see Caitlin? The ‘I’m-so-angry-that-it’s-sexy’ thing she was trying to do?’
 
    
 
   Ellie clapped her hands together gleefully.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh my god, she was so pouty!’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s her total go-to. When she’s miserable, she always wants to at least manage to look pretty at the same time’ Jordan said, sniggering at the memory. Ellie snorted with laughter at the insight into Caitlin’s vanity.
 
    
 
         ‘And Zoe’s face was even better. Did you get a look? She looked like one of those videos on the internet of babies trying a lemon for the first time!’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
   Jordan laughed riotously and then pleaded ‘For god sakes, we’ve got to stop this. I’m gonna crash the van!’
 
    
 
   Once they’d wiped the tears from their eyes and calmed down, they were at Little Tykes. Ellie hopped out of the van and turned at the open door. She checked her watch.
 
    
 
   ‘With ten minutes to spare. See you later for some hard core scheming?’
 
    
 
         ‘Absolutely’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
   Ellie smiled and shut the door.
 
    
 
   And only then did Jordan realise they hadn’t talked about their sexcapades. Maybe they wouldn’t. And maybe they shouldn’t? Maybe it had just been a tension release for them, in the midst of all this heartbreak and change.
 
    
 
   Jordan was more disappointed by that thought than she wanted to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Well’ Janice said as Ellie walked into the staff room. ‘Do you want to tell me that’s not sex hair?’
 
    
 
   Ellie couldn’t help the impish smile that crept onto her lips.
 
    
 
         ‘Thank god for that!’ Janice said with relief.
 
    
 
         ‘Why are you so excited that me and Jordan had’ she lowered her voice in case of young ears ‘S-E-X?’
 
    
 
         ‘I like you together, that’s why’ Janice said nonchalantly as she switched on the kettle for tea.
 
    
 
   That threw a spanner in Ellie’s works.
 
    
 
         ‘You like us together?’ Ellie asked, thoroughly confused.
 
    
 
         ‘Why wouldn’t I?’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, we’re very… I mean, she’s quite… and I’m a bit…. You know what I mean?’ Ellie finished, under the impression she’d actually managed to say something. But Janice got the gist anyway.
 
    
 
         ‘You’re saying she’s perhaps not the type you’d usually go for. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
    
 
         ‘But you have gone for her.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, I realise that, but long term…’
 
    
 
   Janice had had enough of Ellie’s nonsense. The girl needed telling what was what, clearly. And Janice was quite comfortable doing the honours.
 
    
 
         ‘You think she’s not a good bet, is that right? You thought Zoe was a good bet. And how did that work out?’
 
    
 
   Ellie rolled her eyes as she sat down at the table. She was beginning to get a bit annoyed with Janice. She obviously wasn’t listening to her properly.
 
    
 
         ‘That wasn’t my fault.’
 
    
 
         ‘Obviously not’ Janice said as she handed her a cup of tea. ‘I’m not saying it was. What I’m trying to tell you is that you have terrible taste in women. Quite horrible.’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s eyes went wide. How could Janice say that to her?
 
    
 
   ‘Everyone you’ve ever chosen has been dreadful to you, all Zoe’s stripe to some degree or another. So maybe you should stop thinking with your brain and let what’s between your legs do the talking. It might have better instincts.’
 
    
 
         ‘Janice!’ Ellie cried out in embarrassment.
 
    
 
         ‘Ellie, for crying out loud, this can’t be news to you, can it?’ Janice asked crossly. ‘Take it from someone whose taste in men has led her a merry bloody dance, you can keep making the same mistakes and hoping it works out. Or you can try something different. Jordan’s different. And I think she’s a good one.’
 
    
 
         ‘How can you tell?’
 
    
 
         ‘How do I know when there’s a thunderstorm coming? How did I know Zoe was a bad apple? I just do.’
 
    
 
         ‘You knew Zoe was no good?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘I had a feeling, yes. Couldn’t say so, of course. You’d never have listened. But listen when I tell you that I can tell that Jordan cares about you.’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s head was spinning. Did she have this all wrong? She’d been so angry that Zoe had chucked her for Caitlin. But perhaps she should have realised that Zoe had actually done her a big favour by not wasting any more of her time. Maybe it was always going to end this way, with or without Caitlin’s intrusion. Because Zoe had had been wrong for her. Everyone she’d ever chosen had been wrong. Her entire romantic history was a procession of selfish control-freaks. And Ellie had thought that suited her fine.
 
    
 
   But the last few weeks had opened up Ellie’s eyes to a lot of new truths. One of those truths was that she didn’t need anyone telling her what to do. She wanted to make her own choices. And she had a choice right now. She had to decide whether or not last night’s (and this morning’s) earth shattering sex with Jordan had been a one off? Or the start of something real?
 
    
 
   She began to consider Jordan, really thinking about her for the first time. She found a sort of movie montage began to play in her head, scenes of Jordan.
 
    
 
   It began with the old Jordan, mean and snippy. Ellie had been deeply intimidated by that person, finding her impolite and unnecessarily confrontational. It had been hard to be around her. She seemed to suck up all the oxygen in the room.
 
    
 
   Those images segued into that night when they’d teamed up to go to the hotel. Ellie had been at a colossal low. And then Jordan had shown up with her anger and somehow Ellie had found her own anger in the process. And that had been the best thing that could have happened. It had fortified her when she’d most needed it.
 
    
 
   Then she thought about the time they’d spent planning out their retaliation. Putting their heads together and finding they did better with each other than they ever could have alone. They’d been stronger together. Because Jordan listened to her and treated her ideas with respect. And Ellie had found that she had a lot of her own respect for the way Jordan’s mind worked. 
 
    
 
   And then came the memories of Jordan’s sarcastic quips. Ellie had been frightened of them once. And now they brought a smile to her face.
 
    
 
   Inevitably came the saucy stuff. And there was no question about their compatibility in that department. Jordan most certainly knew how to rock Ellie’s world. And Ellie found that with Jordan, she was better than she’d ever been before. Ellie had never felt sexier than she did with Jordan. 
 
    
 
   And just now, how they’d laughed in Jordan’s van. It had been easy. And wasn’t that exactly the word for it? They were easy with each other now. 
 
    
 
   Had it ever really been easy with Zoe? It had gotten comfortable, eventually. Ellie had found that as long as she was willing to let Zoe lead, it worked well enough. It had never occurred to Ellie that it could be any better than that. But what if there was something better. And what if it was with Jordan?
 
    
 
   It had all happened in such strange circumstances that Ellie had failed to notice it. But something had grown between them. Like an unattended garden, the weeds had slipped in amongst them, tethering them together. And those weeds had begun to flower. And maybe they’d turned out to be pretty. Beautiful, even.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh, for god’s sake’ Ellie muttered, her head slumping onto the table. Janice waited. Eventually the head came back up. 
 
    
 
   ‘Janice, I might be in love with Jordan.’
 
    
 
   Janice rolled her eyes.
 
    
 
         ‘Bout bloody time.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, Jordan didn’t know the conclusion that Ellie was arriving at about their night together. She didn’t have Janice to discuss it all with. And she wasn’t the type to call a friend and talk her troubles through with them. She tended to keep things to herself. She’d always found it safer to solve her problems alone. 
 
    
 
   The break up with Caitlin had only confirmed that belief. She’d worked hard to let Caitlin in, to trust her. And Caitlin had buggered off without a backwards glance. That had been the worst thing about it. Jordan struggled with trust. And Caitlin had known that. But what had that struggle meant to her? Jack shit. 
 
    
 
   She wasn’t sure whose fault it was that Caitlin had turned out not to care. Was Caitlin simply a piece of shit? That wouldn’t have been so bad in the long run. Jordan could just put the whole mess down to a glitch in judgement and chalk it up to experience. 
 
    
 
   But Jordan was concerned it went deeper than that. She worried that she was the real problem here, that perhaps she could never really matter to somebody else. Not like people had mattered to her. Not like Caitlin had. Not like Ellie might.
 
    
 
   That was what was troubling Jordan. She didn’t know how Ellie felt at all. At the moment, Jordan was Ellie’s flatmate, her fellow schemer. And now they could add ‘Friends with benefits’ to the list. But Jordan didn’t know if Ellie wanted anything else from her. And Jordan was finding it tougher and tougher to deny the fact that she wanted more from Ellie.
 
    
 
   But who could she tell all this to?  She only had her current charge, Peanut, an energetic Jack Russell, to talk to. And at the moment he was off behind a tree, humping Pepper the Maltese, his on again, off again girlfriend.
 
    
 
   Jordan was on her own.
 
    
 
   She considered the reality of the situation. She’d been dumped by Caitlin.  And shortly after, she’d gotten herself tangled up with Ellie out of heartbreak, anger, humiliation and a desire for revenge. What were the odds that was going to turn out well? 
 
    
 
   Not good, she decided. Not good at all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ellie arrived home first that night. She was pleased. She needed time to gather herself. She was going to talk to Jordan that evening. 
 
    
 
   She promised herself she was going to be subtle about it. She wasn’t going to declare her love. She would start by saying that she liked what had happened so far, that she liked Jordan in fact, and would she like to go on a date? And a real one this time. No family restaurant, no overly chirpy women in rainbow suspenders. A straight up, honest to god date. 
 
    
 
   She could only hope that Jordan wanted that too. But if last night was anything to go by, it seemed at least possible. Ellie had never felt someone be quite so present with her as Jordan had been. She viewed that with cautious optimism.
 
    
 
   But when Jordan slammed into the flat, her face as dark as thunder, Ellie wondered if she’d misread this whole thing.
 
    
 
   ‘OK, Zoe’s at work now, yeah? So if we get a move on, we can catch her on the way back’ Jordan said in place of a greeting.
 
    
 
         ‘What, now?’ Ellie asked, unnerved. She’d barely given the plan any thought today. She hadn’t been able to think of anything but what she’d say to Jordan. 
 
    
 
   But Jordan had clearly not had that problem.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. I’ve been thinking about it and I think the quicker we do Stage Three, the more effective it’ll be.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie were waiting around the corner from Zoe’s bank, standing outside a jewellery shop. They’d gotten lucky with the location. They’d scouted it out a little while back and found that fate had smiled on them, because the jewellers fell somewhere on Zoe’s route from the bank to the car park where Zoe stored her Merc.
 
    
 
   ‘Are you ready?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Probably’ Ellie replied.
 
    
 
         ‘Probably?’ Jordan asked sharply.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes’ Ellie replied, just as sharply. ‘Probably.’
 
    
 
   Something was up with Ellie. But Jordan didn’t have time to get into it. They needed to be ready for Zoe. Whatever had crawled up Ellie’s arse would have to wait. They had Stage Three to complete. Jordan would pour her energies into that. Nothing else.
 
    
 
         ‘You know what you’re supposed to say, right?’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, Jordan. I know the script’ Ellie said, bitterly.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s all I’m asking’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
   After that, they waited in silence.
 
    
 
   And then Ellie heard a familiar sound. It was Zoe’s footfall, sturdy and deliberate. Ellie knew that gait well. It was like an angry horse coming at you.
 
    
 
   Ellie glanced up the road and saw Zoe turn the corner. But she hadn’t spotted them yet.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan!’ she whispered urgently.
 
    
 
   Jordan flicked a glance in the direction of Zoe, picking her out quickly. ‘Showtime’ she muttered. She slipped her hand into Ellie’s. Ellie received the hand, trying not to feel a pang of excitement at the physical contact. She was angry with Jordan, who was behaving like last night had never happened. She shouldn’t enjoy the touch, should she?
 
    
 
   It was a lot of emotion to feel from a simple hand grab.
 
    
 
   They began to walk forward. But not too quickly. They had to stay within a certain range. They watched Zoe approaching, but she was yet to see them. Jordan gave a sharp cough. 
 
    
 
   Zoe looked up at last to see Ellie and Jordan walking right toward her. She nearly tripped on the pavement.
 
    
 
   Ellie made eye contact with Zoe. It was the first time she’d seen her since those few weeks ago in the bedroom, when she’d explained to her why she’d always been second best. Ellie had been dreading this moment. It had been one thing to scheme from the shadows, to watch Zoe’s downfall from a distance. But that was over now. She was going to have to look Zoe in the eye while she fucked with her life. Ellie didn’t know if she could do it.
 
    
 
   But as their eyes met, she was surprised to find that she felt no fear at all. Zoe wasn’t the scary monster she’d been in Ellie’s mind, growing larger by the day. The gorgon that had chewed her up and spat her out was gone. She was just a person.
 
    
 
   Zoe, however, was not feeling quite as positive about the eye contact she’d just made with her too-recent ex. How did you play something like this? Ellie had seen her. Zoe would have to acknowledge her. She was a little confused though. What was she doing with Jordan? They’d never been real friends. They were barely acquaintances. 
 
    
 
   And then, as she drew level with them, she saw that they were holding hands.
 
    
 
   ‘Hi!’ Zoe almost screamed at them.
 
    
 
   Ellie smiled as though she’d seen an old friend.
 
    
 
         ‘Hi Zoe, how’s it going?’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
   Zoe had been bracing herself for something else, an awkward scene of some sort. So who was this happy-go-lucky person in front of her? It wasn’t that Zoe wanted her to be an inconsolable mess. But why wasn’t she?
 
    
 
         ‘I’m… fine’ Zoe stuttered.
 
    
 
         ‘Great’ Ellie replied.
 
    
 
   Zoe looked from the happy expression of Ellie to the serene face of a thus far silent Jordan and back to Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘So…’ Zoe began, not sure where she was going but needing to know what the hell was going on. ‘What are you guys up to?’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh’ Ellie said with a light little laugh, ‘I guess you must be wondering what we’re doing together?’
 
    
 
   Zoe’s first instinct was to scream ‘Yes! What the fuck is all this?!’ But instead, she settled on a casual ‘Kind of, yeah.’
 
    
 
   At that point, Jordan finally spoke.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s a funny story, actually…’
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan looked at each other and giggled conspiratorially. 
 
    
 
         ‘Yes?’ Zoe enquired shrilly. She was beginning to feel like she was losing her mind.
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan noted the slight note of hysteria in her question with satisfaction.
 
    
 
         ‘Well’ Ellie began. ‘I needed a place to live…’
 
    
 
         ‘…And I had a spare room. Caitlin’s craft room was empty. Well, I’m sure I don’t need to explain all that to you’ Jordan said, seemingly tickled.
 
    
 
         ‘So, I moved in!’ Ellie said, picking up where Jordan left off. ‘And then, well…’
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie looked at each other and there was a little coy smile shared. Then suddenly, Ellie put her left hand up to show Zoe her digits and excitedly blurted ‘And now we’re engaged!’
 
    
 
   Zoe blinked twice at the beautiful diamond engagement ring on Ellie’s hand.
 
    
 
         ‘Sorry, what?!’ she uttered. She was beginning to feel a little light headed.
 
    
 
   Jordan broke in at this point to say ‘We know it’s a bit fast, but when it’s right, you just know. You get that, I’m sure. And then it’s like ‘Why wait?’
 
    
 
         ‘Right. Yeah’ Zoe said, wondering when the world had decided to turn itself upside down.
 
    
 
   It was now Ellie’s turn to speak. She knew what she was supposed to say. It was meant to go something like ‘I know things didn’t end very well with you and me but I want you to know that I hope you and Caitlin are very happy together. Because we are.’
 
    
 
   But when she opened her mouth, that wasn’t what came out.
 
    
 
         ‘Zoe, I know it wasn’t right with you and me. You weren’t happy. And I didn’t know it then, but neither was I. So, in a way, I’m glad this happened. Because it gave me a chance to really get to know Jordan. And that probably wouldn’t have happened without you. So I guess I owe you some thanks. Because she’s amazing’ Ellie finished, looking to Jordan. She felt her heart racing. Should she have said that? Probably not. But she couldn’t help it. 
 
    
 
   She’d been trying to tell a lie. Somehow, the deepest truth had come out instead.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked back at her, feeling her own heart beating at a fair clip. She was supposed to say something about Caitlin now. And she’d had her cue. But she couldn’t remember what they’d agreed on. Ellie’s words had broken her train of thought. They’d sounded almost genuine.
 
    
 
   Jordan had to remind herself not to be touched by them. They were just for Zoe.
 
    
 
   After a few seconds of silence, Ellie gave Jordan a little hand squeeze and her memorisation kicked in at last.
 
    
 
         ‘And would you give my best wishes to Caitlin? Tell her…’ and here Jordan broke off, as though searching for the right words, words deeply felt. ‘Tell her that I hope she can be happy now and that I understand why she said no to me. Why she could never settle for anything. She was looking for something better than we had. I hope she’s found it now.’
 
    
 
   Zoe might have been touched by Jordan’s remarkably and uncharacteristically sweet words if she weren’t so completely fucking baffled by them.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, we better get going. We need to get to the registry office to collect the license and they’re shutting soon’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
   And with that, Jordan and Ellie dashed away.
 
    
 
   Zoe was left standing stock still in the busy city, feeling like she’d just been hit by a bus. What was that that Jordan had said? Something about saying no? And not settling for anything? What had it all meant?
 
    
 
   It didn’t take her too long to put it all together. Jordan had obviously asked Caitlin to marry her. But Caitlin had said no. And surely that had been because she was saving herself for Zoe. That had to be why.
 
    
 
   Because they were perfect for each other. They always had been. Not like Jordan and Ellie, who were clearly just on some desperate rebound thing. Who the hell did they think they were fooling? How could they possibly have fallen in love in the matter of weeks it had been since they’d done this apparent partner swap?
 
    
 
   But then again, Ellie had this new look about her. What was it? 
 
    
 
   She’d looked happy.
 
    
 
   In fact, she’d looked happier than Zoe thought she’d ever seen her. Glowingly, annoyingly happy. It stung Zoe a little. She was supposed to be the one in all consuming love right now. Not those two. Why did they seem happier together than she and Caitlin currently were? 
 
    
 
   Jordan was a mean spirited bitch. She always had been. Zoe had never understood what Caitlin had seen in her. So how on earth had she managed to transform Ellie into this creature of light, floating around the city, waving her engagement ring, picking up wedding licenses?
 
    
 
   It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.
 
    
 
   And then inspiration struck. Was it possible that Ellie and Jordan had just given her the solution to all her problems?
 
    
 
   Zoe began to walk on toward the car park, thinking about the crazy idea she’d just had. And then she glanced to her left and what did she see? A jeweller’s shop. It felt like divine intervention. Fate was speaking to her directly, telling her that the brainwave she’d just had was absolutely, positively, definitely the solution to hers and Caitlin’s teething troubles.
 
    
 
   She knew what she had to do. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Down the road, Ellie and Jordan were peaking around the corner of a baker’s shop from an alley. They’d jumped in there the second they were certain that Zoe wasn’t looking. And they’d been watching her ever since.
 
    
 
   It had been tough to know from the back of Zoe’s head precisely what was running through it. But the fact that she’d been rooted to the spot for a good minute told them a little of the state of her mind. She was obviously in some shock from that cold bucket of water they’d just dumped on her head. But would she take the bait they’d laid out for her?
 
    
 
   She’d almost walked past the jeweller’s shop and they’d held their collective breath. But then she’d swerved into the shop at the last possible moment and into the spider’s web that was waiting for her.
 
    
 
   Jordan turned to Ellie, a smile on her lips, muttering ‘Dance, little puppet. Dance.’ 
 
    
 
   But Ellie didn’t look pleased, exactly. She was shaking her head in disbelief.
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t believe she went for it.’
 
    
 
         ‘Why not? It’s exactly what we planned.’
 
    
 
         ‘But it seemed too simple. I mean, how can anyone be that easy to influence?’
 
    
 
         ‘It’s not hard to puppet master someone when you know their Achilles heel.’
 
    
 
         ‘You sound like you know what you’re talking about.’
 
    
 
   Jordan gave Ellie a hard look.
 
    
 
         ‘Are you calling me a manipulator? Because this plan was as much yours as mine.’
 
    
 
         ‘I guess’ Ellie muttered.
 
    
 
         ‘What’s the matter with you? You should be pleased. We’re getting what we wanted’, Jordan said.
 
    
 
   And then Jordan understood what it probably was. They’d just svengalied Zoe into proposing to Caitlin. And what if Caitlin actually said yes? What if they really did get married? Perhaps that thought was more painful for Ellie than it was for Jordan.
 
    
 
   Ellie obviously wasn’t over Zoe, Jordan realised without surprise.
 
    
 
   ‘Are you scared this is actually going to work out for them? That Zoe’s going to get her ‘Happily ever after’ with Caitlin?’ she asked heatedly.
 
    
 
   In truth, Ellie wasn’t thinking about that at all. In fact, she was beginning to feel that she didn’t really care what Zoe and Caitlin did anymore. But Jordan seemed to care. Maybe a little too much.
 
    
 
         ‘No. Are you?’ Ellie replied, resentment creeping into her voice.
 
    
 
         ‘No’ Jordan retorted defensively.
 
    
 
   They stood in silence, smelling the baked goods next door. It smelled enticing. Both of them were struck by the same thought, at the same moment. They both wished they were just normal people, heading in to buy pastries, pastries they’d then enjoy together. No one would care about revenge. No one would mention the names Caitlin or Zoe.
 
    
 
   They’d simply be living their lives. Together.
 
    
 
   Neither knew just how close they were to everything they wanted. It was mere feet away. The bakery waited, the smell of life beckoning them in…
 
    
 
   But neither spoke their wish. Because they were both convinced that the other was here only for retribution. Not for love.
 
    
 
   ‘Where’d you get the ring, anyway?’ Jordan asked, trying to shrug off her aching disappointment.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice’s third husband. He was a dickhead. But he was rolling in it.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded but she was still thinking about Ellie. Ellie and Zoe, more precisely.
 
    
 
         ‘Are you sure you want to go through with this?’ Ellie asked, hoping against hope that she might just say screw the whole thing. That she might not care about revenge anymore.
 
    
 
         ‘We’re close to the finish line. We might as well see it out’ Jordan replied.
 
    
 
   Ellie took that as confirmation of everything she feared. Jordan wanted revenge. She didn’t want Ellie. She had her uses as a co-conspirator and sexual distraction but that was all Jordan probably saw. Nothing more than that.
 
    
 
   And when it was over, so was everything else.
 
    
 
         ‘Fine’ Ellie said. ‘Let’s just get it over and done with.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded, almost relieved. She’d been scared of this moment, but now it was here, there was nothing more to fear. The worst had happened. Ellie didn’t need her once this was done. She’d as good as said it.
 
    
 
   Now Jordan knew that for certain, she could let Ellie go. She’d let this ridiculous fantasy die. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The following evening, Ellie, Jordan and Janice were sat in Jordan and Ellie’s living room. They’d been discussing the fourth and final stage of the plan for about twenty minutes. Janice had asked a lot of questions and the same ground had been covered several times. But Ellie and Jordan didn’t mind. They respected Janice’s attention to detail. She wanted to be as prepared as possible. She wouldn’t go in blind.
 
    
 
   ‘OK, but if she does say yes, what then?’
 
    
 
         ‘Then you just say that your assistant will contact her later to follow up’ Ellie answered.
 
    
 
         ‘Alright. But do you think she will?’
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie glanced at each other, a short look of conference, and then Jordan said ‘My guess is that the yes won’t come right away. She’ll need time to think about it.’
 
    
 
   Janice nodded and then closed her eyes.
 
    
 
         ‘Samantha, Samantha, Samantha’ she began to chant softly to herself, in an upper class accent that Ellie and Jordan recognised from Caitlin’s interview. After a few seconds of that, her eyes popped open.
 
    
 
   ‘Right. Chuck me the phone’ Janice said in her own voice.
 
    
 
   Ellie handed her the mobile phone (a burner purchased for this purpose) and she pressed a few keys, finding Caitlin’s preprogramed number.
 
    
 
   ‘Caitlin! Samantha Frost here! How’s things?’ 
 
    
 
   Janice hit the speaker on the phone and put it down on the table so everyone could hear the answer.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m great, thank you. I’m so pleased to hear from you!’
 
    
 
   Without thinking about it, Jordan made a circle with her fingers and stuck her tongue in it. The motion perfectly represented the phrase ‘Arse licker’.
 
    
 
   Janice almost lost it. She covered her mouth until she knew that laughter had safely passed. Ellie gave Jordan a reprimanding nudge in the ribs and Jordan put her hands up in apology.
 
    
 
   Janice, now recovered, said ‘And I’m very pleased to be getting in touch. I’ve been talking to my partners and we’d like to offer you an opportunity with Vindictae.’
 
    
 
   A little squeal of delight came down the phone and then Caitlin said ‘That’s great news.’
 
    
 
         ‘I take it you’re interested?’ Janice asked.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m more than interested-’ Caitlin began. But Janice cut her off.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, before you give me your answer, there’s a few details I’d like to run through with you.’
 
    
 
         ‘Shoot’ Caitlin replied, sounding deeply happy with herself.
 
    
 
         ‘Well, you see, we think your work would do best in our Asian market, so we’d need you to spend some time out there, in Tokyo, working with our people. We’d give you an apartment and a studio, of course. Still think you might want to do it?’
 
    
 
   There was a small pause. Finally, Caitlin said ‘Well, of course that sounds amazing, Samantha. But how long would that be for?’
 
    
 
   Janice glanced up at Ellie who gave her a short nod to let her know she was doing a great job.
 
    
 
         ‘Initially, it would be for six months, but with an option for a longer contract if we all feel it’s working out.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh!’ Caitlin said, her stride clearly broken.
 
    
 
         ‘I know this isn’t quite what we discussed, Caitlin. But Vindictae feels that you’re a good fit for the position. But I’m sure you’ll need to think it through before you give us your decision.’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes. Yes, I’ll need to do that. It’s tempting obviously, but it’s a really big move. I should discuss it with my girlfriend.’
 
    
 
         ‘Of course. When do you think you could give me an answer?’ 
 
    
 
         ‘Well, I’m going for dinner with her tomorrow night. I’ll discuss it with her then. Maybe I could give you a call after?’
 
    
 
   Ellie immediately began to scribble on a piece of paper, which she then held up to Janice. It read ‘FIND OUT WHAT RESTAURANT.’ Janice read it and nodded.
 
    
 
         ‘That would be fine. Going anywhere nice?’
 
    
 
         ‘The Orange Tree’ Caitlin replied.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s a nice place’ Janice said.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, my girlfriend booked it. She’s sweet that way.’
 
    
 
         ‘She sounds like a keeper. OK, let’s speak in a few days.’
 
    
 
         ‘Thanks Samantha. Speak soon.’
 
    
 
   After they hung up, Jordan turned immediately to Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Why did you want to know the name of the restaurant?’ she asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Isn’t it obvious? She’s going to propose there. She’d want to do it somewhere nice.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded and said ‘Yeah, of course.’
 
    
 
         ‘Right then’ said Janice, five steps ahead, as usual. ‘How are you going to do this?’
 
    
 
         ‘Do what?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Watch it all unfold. I mean, we’ll find out what happens whether or not you see it. Caitlin’s answer will tell us that. But wouldn’t it be much better to see the whole thing collapse in front of you? I know that’s what I would want.’
 
    
 
   Jordan looked to Ellie, who simply shrugged. This thing was coming to a close. Might as well see it through, Ellie thought.
 
    
 
         ‘She’s right. We’ve been orchestrating all of this. We need to find a way to be there to see the fat lady sing.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded in agreement. But it wasn’t going to be that simple. 
 
    
 
         ‘We don’t even know what time they’ll be there’ she said.
 
    
 
   Janice picked the burner phone up again saying ‘Well, that’s easy enough. Ellie, would you find me the number for this place?’
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, after Janice had called The Orange Tree pretending to be Zoe checking her reservation time (‘I’d forget my head if it wasn’t screwed on!’) they knew exactly when and where Zoe was planning to propose to Caitlin. 
 
    
 
         ‘But how are we going to get a front row seat? We can’t just plonk down at the next table to watch. They’ll spot us in a second.’
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe that won’t have to be a problem’ Jordan said, thoughtfully.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ellie was in her bedroom. Now that all the furniture was in place and she’d unpacked her case, the room was looking pretty good. It felt surprisingly like home, considering the circumstances of her decampment.
 
    
 
   She’d arranged the room to best fit everything into its space and in addition to her bed, she also had her wardrobe and her vanity table, which she was now sat at to finish getting ready for the evening.
 
    
 
   She looked into the mirror as she applied her lipstick, the last touch to her make-up, which was a little heavier than usual. Her usually wavy, thick, golden hair was straight and sleek. All she had to do now was get dressed and she was ready for one of the strangest evenings of her life.
 
    
 
    
 
   In Jordan’s bedroom, it was a similar scene. But Jordan was a little further on in her preparations. She was examining herself in her full length mirror, wondering if she was trying too hard.
 
    
 
   She was wearing a blood red strappy dress made of satin, a change from her usual worn out jeans. She hoped that Ellie wouldn’t think she’d worn it for her. Part of the reason she was so concerned about that was because the truth was, she sort of had. Jordan was going to make it plain that she didn’t care what Ellie thought about her, that she was too gorgeous to care what anyone could ever think. She’d look as fabulous as a reject could. 
 
    
 
   But it wasn’t quite working.
 
    
 
   Ordinarily, Jordan would have known full well that this dress made her look hot. But tonight, she was filled with doubts. The dress, the evening, the plan, Ellie. It was all so confusing. She missed that crystal clear sense of purpose she’d once felt about all of this.
 
    
 
   Ahh, Jordan reminisced. The Golden Age.
 
    
 
   Ellie had been her partner in crime. They’d had a plan. And that plan had various elements that had slotted together to take down two people who deserved it. It had all had its own kind of logic to Jordan.
 
    
 
   But now none of it really made sense anymore.
 
    
 
   Caitlin and Zoe, once bitter objects of purest hate, they were like shadows to her now. And the plan? How could that matter? Now that they didn’t matter to her? And Ellie. In a mountain of confusing things, she was the most perplexing.
 
    
 
   Jordan felt so pent up with unwelcome longing that she wanted to scream. But she might have had a hard time explaining that scream to the person who was the subject of it. The person who, after tonight, would simply be her flatmate. Someone to split the bills with. Someone to draw up a cleaning rota with. Someone with whom to argue over whose turn it was to buy toilet roll.
 
    
 
   Jordan couldn’t understand how she’d gotten drawn into any of this madness. And the worst thing was, she’d done it all to herself. 
 
    
 
   And maybe it was time to pull herself back out. 
 
    
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Jordan opened the door of the bedroom. She couldn’t put it off any longer. There was a schedule to keep. She hoped she’d be first out, so that she wouldn’t feel like she was making an entrance. She’d just be sat on the sofa when Ellie came out, dressed to kill, watching a crap gameshow. 
 
    
 
   But when she walked out into the living room, Ellie was already waiting for her, wearing a sheer black lace dress that hugged her figure in all the right places. Jordan’s breath caught at the sight of her. She was a beautiful girl on an average day. But seeing her dressed to the nines, it was overwhelming.
 
    
 
   ‘Well’ Jordan said as she groped for words, any words. ‘Kick me square in the cootch. Don’t you scrub up nice?’
 
    
 
   At that moment, Jordan wished somebody actually would kick her in the cootch. Why on earth had she said that?
 
    
 
   Ellie gave a small, surprised laugh at Jordan’s statement. She knew full well it was a compliment. It was Jordan-Style, but that didn’t make it any less flattering.
 
    
 
   And Ellie had to admit, it was better than the nonverbal response that she herself had had to Jordan’s appearance. She looked spectacular. Ellie had felt the need for a sit down and a hot, sweet cup of tea when she’d walked out.
 
    
 
   Ellie couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like if Jordan had dressed up like that for her.
 
    
 
   It was a nice dream.
 
    
 
         ‘We’d better get going’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
         ‘Guess so’ Jordan replied.
 
    
 
    
 
   Zoe was waiting at the table for Caitlin, who was taking an astonishingly long time in the toilet. It wasn’t the greatest time to be left alone with her thoughts. She had an engagement ring burning a hole in her handbag right now. And she was starting to wonder how on earth it had ended up there.
 
    
 
   She’d walked into the jewellery shop on a crazy whim and picked out an expensive ring that she thought was to Caitlin’s taste, convinced she was doing the right thing. And then she’d booked the fanciest restaurant she could think of. She was going to pull out all the stops.
 
    
 
   But a couple of days had passed since then. And now Zoe wondered if this was actually quite a stupid idea.
 
    
 
   And Caitlin had seemed a little on edge lately. She seemed distracted. Zoe wondered if it was possible that she’d found the ring and decided not to say anything. If she had, what did her strange behaviour mean? Would Zoe get a yes or a no? She didn’t have the first clue.
 
    
 
   She dabbed the back of her neck with a tissue, mopping up a slight sweat that had broken out there. Why was it so warm in here?
 
    
 
   Caitlin suddenly plopped down in her seat and began to manoeuvre the chair loudly back and forth, as though she absolutely needed to sit a very precise distance from the table if she had any hope at all of being happy.
 
    
 
   ‘Hey, are you OK?’ Zoe asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, why do you ask’ Caitlin replied with another screech of the chair.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t know. You just seem a bit…’
 
    
 
         ‘Well, actually’ Caitlin began, hoping that this was a good moment to discuss her job offer. ‘There was something I wanted to talk-’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh my god!’ a voice suddenly bawled. ‘What are the odds of this!’
 
    
 
   Zoe turned to see who’d spoken and when she saw who it was, it was like something from a nightmare. It was Ellie and Jordan. Again. They were standing next to their table. Zoe could scarcely believe it. She was planning to propose to Caitlin tonight and not one, but both their exes had shown up. For the second time this week. And the pair of them also happened to look amazing, just to rub salt right into the wound.
 
    
 
   Zoe turned to see how Caitlin was taking this and saw that her eyes were as wide as saucers. She looked utterly horrified. As well she might. Because Zoe hadn’t mentioned anything about the shocking news of their engagement. In the run up to her proposal, Zoe had decided that it might prove to be rather distracting information, putting it mildly. And she’d wanted Caitlin’s attention very squarely on her, not on Jordan and Ellie’s bizarre relationship.
 
    
 
   But that hope was now quite dead, kicked to death by a staggering coincidence. Zoe wasn’t at all sure how the evening was going to come back from this.
 
    
 
   Caitlin, still looking like someone was pointing a shotgun at her, simply gaped as Jordan leaned in to give her a greeting kiss on the cheek.
 
    
 
         ‘You look well’ Jordan said warmly. ‘How have you been?’
 
    
 
         ‘Why?! I mean, yeah…’ she trailed away looking back and forth between Jordan and Ellie. ‘Have I lost my marbles or are you two together?’ she asked.
 
    
 
   Ellie’s surprise was real.
 
    
 
         ‘Didn’t Zoe say? We saw her the other day and…’
 
    
 
   Ellie stopped talking as she noticed the look that Caitlin gave Zoe. This was even better than they’d thought. Zoe had withheld the encounter. Very interesting. 
 
    
 
   Zoe looked like she was suffering. Ellie almost felt sorry for her. Almost.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah, I…’ Zoe said, wondering how she was going to explain herself. ‘…I bumped into them in town.’
 
    
 
         ‘And you didn’t think to mention it?’ Caitlin asked, a tad shrill.
 
    
 
   Zoe was saved from answering the question by the next round of shocking news.
 
    
 
         ‘So I guess you don’t know we’re engaged’ Jordan said merrily.
 
    
 
         ‘Engaged?!’ Caitlin screeched.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. I know it probably seems weird. No one was more surprised by all this than us’ Jordan added.
 
    
 
         ‘I wouldn’t bet on that’ Caitlin said, still struggling to acclimate to all the madness. She turned to look at Zoe again, searchingly. Why wouldn’t she tell her about this?
 
    
 
   Ellie watched them looking at each other, tapped Jordan on the arm and said ‘I think we’re intruding. We should probably just head to our table.’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded and then turned to the pair, saying ‘See you around, guys. Enjoy your meal.’
 
    
 
   They left Zoe and Caitlin, still stuck in an awkward stare off. 
 
    
 
         ‘Would you like to explain what the hell that was!’ Caitlin demanded. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie sat down at their table, which happened to be within twenty feet of Zoe and Caitlin’s, thanks to a crisp twenty pressed into the maître d’s appreciative palm. It wasn’t close enough to catch every word they said but it was good enough to get the gist of the goings on at their table.
 
    
 
   ‘I thought that went pretty well’ Ellie whispered to Jordan. ‘Don’t you?’
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t hate the look on Caitlin’s mug, I know that for sure’ Jordan replied. She was beginning to feel a little amused by the scene they’d just witnessed. Maybe there was some fun to be had out of this evening, after all.
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t you think it’s weird that Zoe didn’t tell Caitlin about seeing us?’
 
    
 
         ‘Weird is definitely the word for it’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘What do you think stopped her?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Not sure’ she said, keeping an eye on the other table with her peripheral vision. There was definitely some kind of little spat going on from what she could tell. ‘Maybe she’s still secretly in love with you. Hurt her too much to talk about, something like that?’ Jordan said nonchalantly.
 
    
 
         ‘That’s insane. Why would you say that?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
   Jordan shrugged, not prepared to go into it. Ellie looked over at Zoe.
 
    
 
   ‘What’s happening?’ Ellie asked, struggling to make out a full sentence. ‘What can you hear?’
 
    
 
         ‘Hang on’ Jordan muttered, trying to lean in ever so slightly.
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘I’m sorry’ Zoe pleaded. ‘I didn’t want to tell you because I thought it might upset you.’
 
    
 
         ‘Why would it upset me?’ Caitlin asked in soft, dangerous tones.
 
    
 
         ‘Well… You’re upset now, aren’t you?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m upset because I was just thrown in the deep end. If I’d known ahead of running smack into them, I probably wouldn’t have given a shit. You could have spared me that. And you didn’t.’
 
    
 
         ‘I put my hands up, Cait. It was an error.’
 
    
 
         ‘An error? You didn’t forget to add an attachment to an email! You kept this from me intentionally.’
 
    
 
   Zoe didn’t have a reply. But that was fine with Caitlin, who wasn’t close to being done. ‘Is it because you’re upset about it? Is that what this is? Maybe you wish you hadn’t been so quick to swap girlfriends?’
 
    
 
   Zoe was taken aback.
 
    
 
         ‘How can you say that? Is this some kind of projection thing? Maybe you’re the one who’s regretting your choices of late?’
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Oh my god!’ Jordan muttered. ‘They’re totally having a full-on row.’
 
    
 
         ‘Can you tell what it’s about? I’m only hearing bits and pieces.’
 
    
 
         ‘Me too. But the general vibe is pretty clear.’
 
    
 
   But then both of them heard Caitlin hiss something pretty clearly. It was Jordan’s name.
 
    
 
         ‘Are they arguing about you?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m pretty sure it’s about both of us’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘How dare you bring up Jordan!’ Caitlin said. ‘I was the one who put myself on the line for you. You told me to ‘Make it work with Jordan’, that you were going to have a sprog with Little Miss Goody-Two-Shoes.’
 
    
 
         ‘Shh’ Zoe urged. ‘She’ll hear us!’
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t give a shit!’ Caitlin said loudly. ‘And neither should you! I gave up everything for you! And you only care about her feelings!’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s not true. You know it isn’t’ Zoe said desperately. ‘You’re the most important thing in the world to me. You always have been.’
 
    
 
         ‘How am I supposed to believe that anymore? You left her for me. What’s to stop you leaving me for her?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because of THIS!’ Zoe said wildly as she pulled the ring box out of her bag. She threw it on the table. ‘I was going to propose to you!’
 
    
 
   Caitlin looked at the box but made no move to open it. Zoe grabbed it and popped it open so that Caitlin could see its contents. A white gold ring with a diamond the size of a new-born’s fist.
 
    
 
   But still, Caitlin didn’t move.
 
    
 
   ‘Caitlin, I want you to marry me’ Zoe begged.
 
    
 
   Caitlin said nothing.
 
    
 
   ‘PLEASE! SAY SOMETHING!’ Zoe shouted. She didn’t care about the scene they were now making in the restaurant.
 
    
 
   At last, Caitlin spoke.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m moving to Tokyo.’
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie watched as Caitlin stood up and waltzed out of the restaurant. The last few seconds of their conversation had not needed to be eavesdropped on. It had been performed at maximum volume.
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie looked at each other in amazement. They’d done it. They’d really done it.
 
    
 
   Zoe, who’d been sitting in a kind of stupor for the last few seconds, finally stood up and began to saunter despondently through the restaurant. She caught Ellie’s eye on her way out and a moment of understanding passed between them. 
 
    
 
   Zoe’s face said one clear thing to Ellie. ‘I know I deserve this.’
 
    
 
   And she left.
 
    
 
   Jordan had caught the look between Zoe and Ellie. But she’d interpreted it quite differently. ‘But so what?’ Jordan told herself. ‘You got what you wanted.’
 
    
 
   It had been everything they’d planned for. It had come off perfectly. Caitlin and Zoe were finished. They’d lasted less than a month. But the victory didn’t taste as good as she’d hoped. It felt hollow. Because with the end of Caitlin and Zoe, came another end. Hers and Ellie’s alliance.
 
    
 
   But if it was all over, then what was there to do about it? Nothing. She would toast it all out properly though, she decided. She grabbed a passing waiter’s eye and said ‘Excuse me, could you bring us some champagne? I’d like the stuff that’s relatively cheap but still pretty decent.’ 
 
    
 
   He nodded and went off to fetch a bottle.
 
    
 
   ‘I guess we do have something to celebrate’ Ellie said.
 
    
 
         ‘Absolutely. We won’ Jordan said, hoping it sounded as though she meant it.
 
    
 
   But Ellie didn’t feel very much like a winner. She wondered if she should really have done all this. What was the point? What did it matter whether Caitlin and Zoe lasted or not?
 
    
 
   Maybe she should have just let them be. And maybe she should have been looking for her own happiness, rather than wasting her time trying to tear down someone else’s. It didn’t really make any difference to how she felt in the grand scheme of things. She was no better off for it. 
 
    
 
   The champagne arrived. The waiter popped it gently for them and poured out two glasses.
 
    
 
         ‘Celebrating something?’ the waiter asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes’ Ellie replied. ‘The end of an era.’
 
    
 
   The waiter smiled and left.
 
    
 
         ‘Actually’ Jordan said ‘that’s more true than you think.’
 
    
 
         ‘Oh?’ Ellie asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes. I was thinking, now we’re done with all this, maybe it’s time for a change. I think I should move out.’
 
    
 
   Ellie could barely find words to reply, but eventually, she managed to sputter out a response.
 
    
 
         ‘But it’s your flat! Where will you go?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not sure. Anyway, the flat’s full of your furniture now. It’s just as much yours as it is mine. Maybe I’ll move to a different city, start again. Wherever there’s dogs, I can make a living. Which is pretty much anywhere. And there’s nothing here for me anymore.’
 
    
 
   Ellie felt her stomach sink. She couldn’t bear the thought of Jordan leaving. Even if Ellie couldn’t be with her, she still couldn’t imagine living in a Jordan-less world. 
 
    
 
         ‘Are you sure?’ she asked, for want of a better question.
 
    
 
   Jordan was about to reply that of course she was sure. But then she wondered what the point of that was. Why bother lying anymore? She was done pretending. 
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not that sure about anything, as a matter of fact. But I know I can’t live with you anymore, Ellie.’
 
    
 
         ‘Me? Why not?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because I’ve been incredibly stupid. I’ve let myself fall for you’ Jordan heard her stupid mouth say. ‘And I know that’s not what we were supposed to be about. But there it is. I know that you still love Zoe, you don’t need to say it. And I guess she’s free now, so…’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s heart flew into her mouth. She went into a kind of shock. Jordan wanted her. And not just for sex. For keeps.
 
    
 
   Right then, all Ellie wanted to do was let her know that she felt exactly the same, that she’d fallen for Jordan too. Hard. She was trying to figure out the right words, the best words, words that would let Jordan know the truth, the truth that didn’t need to be hidden from her any longer. She needed to start with the most important thing. That she didn’t love Zoe.
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan, I don’t want…’
 
    
 
   Jordan stood up, knowing what was coming. She didn’t need to have to sit there and actually listen to it. She couldn’t believe she’d done it again. She’d laid herself bare for someone who didn’t care. And now she had to get the hell out of here.
 
    
 
   Ellie understood what the misunderstanding was instantly and cried out ‘Jordan! No! I didn’t mean…’ trying to stop Jordan from leaving. But she was lightening quick.
 
    
 
   Ellie stood to follow her out but the maître d’ suddenly stepped in front of her.
 
    
 
         ‘If you’re planning a dine and dash, you’ve forgotten the dining bit. But you still need to pay for the champagne’ he said snarkily.
 
    
 
         ‘For fuck sakes’ Ellie cried as she reached into her handbag and pulled out several notes, flinging them at him. ‘Here! Just get out of my bloody way, would you?!’
 
    
 
   The maître d’ scrabbled on the ground for the money, still an obstacle. But Ellie had no intention of letting him delay her even another second. She leapfrogged over his back. ‘Hey’ he cried out in protest, but he was a dot in the distance to Ellie now. She was throwing herself through the doors, hoping to catch up with Jordan. 
 
    
 
   She ran out onto the bustling street. It was still early and crowds of people filled the pavement. Ellie looked desperately about, trying to see through the throng. But there was no sign of Jordan. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Half an hour later, Ellie had finally managed to flag down a cab to take her back to the flat. She’d be able to find Jordan at home, explain what she meant. And she knew exactly what she wanted to say to her this time. The cab ride had given her time to put it together. She wouldn’t be misunderstood again.
 
    
 
   But as the cab pulled in, Ellie saw something that made her mouth go dry. Jordan’s van wasn’t in its usual spot.
 
    
 
   Ellie paid the cab driver, jumped out of the car and sprinted toward the front door. She fumbled with the keys for what felt like a thousand years before she finally got the door open, hoping that there was a simple reason that the vehicle was missing. She had the wild hope that maybe someone had stolen it. 
 
    
 
   But once she’d opened the front door and entered the flat, she felt Jordan’s lack immediately. She knew she wasn’t there. 
 
    
 
   But still, she tapped on Jordan’s door.
 
    
 
   ‘Jordan?’
 
    
 
   No response. She walked into the room, feeling a little weird about invading Jordan’s space. But Ellie had to be certain she wasn’t still there, that she hadn’t missed her chance to tell her how she felt. But of course, there was no Jordan. Only a wardrobe with the doors flung open, the hangers naked of clothes. 
 
    
 
   Jordan was gone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Monday morning, two days after the end of everything.
 
    
 
    
 
   In a bank in the heart of the city, Zoe was sat in her office. Her desk phone was ringing, but it went unanswered. She didn’t care who was calling.
 
    
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
    
 
   ‘What do you want?’ Zoe asked with disinterest.
 
    
 
   A head popped around the door. It was Zoe’s assistant, Henry. He was twenty-two and eager.
 
    
 
         ‘Miss Cook?’ he asked, nervously. There was a strange vibe in his boss’s office.
 
    
 
         ‘What is it?’
 
    
 
         ‘Err, everyone’s waiting in the conference room? It’s the regional meeting. Did I not put it in your calendar?’ he asked, suddenly alarmed. 
 
    
 
   The regional meeting was ordinarily at the forefront of Zoe’s mind. But not today. Today, she couldn’t give two shits.
 
    
 
         ‘Tell them to carry on without me’ she said.
 
    
 
         ‘Why should I tell them you can’t come?’ Henry asked, anxiously.
 
    
 
         ‘Henry, would you just make something up? Tell them I’m sick, that I’m in here puking in my bin. I really don’t care. Just deal with it, would you?’
 
    
 
   Henry considered asking her what was wrong. But she was kind of a terrifying boss. Better to leave it. 
 
    
 
   He nodded and left.
 
    
 
   Zoe’s phone began to ring again. She picked it up and pressed the ‘End Call’ button. She left the phone off the hook.
 
    
 
    
 
   In another part of the city, Caitlin was reading an email on her phone.
 
    
 
   ‘Dear Miss Day,
 
    
 
   I regret to inform you that I must retract the offer of employment that I made verbally last week. Unfortunately, Vindictae has gone unexpectedly into administration and will no longer be trading.
 
    
 
   My deepest apologies for any inconvenience caused. Good luck with all your future endeavours.
 
    
 
   Kind Regards,
 
    
 
   Samantha Frost’
 
    
 
   Caitlin deleted the email and lay back on the single bed in her father’s spare bedroom. She started to laugh.
 
    
 
   Her father, Eric, who was passing in the hallway en route to the lavatory, popped his head in at the sound.
 
    
 
   ‘Something funny?’
 
    
 
   Caitlin looked at her father, the man who’d told her as a child never to stay in one place too long, never to get attached, never to get weighed down by anyone, the man who was now just a sad middle-aged guy in a tiny flat with nothing and no-one to call his own, and heaved an angry sigh.
 
    
 
         ‘Not in the slightest. Piss off, Dad.’
 
    
 
   Eric considered asking what was wrong with his daughter. But what was the point? The girl was probably just having her period or something. That’s why he couldn’t understand women. They were too ruled by their bodies.
 
    
 
   Eric felt his bladder begin to throb, screaming for relief. 
 
    
 
         ‘Gotta go. Time and tide wait for no man’ he said as he shut the door.
 
    
 
   Caitlin stared at the closed door. After a while, she got her phone out. She began to cycle through her contacts until she saw Zoe’s name. But she didn’t press call. Instead, she went back through the alphabet, until she reached the J’s. She called her only contact under that letter and listened to the phone ring and ring. Eventually, a voice drifted down the receiver.
 
    
 
         ‘This ought to be interesting. Wasn’t expecting to hear from you ever again’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m sure you weren’t. But I thought I owed you a call.’
 
    
 
         ‘How so?’ Jordan asked, sounding tired.
 
    
 
         ‘I wanted to tell you I was sorry for how I treated you.’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re calling to say sorry?’ Jordan asked in sheer disbelief.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. I treated you like shit. I treat everyone like shit. But I hope you get that it wasn’t about you.’
 
    
 
         ‘Err… OK’ Jordan replied uncertainly.
 
    
 
         ‘So, I’m sorry. That’s all. I’m just fucking sorry. Good luck with all your future endeavours’ Caitlin finished and hung up. She lay back on the bed, letting tears slip from her eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan looked at her phone, amazed. It was the phone call she’d never seen coming. Maybe it was a good day to buy a lottery ticket?
 
    
 
   Jordan was currently sitting in the back of her van, the back doors open, her legs dangling out, looking at the large national park. It was a place she sometimes took her bigger dogs to for a better run, a little further out than the normal common. 
 
    
 
   Jordan stepped out of the van, stretching out her back. It had been a cramped couple of nights in there, curled up in a sleeping bag. But she’d needed a place to collect herself while she figured out her next move, somewhere that Ellie wouldn’t be able to find her. That was the absolute last thing she needed. 
 
    
 
   People always told you to beware of the bad girls. And Jordan had never heeded them. She’d always let herself get sucked in by the obvious heart breakers. And for once, she’d gone with the good girl. And the end result had been exactly the same.
 
    
 
   Her phone beeped. It was another message from Ellie. She deleted it without opening it. She couldn’t bear another text asking her to come home so they could talk. She knew what Ellie wanted to say. It would be a ‘I’m sorry you’re in love with me but I’m not interested. Let’s be besties though!’ type of talk. Jordan couldn’t be fucked with it. Better to just move on.
 
    
 
   Jordan watched a couple of Scottie dogs ambling about in the distance, under the watchful eye of their owner. And then Jordan thought ‘Maybe I could move to Scotland?’
 
    
 
    
 
   At Little Tykes, Ellie had half an eye on the kids while she rang Jordan for the millionth time. Why the hell wasn’t she picking up?
 
    
 
   A little girl called Lily with a permanently snotty nose wandered up to Ellie.
 
    
 
   ‘Miss Hopkins?’ she asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Yes, Lily?’
 
    
 
         ‘Who are you calling?’
 
    
 
         ‘A friend. But she’s not answering.’
 
    
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not sure.’
 
    
 
         ‘Maybe she lost her phone. My mummy lost hers and my dad went mad. Why don’t you go and see her instead?’ Lily asked, already losing interest. Maybe she should go and stroke Boris the hamster for a bit?
 
    
 
         ‘Because I don’t know where she is’ Ellie said. Then it struck her. Maybe she did know where she’d be. Jordan had told her where she was every day at six. With Dave the Dachshund.
 
    
 
   But what would she say if she saw her?  Ellie had been sending her messages, asking her to come home so that she could tell her everything in person. So she could explain that she wanted to be with her. But for some reason, Jordan wasn’t replying to them. 
 
    
 
   Perhaps Ellie would need to go a bit bigger than a crappy text. She’d tried to use words once and Jordan hadn’t understood them. Words were apparently not Ellie’s friend right now. Not when it came to Jordan. 
 
    
 
   Ellie needed action to win Jordan back, she decided. And then, once again, inspiration hit Ellie Hopkins. 
 
    
 
   It was another scheme. Ellie thought it would probably be her last. She was sick of all this deviousness. As good as she apparently was at it, it wasn’t for her anymore.
 
    
 
   But one last little plot might fix everything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Jordan was at the common, watching Dave. He was rolling around in fox shit. 
 
    
 
   Jordan made no move to stop him. He was having fun. To him, it was like bathing in some wonderful scent. Jordan knew that if Chanel ever decided to develop a scent for dogs, the first thing they’d need to figure out was how to get the foxes to squat over the bottles.
 
    
 
   Once Dave had finished wriggling about in the pile of crap, he was ready for some serious ball play. He ran up to Jordan’s feet and yipped at her.
 
    
 
   ‘Alright, boy. Hold on’ Jordan said, as she searched her pockets for his favourite little ball. Dave yipped again. ‘I’m getting it, yeah? Chill pill, Dave’ Jordan said as she tossed the ball across the common. Jordan watched it roll along the grass, landing at the feet of a woman. 
 
    
 
   As the woman looked down at the ball, Jordan realised she knew her. It was Zoe. The second to last person on earth Jordan didn’t need to see right now.
 
    
 
   Jordan couldn’t imagine what on earth she was doing here. Was it possible that it was just a coincidence? Jordan thought that seemed unlikely. She’d organised enough ‘coincidences’ lately to be suspicious of them. 
 
    
 
         ‘Jordan?’ Zoe said, equally amazed. Why the fuck couldn’t she seem to avoid this woman?
 
    
 
         ‘You’re not here to see me, are you?’ Jordan asked her. But how the hell would Zoe know where she was, even if she did need something from her? 
 
    
 
   But before Zoe could explain herself, they were interrupted.
 
    
 
         ‘Actually’ a voice said ‘She’s here because of me.’
 
    
 
   Jordan and Zoe turned to see Ellie, looking sheepish.
 
    
 
   Jordan looked from Ellie to Zoe and she thought ‘It’s not enough that they’re getting back together? They’ve got to come to my work and do it in front of my sodding eyes?!’
 
    
 
   Jordan turned quickly away, calling out ‘Dave!’ She needed to get the fuck out of here. But Dave wasn’t playing ball. Ironically, he was far too busy playing with his actual ball to come when called. He was chewing the orange fuzz off it, really going to town. Jordan was stuck here until he was finished, between Ellie and Zoe. Otherwise known as hell on earth.
 
    
 
   And then Zoe said an odd thing.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m actually here for Caitlin. She texted me, asking me to meet her here so I could get my house keys back. What the hell are you two doing here?’
 
    
 
         ‘That’s true’ Ellie said. ‘You are here for Caitlin. But not like you think.’
 
    
 
   Zoe looked as confused as Jordan felt.
 
    
 
   And bang on cue, along came Caitlin. She looked at the group on the common and considered asking what was going on. But she didn’t have the energy. She just wanted to deal with this and go.
 
    
 
         ‘Zoe, I don’t have your keys, alright? I tried to tell you that but you weren’t replying to my texts. So now I’m here and I’m telling you, I don’t have them. I left them in the flat. Your flat.’
 
    
 
         ‘I didn’t text you. You texted me!’ Zoe replied.
 
    
 
   Jordan was watching this exchange in utter bewilderment.
 
    
 
   Ellie coughed loudly to break this pointless conversation up. It was time to do what she’d come here for.
 
    
 
         ‘I texted you both’ she explained.
 
    
 
   Three heads swivelled.
 
    
 
         ‘What?’ Jordan, Zoe and Caitlin said simultaneously.
 
    
 
         ‘For crying out loud! Didn’t anyone wonder why they didn’t recognise the number?’
 
    
 
   There was some burbling from Zoe and Caitlin in reply, trying to account for the stupidity. But it was difficult to explain. If they’d had their brains switched on, they would indeed have thought that was odd. But they’d both been too distraught to notice, too desperate to see each other. Even if it was only one last time.
 
    
 
         ‘Why would you do that?’ Caitlin asked, confused.
 
    
 
         ‘I gathered you all together because I need to clear some things up. Firstly, Caitlin and Zoe. I need to explain something, something that you need to know before you decide if you want to split up. But before we go any further, I want you to know that it was my idea. Jordan came along for the ride but I started it. So if anyone wants to press charges, it’s my name that should be given to the police. I was the ringleader.’
 
    
 
   This got Zoe and Caitlin’s full attention. They couldn’t imagine what kind of story would need such a legal disclaimer. And then they listened to the saga. The tires, the sperm, the fake job offer, the ‘accidental’ meetings, the engagement that never was. Ellie laid it all out for them. The whole insane, shocking story.
 
    
 
   After it was over, Caitlin and Zoe were both quiet for a second. And then Ellie noticed the vein in Zoe’s neck, the vein that meant a serious fury was en route, was throbbing like an over inflated balloon.
 
    
 
   Then it came. The explosion.
 
    
 
         ‘WHY IN THE NAME OF FUCK DID YOU DO ALL THIS TO US!!!’ Zoe yelled at Ellie.
 
    
 
   There would have been a time that Zoe’s anger would have cowed her. That time was gone.
 
    
 
         ‘I was hurt. And jealous. And angry. And humiliated!’ Ellie bellowed back.
 
    
 
   But Zoe wasn’t fazed by the new Ellie. She was too angry.
 
    
 
         ‘That doesn’t give you the RIGHT-’
 
    
 
   Caitlin put a hand on Zoe’s arm and Zoe’s words fell away. ‘Zoe’ Caitlin said calmly. ‘Take a deep breath.’
 
    
 
   Zoe looked to Caitlin, beginning to feel herself come down from her rage. She did as she was told. Her head was spinning. She needed a moment to adjust to the terrible idea that her life had been a play-thing to Ellie and Jordan. 
 
    
 
   Once she was sure Zoe had calmed, Caitlin looked at Jordan.
 
    
 
         ‘You did all that?’
 
    
 
   Jordan nodded.
 
    
 
         ‘Yeah. You thinking about punching my lights out?’
 
    
 
         ‘A bit, yeah.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin took her own deep breath and turned to Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘So why tell us now? You got what you wanted. Why confess?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because I don’t want that anymore’ Ellie explained. ‘I think you guys should probably give it a go. I think you’re actually kind of perfect for each other’ Ellie said. And she meant it. Watching the way that Zoe had been soothed by Caitlin’s hand, the concern that Caitlin had looked at Zoe with, maybe they weren’t living in the fantasy she’d thought. Maybe, in their selfish ways, they fit together.
 
    
 
   But Zoe wasn’t quite so ready to forgive.
 
    
 
         ‘Oh, you do, do you?’ Zoe asked sardonically, now beginning to feel her sap rise again. ‘Well, I guess that puts all the pieces back together, doesn’t it? Like none of it ever happened!’
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t take anything back, I know that. You’ve got every right to be angry.’
 
    
 
   Caitlin shrugged.
 
    
 
         ‘I’m not angry, if anyone’s interested.’
 
    
 
   Zoe turned to her in amazement.
 
    
 
         ‘You bloody well should be!’
 
    
 
         ‘But, I’m not’ she said philosophically. ‘I fucked everything up. Again. Me. I had a helping hand courtesy of these two’ she nodded at Ellie and Jordan ‘But it was still just me. And you.’
 
    
 
   Zoe wanted to argue. But Caitlin had apparently taken the lead on how this whole thing should be handled. And maybe she wasn’t completely wrong.
 
    
 
         ‘What are you saying?’ Zoe asked.
 
    
 
         ‘We’ve fucked this thing up twice now. Let’s not keep making the same mistakes. Let’s not fuck it up a third time. What do you think?’ Caitlin asked apprehensively.
 
    
 
   Zoe looked to Ellie, whom she was still deeply angry at. And Jordan, who was definitely asking for a slap around the face. And then she looked back at Caitlin. The woman was a selfish mess who’d hurt her more than anyone else had ever managed.
 
    
 
   But damn it if she didn’t just love her. 
 
    
 
   She leaned in and kissed Caitlin passionately. Ellie and Jordan looked quickly away. ‘Talk about awkward’ Jordan thought.
 
    
 
   As they averted their gazes from their respective ex-girlfriends’ ardent reconnection, they caught each other’s eyes. It was the first time they’d really locked gazes during this crazy conversation. It was a naked look, a look of questions and answers. Ellie’s eyes were asking ‘Don’t you see why I’m doing this?’ And Jordan’s eyes were replying ‘Not a fucking clue’.
 
    
 
   And she really didn’t get it. All they’d done to get to this point, the weeks of scheming. And Ellie had chucked it all in a few minutes.
 
    
 
         ‘Shall we go home now?’ Zoe asked Caitlin. Caitlin nodded happily and they walked away, arm in arm. Ellie and Jordan were to be forgotten. That was the past. They had to think about the future now and whatever they could make of it.
 
    
 
   ‘I was thinking, maybe you’re right about the redecoration. I’m willing to give the pink a go, if you think it won’t shrink the space’ Zoe said as they walked away.
 
    
 
   Caitlin nodded, pleased.
 
    
 
         ‘That sounds good. But it’s not pink’ Caitlin said with a defiant smile. ‘It’s puce.’ 
 
    
 
   Ellie and Jordan were finally alone. Except for Dave, who was obliviously licking his bum nearby. It wasn’t quite the romantic backdrop Ellie had hoped for, but this was probably as good as it was going to get.
 
    
 
         ‘Why did you do that?’ Jordan asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Because I wanted you to understand a few things. And I didn’t want to just say them. I wanted to prove them. Firstly, I don’t want Zoe anymore. You had that all wrong. Caitlin is completely welcome to her. In fact, I hope they do get married and have a million babies. Because I couldn’t care less.’
 
    
 
   Jordan felt some uneasy rumblings in her stomach. Ellie had done this all for her. She’d thrown her revenge away. For her.
 
    
 
         ‘But you got upset when Zoe bought the ring…’
 
    
 
         ‘I wasn’t upset about that! I was upset because I was beginning to realise that I didn’t care about those two. I cared about you. But we’d spent so much time on all this ridiculousness, I didn’t think we could ever be together like a normal couple. That you’d ever be able to look at me and see anything other than the person whose ex ran off with your ex. And I wanted that more than anything. I want you more than anything. Not stupid revenge.’
 
    
 
   Jordan was dumbfounded. 
 
    
 
         ‘That’s what you want? To be with me?’
 
    
 
         ‘Am I not making myself clear?’ Ellie said, taking a small step toward Jordan. But Jordan was frozen, scared to death. Everything she wanted was right in front of her. But some little voice still spoke a doubt into her ear.
 
    
 
         ‘I don’t know’ Jordan said. ‘Can you be crystal clear about your intentions, because I’d-’
 
    
 
         ‘I love you’ Ellie said. And then she kissed Jordan. And Jordan began to kiss her back, feeling her fear melt. She didn’t have to be scared of Ellie. Ellie loved her.
 
    
 
         ‘I love you too’ Jordan said between kisses. 
 
    
 
   Ellie pulled her closer, intensifying the kiss. She didn’t care that they were in public. Jordan Payne loved her back. What could matter more than that? 
 
    
 
   A few metres away, Dave watched the hot and heavy kissing, wondering when someone was going to throw his ball again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   A few months later
 
    
 
    
 
   The stage was quiet, the curtains yet to be parted. The audience waited patiently. At last, the red drapes slid away to reveal a spotlight. A woman stepped into it and took a deep breath. With lungs filled to capacity, she began to belt out ‘The Hills are Alive’ to the packed-out theatre. Round and round she twirled as she gave the song her all, imbuing it with all the nun-ly passion she had. And when the last note finally left her mouth, the crowd clapped enthusiastically, pleased with the beautiful rendition of the classic theme.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh my god’ Jordan whispered, leaning over to Ellie in the front row. ‘Janice is killing it.’
 
    
 
         ‘I know!’ Ellie whispered back excitedly. ‘Julie Andrews, get your coat.’
 
    
 
   Jordan sniggered. A few dirty looks from the row behind was enough to shush her. She didn’t mind. Janice was owning the stage. And she couldn’t be happier to shut up and watch her, sat next to Ellie, hand in hand.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the interval, Jordan and Ellie knocked on Janice’s dressing room door. She shouted ‘Come in!’ and they opened the door to see Janice in the midst of a costume change.
 
    
 
   ‘Shut the door! I don’t want the plebs to get a look at my varicose veins. It’ll break the illusion.’
 
    
 
   They entered quickly and Jordan closed the door behind them.
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, we just had to come back here to tell you that you’re a total fucking rock star’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
         ‘Rock star? Is that good?’
 
    
 
   Ellie nodded and said ‘It’s Jordan-Speak for incredible.’
 
    
 
   Janice let out a relieved groan. She’d been so nervous all day; she’d barely eaten a thing.
 
    
 
         ‘So I’m doing OK?’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re doing a lot better than OK. It’s about time they gave you a decent part.’
 
    
 
         ‘You don’t think I’m a bit old for Maria?’ Janice asked.
 
    
 
         ‘Talent is talent’ Ellie assured her.
 
    
 
         ‘And who’s that guy playing Captain Vonn Trapp? You guys are sizzling up the stage together!’ Jordan added.
 
    
 
   Janice began to blush and said ‘Oh, yes. Sidney. He’s err, well, we....’
 
    
 
         ‘Janice, are you nailing your co-star?’ Jordan asked with delight.
 
    
 
   Janice didn’t immediately reply. Ellie started to laugh, startled.
 
    
 
         ‘She so is, isn’t she?’
 
    
 
         ‘You two better get out of here’ Janice said, interrupting the giggling before it could really start. ‘If you keep asking me about my love life, I won’t be able to look Captain Vonn Trapp in the eye when I’m on stage. I’ll be too embarrassed.’
 
    
 
   Ellie stood and said ‘Fine, we’ll shoo. But I want all the details later on.’ 
 
    
 
   Janice tutted but she knew there was no way out of it. They wouldn’t leave her alone until she was completely red in the face. But it was not the time for such thoughts. She was Maria right now. No time for Janice’s love life. ‘The show must go on!’ she thought as she turned back to the mirror.
 
    
 
   Jordan and Ellie left Janice to it and headed for the bar.
 
    
 
   ‘Oh, by the way’ Ellie said ‘The kids keep asking about you. They want you to come back.’
 
    
 
         ‘I’ll check my calendar. But between the pooches and trying to finish the graphic novel, I don’t have a ton of time for art lessons.’
 
    
 
         ‘When are you going to let me look at it? The suspense is killing me.’
 
    
 
         ‘Soon enough…’
 
    
 
         ‘Any hints on the story?’
 
    
 
   Jordan smiled. Maybe it was time to let Ellie know what she’d been working on.
 
    
 
         ‘All I’ll say is this. It’s a love story. With a twist. It’s about two people that don’t know they’re perfect for each other.’
 
    
 
         ‘Why don’t they know?’
 
    
 
         ‘Because they’re too busy trying to exact revenge on their exes’ Jordan explained.
 
    
 
   Ellie’s mouth dropped open.
 
    
 
         ‘It’s about us?!’
 
    
 
         ‘Yes. And no, you can’t look at it till it’s finished.’
 
    
 
         ‘I can’t believe I’m going to be in your graphic novel.’
 
    
 
         ‘The hardest part is capturing your beauty. But I’m working on it’ Jordan said.
 
    
 
   Ellie began to blush. Jordan saw how affected Ellie was by her comment. She didn’t want to get too into all that romantic stuff. She was still Jordan, after all.
 
    
 
   ‘So, anyway, I don’t know if I’ve got time to sit with the kids while they cover my jacket in paint.’
 
    
 
   Ellie pretended not to know that Jordan was changing the subject. 
 
    
 
         ‘They’ll be very disappointed to hear that.’
 
    
 
   Jordan rolled her eyes, as though thoroughly put upon and said ‘Aright, fine. I guess I’ll have to find a slot somewhere.’
 
    
 
   But Ellie wasn’t fooled by Jordan’s tough act anymore.
 
    
 
         ‘Don’t pretend you don’t love it.’
 
    
 
   Jordan smiled at Ellie, pleased that Ellie knew her well enough to know when she was bluffing.
 
    
 
         ‘You’ve seen through me. I love the little buggers’ she admitted.
 
    
 
         ‘Then I can tell them you’re coming back?’
 
    
 
         ‘Sure. They can rely on me to come and teach them how to slop paint on a piece of paper. But quite honestly, I think they’ve got it covered.’
 
    
 
         ‘I think it’s just as much about you as it is the paint. The kids like you.’
 
    
 
         ‘And I like them’ Jordan said. ‘Oh, my god’ Jordan said suddenly. ‘I totally forgot to tell you! I saw something on Facebook this morning, friend of a friend of a friend liked something…’
 
    
 
         ‘What?’
 
    
 
         ‘You’re not going to believe this but Zoe’s quit the bank. Apparently her and Caitlin are going to travel Asia together.’
 
    
 
   Ellie’s jaw dropped.
 
    
 
         ‘No! Zoe wouldn’t even take a week off to go to Portugal with me!’
 
    
 
   Jordan smiled at Ellie.
 
    
 
         ‘Not jealous are you?’
 
    
 
   Ellie stopped in the hallway and grabbed Jordan by her leather jacket, pulling her close.
 
    
 
         ‘Not likely’ she said as she kissed Jordan. They began to have quite the heavy session. 
 
    
 
   Just then, Janice came out of her dressing room, ready for the second act. She spotted Ellie and Jordan.
 
    
 
   She considered telling them to leave it till they got home. But they looked so blissful. Janice couldn’t bear to break them up. She was a sucker for young love. She always had been. Besides, the way those two were going at it, they probably wouldn’t have heard her if she’d screamed through a megaphone.
 
    
 
   Janice left Jordan and Ellie to it, snogging like a couple of teenagers, right in the middle of the amateur dramatics theatre hallway. Neither of them had expected to get this deep into the kiss but then again, this kind of thing tended to happen to them.
 
    
 
   But what could they do? Chemistry was chemistry. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Other Books by Natasha West
 
    
 
   Hawke’s Prey
 
   Hawke’s Game
 
   The Plus One
 
   Something for the Weekend
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg
Natasha West

A MARRTAGE OF
CONNIVANCE

-

From the author of The Plus One
and Some”‘ring for the Weekend






