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 One 

 

 Jessie Downes stepped up to the podium and looked down at them all. And then she looked to her left, at the mahogany box that contained her wife. She shook her head at this thing called a funeral, a ritual intended to accelerate the healing process, unconvinced by it. Because she had no intention whatsoever of healing. What decent person could do such a thing when the love of their life is dead?  
   
 She braced herself to speak. She knew she was supposed to stand here and say that she loved Lily and talk about the good times and let the tears fall. That was socially acceptable grief. But all she wanted to do was set this place on fire, sit on top of the coffin and wait to die.  
   
 However, when she thought of the faff it would be to attempt her own death in public, how people would fight her and wrestle her as she tried to get the pyre going, she knew she’d never summon the energy, so she simply gripped the podium with both hands and said, ‘Hi, I’m Jessie. I am, or was - I don’t know the correct tense for something like this - Lily’s wife. Or, no, it’s widow now, isn’t it? Because two weeks ago, I came home and found Lily with her neck broken, having fallen down our stairs in a fucking preposterous accident. She was thirty-eight years old. I don’t know what to say other than that.’  
   
 And she stepped down to a deafening silence. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie sat in a chair in the corner, watching everyone she knew standing around in her living room, eating her sandwiches, trying not to look out to the hallway, to the foot of the stairs. She wished they’d all bugger off. But she’d invited them, so it might have been considered a bit of a faux pas to stand on her chair and scream Get the fuck out. Because this was what happened when your wife died. On top of everything else, you were forced to host a wake. It was a smear of shit on top of a hellish bagel. 
   
 The ironic thing was that Lily would have liked this. It was everyone she cared about in one place. She would have fluttered around, the original social butterfly, warming the place up with her easy smile and kind words, topping up drinks. She was sociable – had been sociable - in a way Jessie wasn’t. That was what made it work. Whatever gaps Jessie had, Lily filled them out. Where Jessie was pessimistic, Lily was an optimist, sure it was all going to work out. Well, it hadn’t worked out. Not at all. And now every hole in the person that was Jessie Downes was ripped wide open, gaping for all to see. So she sat on her chair, still, waiting for everyone to feel like they’d done their bit and it was time to go. If she was alone, then she wanted to get a start on it. No point wasting any time. 
   
 ‘Jessie’ said a low voice and she turned to it. It was Clint, Lily’s older brother, a work-out fanatic with arms bigger than his head. He looked awful, aged a decade in the last few weeks. He’d never had a ton of hair, but he’d definitely receded even more recently. He was one of the few people in this room that had lost as much as Jessie had and therefore, he was the only one Jessie had any time for. 
   
 ‘Clint’ Jessie said, trying to sound, she didn’t know the word for it because happy wasn’t right at all, maybe just not like she was spinning out.  
   
 ‘I’m gonna go’ he muttered apologetically. Jessie understood. Who the hell would want to be here? It was Jessie’s house and even she wanted to leave.  
   
 ‘Oh, alright.’ Jessie stood. She reached out a hand, which was patently crazy. What was she going to do, shake his hand? This wasn’t a job interview. This was the brother of the only woman Jessie had ever loved.  
   
 But Clint ignored the hand and reached around her, grabbing on tight for a hug. It was the same way Lily hugged, practically squeezing the breath out of you. The hug almost broke Jessie. But she held her tears back. She was not about to break down in front of all these people. Not a chance. Maybe they thought it cold that she hadn’t cried today but she didn’t care. She was dealing with this in her own way. Because now, she was alone. None of these people, not her awkward little sister, not her cold mum or her distant dad, not her uncomfortable looking work friends, were people Jessie knew how to be vulnerable with. You couldn’t change that just because your wife died. There’d been exactly one person she could let her guard down with and she was in the ground.  
   
 ‘Look’ Clint said as he finally released Jessie. ‘I don’t want you to think… We haven’t stopped being family just because…’ He couldn’t say the rest. 
   
 Jessie nodded. ‘Thanks, Clint. I… Thanks.’  She wanted to say more, say something nice to Clint. But she wasn’t like Lily. She wasn’t open. She’d never been more shut. 
   
 ‘OK’ he said and ambled out. 
   
 The second he was gone, Holly showed up, a plate in her hand. Holly was Jessie’s best friend and workmate. Fifteen years of laughs and inside jokes should have stuck them together like glue through this. But Holly had been distant all day.  
   
 ‘I brought you a sandwich’ Holly said, thrusting a plate at Jessie.  
   
 ‘Oh’ Jessie said, taking the plate. ‘What kind?’ 
   
 ‘It’s egg. You like egg’ Holly said, looking at a loss. 
   
 ‘I do like egg’ Jessie said, though she didn’t, and then took a bite of the sandwich to assure Holly. It tasted of nothing. 
   
 ‘Was that Lily’s brother?’ Holly asked. 
   
 ‘Yeah.’ 
   
 ‘What about her parents?’ 
   
 ‘They left earlier. Couldn’t cope I guess.’ 
   
 Holly bit her lip, her cheeks flushed. It was absurd to Jessie that she was standing here feeling sorry for her friend right now. ‘If you want to go, go. Don’t think you’ve got to stay’ she said, trying to be kind. But she wasn’t sure if it came out that way, because Holly’s eyes went round and she said, ‘Alright then. Sorry’ and walked off.  
   
 Typical. She was offending people already. Lily would have smoothed that over. Well, it was going to be a bumpy ride from here on out. 
   
 Suddenly, the dog of the house, Petey - an enormous husky that the Gumtree ad had sworn up and down was a miniature breed - stood from his basket and trotted over to the food. And with no shame whatsoever, jumped up and placed his giant front paws on the table, the better to get a look at the human food that had been calling his name for hours. The weight of Petey flipped the table over with no trouble at all, sending sausage rolls and cupcakes airborne. 
   
 Several people shrieked, and Jessie jumped up to do God knows what – the food was not salvageable - but when she got to the table, Petey was already digging in, helping himself to the snacks and Jessie decided to let him have at it. If he was having a good time, Jessie wanted him to enjoy it. The poor dog had been near Lily’s body when Jessie found her, hiding his face in his paws. Jessie knew that whether or not he remembered what happened - and she hoped dearly he did not - his favourite parent was missing. He deserved, at a minimum, cake. 
   
 ‘Jessie!’ her mother, Dora, shrieked. ‘Don’t just stand there! Stop him!’ 
   
 Jessie turned to her mother with a sharp look. ‘You stop him. I’m going to bed.’ 
   
 Dora gripped Jessie’s arm and leaned in, hissing in her ear, ‘Today isn’t just about you, you know? That eulogy, my God… Do you even care how it looked?’ 
   
 ‘How it looked?’ Jessie asked mildly, past caring about her mother’s obsession with appearances. ‘How did it look?’ 
   
 ‘It wasn’t right’ Dora said and then glanced at people on the other side of the room with a fake smile to assure them this wasn’t an argument. 
   
 ‘None of this is right’ Jessie said. And she walked out. 
   
 Upstairs, she could hear low muttering from beneath her feet. People were inevitably asking themselves what to do now. Jessie had no idea what the protocol was for going to bed in the middle of a wake you were throwing. But she didn’t give a shit. Let them figure it out. She needed to be alone. She needed some time to cry. 
   
 But when she lay down on the bed and waited for the tears, they wouldn’t come out. She’d trapped them in there for weeks and now, when called, they didn’t answer. 
   
 ‘Fuck’ she swore to herself. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 She woke up later in the dark. The day was gone. She listened for a while and it sounded like the wake had broken up too. Petey was on the edge of the bed, crumbs around his chops. She reached over to brush them away when she caught it. The unmistakable scent of dog crap. 
   
 Jessie switched on her lamp and looked over to discover Petey had found his foray into rich human food a bit much and had done the most enormous shit on the bedroom carpet. 
   
 ‘That’s fair’ Jessie muttered to herself, looking down at the dark brown poop. ‘I deserve that.’ 
   
 She went back to bed. 



 Two 
   

Six Months Later

   
   
 ‘Shit!’ Jessie cried. Her keyboard had stopped working. She heard Rick, her editor, sigh. ‘You break another one?’ 
   
 ‘It’s not me’ Jessie frowned. ‘There’s a fault in this brand.’ 
   
 ‘You type too hard. I hear you. You stab at that thing like you’re trying to kill it’ Rick said, getting a new keyboard from the cupboard and swapping them. He dropped the old one in the bin. Jessie went back to her typing. 
   
 Life had resumed, in as far as it could.  
   
 The last six months, Jessie’s posture had resembled the stages of human evolution, from a supine creature who couldn’t get out of bed for weeks after the funeral, to eventually slouching around the house, to walking semi upright outside, to straightening her back and walking back into work, bathed and dressed. The worst of the grieving was apparently over now, and Jessie was supposed to go back to the business of being a functioning human. She gathered this from the fact that people had stopped mentioning Lily, stopped asking how she was. Even her family didn’t mention her anymore, on the odd occasion she visited them. She took the hint. And now, as far as anyone could tell, she was getting on with her life. 
   
 She was back at her desk, resuming her job as a journalist for her city’s paper, The Goldcliffe Tribune. It was a mid-size publication for a mid-size city, dealing in stories from violent crime to flower shows. The Tribune was always about a week away from closing or being bought out by some massive conglomerate. But, so far, they’d fended both those things off. It didn’t really make for job security, nor did it pay brilliantly, and Jessie knew she should probably be making plans to leave and find something better. But she’d been there since she was twenty-two when she’d started as an intern. To consider going anywhere else seemed crazy. She knew everyone, everyone knew her. There was a comfort in that. Jessie thought she’d probably be there until she was thrown off the property.  
   
 And what with the upheavals of late, Jessie couldn’t take anymore change. She was sticking with The Tribune. Til’ death did them part. 
   
 She sat at her desk, typing up a story on a woman who’d been burgled six times in three years. It was four-forty in the afternoon. She was on ‘til five thirty but this final hour, which used to pass easily, had become filled with dread. Because eventually, she was going to have to go home.  
   
 ‘Hey’ cried another journo, Terry, the paper’s functioning alcoholic. ‘Anyone wanna go for a drink later?’ 
   
 ‘It’s Monday’ Jessie said.  
   
 ‘What’s your point?’ Terry snapped back. He didn’t like Jessie. Jessie didn’t like him. They never pretended otherwise. It was a wonderful thing for Jessie, to have someone she could be so outrightly shitty with. Most people didn’t know the pleasures of such impoliteness.  
   
 But today, Jessie wondered, Yeah. What is my point? What does Monday mean now?

   
 If Jessie had been in her right mind, she’d have seen that thought for the red flag it was. Going drinking with Terry? She’d have shuddered at the thought once upon a time. But not that day.  
   
 ‘Fine, Terry. Let’s get smashed’ Jessie said, and other people also started to say yeah, why not? If Terry said he wanted to get a drink, no one ever wanted to be the first to say yes. You waited until you knew it wasn’t just going to be you watching Terry doing shots, forcing you to join him so he didn’t feel weird about how drunk he wanted to get. You were safe in large numbers, and Jessie had broken the seal. 
   
 ‘Oh, is this officially a thing?’ Holly suddenly piped up, turning from an edit she was doing on her photo of a local football team. ‘Right, I’ll come then.’ 
   
 Jessie gave a wan smile. ‘Like it was ever in doubt.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, I’ve got a date tonight, at seven. It’s arranged for that bar on the river. Can we go there so I can combo it?’ 
   
 Terry raised an eyebrow. ‘How’s that gonna work?’ 
   
 ‘Well, I can hang out with you lot ‘til he comes and then if he’s a dud, I’ll come back, my tail between my legs.’ 
   
 ‘And if he’s alright, it’ll be his tail between your legs?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘You’re gross’ Holly smiled. ‘And maybe.’ 
   
 Everyone watched the clock from then, raring to drink the day’s stresses away. Jessie wasn’t too interested in drinking, she’d never been a big one for booze. But anything to delay that moment when she put her key in the door and found herself alone. It wasn’t just Lily that was missing, Petey was gone too. He’d been fine in the old days, when Lily worked from home as an illustrator, he’d have company. But Jessie was out all hours and it wasn’t fair to the dog.  
   
 Plus Jessie had moved to a smaller place. The memory of finding Lily at the bottom of those stairs had made it impossible to stay in the old house. So now she was in a one-bed. It didn’t leave much room for a giant dog. Which meant Petey had gone to live with Clint. He had much more time for Petey as he was semi-retired at the age of forty-five, his empire of gyms running without him. He’d seemed glad to take the dog and Jessie thought it was a good outcome for all concerned. Clint would probably love living with cuddly Petey. And Jessie was committing to be alone. If she was going to do it, she was going to do it right. A real recluse couldn’t have big soft pets, that was for pussies. She was going to go home at the end of every day and sink into her depression the way you were supposed to when you were a thirty-eight-year-old widow, because the universe had taken a steaming hot piss on your life.  
   
 That was the plan, anyway. But come the end of the work day, Jessie kept finding reasons to stick around. Hence drinks, which she never used to attend. She’d always gone straight home, sorry for the poor bastards that didn’t have what she had. Someone to go home to, someone she’d waited all day to see. 
   
 And that someone was gone. So Jessie was gonna get shit-faced.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘Oh no’ Holly said, looking at the guy who’d just walked into the crowded, loud bar. 
   
 ‘What’s wrong?’ Jessie asked. The guy looked alright, not a humdinger or anything but he wasn’t Frankenstein’s monster. 
   
 ‘I can’t believe this’ Holly said, shaking her head to herself. 
   
 ‘Jesus, what is it?’ Jessie demanded. 
   
 ‘I’ve been out with him before.’ 
   
 Jessie turned to look at Holly. ‘I don’t understand.’ 
   
 ‘I had a Tinder date with him last year. I guess he changed his photo, he looked different when I swiped on him yesterday.’ 
   
 Jessie laughed. ‘Are you serious?’ 
   
 ‘Yep, it’s official. I’m looping. I’ve wrung out the app and now I’m going around again.’ 
   
 Jessie watched the guy glance around the bar and spot Holly. Realisation dawned on his face and he tried to smile but it came out as a grimace.  
   
 ‘Shoot me’ Holly murmured between closed lips and then plastered a big smile on. ‘Ha! It’s you again’ she said as she walked over to her recycled date. He nodded and said, ‘Ha. Yeah.’ 
   
 Jessie watched the car crash from across the bar. If they’d never gotten beyond a first date the last time there was probably a good reason, and it was obvious that they both wanted to end the charade. But they stood talking, smiling politely, having a date for no other reason than social contract.  
   
 Watching the pantomime go on, something hit Jessie. One day, she might go through all that again, the dating thing. Years from now, she might feel drenched in loneliness and the need for human contact. She might think that it would be a good idea to try and meet someone. And it would look like that. Desperation, embarrassment, disappointment.  
   
 ‘Hey, Terry’ she called down the table. He turned. ‘Ya wanna do a shot?’ 
   
 Terry’s mouth was a half-moon of joy.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The world was tilted on its axis, the sharp edges of existence smoothed out. Jessie was smashed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this drunk. Maybe her early twenties? 
   
 ‘Go on, let’s do another’ Terry was saying. She didn’t know if she answered him but there was a shot glass in her hand a moment later. She necked it. 
   
 Something caught her ear, an angry noise. It took her some seconds to sort through it, to understand that it was an argument. She turned her whole body around to face it and she blurrily understood that it was Holly and her date. They were having a row about… What was it? Jessie couldn’t make it out. But then she saw the date jabbing a finger in Holly’s direction. Holly stepped back. Fury sprung up in Jessie. This fucking jerk was having a go at her friend! 
   
 ‘Oi’ she said, and no one noticed. She realised she’d only said it to herself. She tried again and overcorrected, bellowing the word at Holly’s date. ‘OI!’ This time, he turned. Along with the rest of the bar.  
   
 Jessie took a confident step forward, feeling strong. She wasn’t having this. Whatever ‘this’ was. ‘What the fuck is your problem?’ 
   
 The guy said something Jessie couldn’t make out, but it didn’t really matter. ‘You’re a scraping at the bottom of Tinder’s barrel and I’m not having you abuse my friend, err…’ she stopped there, trying to find the right name. Which friend was she defending again? 
   
 The guy stepped forward and got close enough for Jessie to see he was pissed off at that Tinder crack. ‘Look, this is nothing to do with you’ he said angrily. 
   
 Jessie looked at Tinder boy’s face and she suddenly thought it would be rather good to punch him directly in it. In fact, it felt like the answer to everything. She pulled her arm back and swung it, surprised to connect. But it wasn’t with Tinder boy. It was a glass collector, a young guy, and he took it in the temple. By anyone’s definition it was a sucker punch and the guy, while not that hurt, lost his balance and stumbled. He went into a table that was covered in glasses and the whole lot went over. The noise was ferocious, and it pulled Jessie from her intoxication to witness the consequences of her action in shocking HD.  
   
 The guy sat in the middle of the broken table, smashed glass everywhere, his arm bleeding. Jessie clapped her hand to her mouth, shocked. Had she done this? She wasn’t sure.  
   
 Rough hands suddenly grabbed her. ‘Right, you!’ the owner of the hands said as she was dragged bodily through the bar. Not that she fought it. She was being tossed out like garbage. It was exactly what she wanted. 
   
 But that wasn’t exactly what was happening. Instead of going through the front door she was dragged up a set of stairs and plonked down roughly on a stool in what looked like an empty function room. Jessie allowed it, confused. The guy left, shutting the door behind him and she got up and went to the door to find it locked. ‘Hello?’ No one answered. 
   
 Time passed as she alternated between rattling the door and sitting slumped on the floor. She felt like she was stuck in the room for hours (although later, she was told it was about seven minutes). When the door finally opened, two police officers walked in and said, ‘Are you responsible for the damage downstairs?’ 
   
 Jessie shrugged and said, with teenage insolence, ‘What if I am?’ She was shocked at herself. But there was something about being like this that felt good.  
   
 ‘You’re under arrest, that’s what’ one of the officers replied snippily. 
   
 Jessie laughed in his face and held out her wrists in the cuff position she’d seen on TV. ‘Take me away, officer! I’m a menace to society!’ 
   
 So they did.  



 Three 
   
   
 Jessie, sat in a little concrete room the following morning, was told by the duty solicitor that the glass collector was ok, but that he’d had to have five stitches in his arm. And that was the good news. The bad news was that they wanted to charge her with assault. 
   
 In the sober light of day, Jessie was horrified. She couldn’t believe what she’d done. That poor guy, minding his own business. And now he likely had a scar for life. And she was going to have a criminal record, its own kind of scar on her. ‘Will I go to prison?’ 
   
 ‘Look, you’re clean and this is a first offense, so I wouldn’t worry too much. Long as you plead guilty and show true remorse, you’ll probably get probation?’ her solicitor Krish Gupta told her, a guy in a cheap suit with bed head. Jessie didn’t like the question mark at the end of his sentence. He had the air of someone on an ill thought out work experience placement. She needed assurance right now. Krish was not delivering.  
   
 ‘Are you sure about that?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Ninety-five percent sure’ Krish told her, sounding a bit more confident. 
   
 ‘Alright’ Jessie breathed, somewhat less worried. It didn’t have to be the end of the world. Except… ‘Woah, wait. Will I get sacked from my current job?’ 
   
 ‘Depends on your contract.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t remember what my contract said.’ 
   
 ‘Did you get CRB checked when you started?’ 
   
 Jessie had to think. ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘Then you might lose your job. If they get wind of it. What do you do?’ 
   
 ‘I work for The Tribune’ Jessie told him, answering her own question. They knew about every court case, every outcome. They had someone sat out in the gallery every day, looking for juicy cases. Sometimes it was her job to sit there. And now she would have to walk across the room and sit in the dock, while one of her colleagues watched. It was mortifying. 
   
 Krish bit the inside of his lip. ‘Right. We might have a problem then.’ 
   
 ‘I’m fucked, aren’t I?’ Jessie declared, unsurprised. She was losing everything she had. First Lily, now her career. Of course. 
   
 But Krish Gupta, who’d stank up the place with his inexperience, apparently had a trick or two up his sleeve. ‘Look, if there’s extenuating circumstances to the incident, I could try to argue this away. Have you had any problems lately? Maybe you’ve been under some sort of undue stress?’ 
   

Yes. ‘No.’ 
   
 Krish narrowed his eyes. ‘You’re sure? Nothing that might have happened in the past year that we could attribute this ‘Aberration’ to?’ 
   

Yes. ‘No’ Jessie shrugged. 
   
 Krish looked at his watch. ‘Look, it’s the difference of your job. So if you won’t help...’ 
   
 Jessie had a quick argument with herself. Yes, something had happened that might have caused her to act out of character. Because ordinarily, she didn’t drink like a fish and lash out at random people. But the thought of trying to use what had happened to Lily to wriggle off the hook, it made her want to vomit. And she’d already done that once this morning. So she wanted to vomit something else up. The dregs of her pride perhaps.  
   
 But if she didn’t say anything, she’d lose her job. And it was all she had left in her life. While part of her wanted to do a hundred-yard dash toward oblivion, to the somewhat appealing idea of losing everything she had and crawling into a hole to wait until this shitty life was over, there was a thought running around her head that made it difficult. What would Lily think if you gave in without a fight?

   
 ‘Fine’ Jessie said, struggling to say the words. ‘My wife died six months ago.’ 
   
 Krish smiled. It was distasteful. ‘Dead wife? I can work with that.’ 
   
 Jessie had read Krish Gupta wrong. He was a Columbo, a Miss Marple. Pretending sheep status, but now she could see, he was pure wolf. It revolted her, and she was grateful for it. 



 Four 
   
   
 Annie Perkins backed her slight body into room six at the Goldcliffe Civic Centre, her arms full of bags, her bright yellow cardigan snagging on the door. She yanked and heard a rip. Her big eyes darted around, giving her the air of a frightened deer, her usual look. But Annie was alone, her clumsiness unseen. She was the first, of course. She was always first. 
   
 She took off her cardigan, threw it in the bin and straightened her white blouse. She headed for the shabby table at the edge of the room that needed a coat of paint and began to put out her wares. Cupcakes and biscuits. A lot of them. In fact, Annie had bought twenty separate brands of snack, covering every iteration of allergy and preference she could possibly imagine and some she couldn’t. She’d even bought grapes, though no one ever touched them. But Annie wanted people to have the option. What if some diabetic widow wandered in and went to the snack table and finding nothing sugar free, made the split-second destructive choice to stuff a cookie into their mouths, causing themselves to go into shock and die right in front of the Goldcliffe Grief Group? It was a rather ludicrous ‘What if?’ but Annie was full of such mad risk assessments.   
   
 So why had she done this, bought all the cookies Tesco sold for just a handful of people? Because when Annie had stood in front of the aisles, racked with indecision, pondering the consequences of the wrong biscuit, this had been the simplest solution. Not to choose at all. This was the problem that had bought her through the doors some time ago. She suffered with aboulomania, pathological indecisiveness bought about by the shock of losing both her parents in a very brief span of time. 
   
 ‘Oh, Annie’ cried a disappointed voice and Annie turned to see Freddie Reeves, shaking his big-bearded head. 
   
 Annie brushed her blonde bobbed hair from her eyes nervously. ‘I know, I know’ she said, trying to head off the criticism. 
   
 ‘If you weren’t ready, you only had to…’ 
   
 ‘Freddie, no. I was. I am.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe you’re not ready to pick up the snacks, Annie?’ Freddie said sadly. ‘Maybe I’ll take your turn next time.’ 
   
 ‘No’ Annie wailed. ‘I can’t just stick my responsibilities on someone else.’ 
   
 ‘You know that I believe in you’ Freddie said, slipping out of his decades old parka and hanging it on a hook. ‘I think you can overcome this. But maybe it’s not a good idea to rush into it…’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been coming for a year’ Annie said. 
   
 ‘Yes, I know. But this is the fifth time you’ve… Overbought.’ 
   
 ‘I’m getting better Freddie, I swear. I bought a pair of shoes online yesterday and it only took eight hours! That used to take weeks. I’d call that a win.’ 
   
 Freddie smiled and walked over to Annie. He put a fatherly hand on her shoulder. ‘Then I’ll call it a win too.’ He picked up a biscuit and popped it into his mouth whole, crunching as he unstacked the chairs. He had the circle ready as people began to trundle in.  
   
 Joel came in first, (brother, ten months ago, went off his motorcycle) head dipped low as usual, his lanky nineteen-year-old body sloping through the room at a snail’s pace. He slipped his headphones off and a blast of angry rap fell out before he shut the music off. He glanced at the biscuits and said, ‘Annie, this you?’ 
   
 ‘Will you take some home?’ she asked, distracted. She was looking at the chairs. The one near the window? Or the one nearest the door?  
   
 ‘If you need me to eat a shit load of biscuits, then I’ll do what I can’ he said and sat down in a slouch. 
   
 ‘Thank you’ Annie replied, her attention still on the chairs. She couldn’t decide where to sit. What if there was a fire? It would most likely start outside the door and that meant the window was the best exit. But what if someone threw something in threw the window? She’d cop the brunt. 
   
 Then came Marion, (mother, old age, five years ago) looking cheerful as ever. People said that Marion was not really in need of the group and just liked the social element, but Annie tried not to think that way. People’s grief was complex, and it didn’t always sit right on the surface, easy to see and understand.  
   
 Marion sat, squarely between the door and the window and patted the chair next to her, looking at Annie. ‘Come on, love.’ Annie gave her a grateful look and sat down. 
   
 In came the rest of the group, prim and proper Jenny (adult daughter, three years ago, kidney failure), hangdog Toby (wife, a year ago, pancreatic cancer), rough and ready Callum, (father, two years ago, stroke) and finally brassy Debbie (husband, three years ago, heart attack). The usual suspects, here to share their grief in the hopes of lessening it. Just a little. 
   
 And then an unfamiliar face popped through the door, a woman, about Annie’s age. She was tall, she had at least six inches on little Annie, wearing a sharp leather jacket, with long dark hair that hung around high cheekbones and blue eyes with large shadows underneath them. Pretty in a sad way. She looked furtive, anxious. Classic newcomer face. ‘Am I in the right place?’ she asked in a sultry, deep voice. She looked like she was hoping for a no, but Freddie said, ‘Grief group?’ and she sighed said ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘Come on in’ Freddie said effusively, grabbing a label that said, ‘Hi, my name is’ and a blank space to be filled in. He gave one to the woman, along with a marker pen. Everyone else had theirs, though they hadn’t had a newbie in some time and they didn’t really need the labels. Still, it was the ritual.  
   
 The woman pulled the rest of her body into the room to join her head and scuttled to the circle of chairs, sitting as far as she could from anyone else. She cleared her throat a few times and said nothing more. The label sat in her hand, still blank. 
   
 ‘Good morning, everyone’ Freddie said. ‘I’d like to start by thanking you all for coming. And to ask our newcomer if she’d like to tell us her name?’ 
   
 ‘Why do you need it?’ the woman asked. That surprised Annie. They weren’t in alcoholics anonymous. They were in a group for sad people who were very much on a first name basis.  
   
 ‘I suppose I don’t need it…’ Freddie said, unaffected by the odd answer. But that was no shock. Freddie had been doing this a long time, Annie knew. He’d probably seen it all. 
   
 ‘Fine’ the woman eventually replied, scribbling on the label and slapping it on her chest. Everyone leaned in to read her name. Jessie. 
   
 ‘Thank you’ Freddie said as though her attitude were nothing out of the ordinary. But Annie had never seen anyone come in here with the level of reluctance that this Jessie person had. Even Joel, shoved here by his worried mother, couldn’t top Jessie’s attitude.  
   
 And since Jessie was clearly not going to say more anytime soon, Freddie asked if anyone wanted to kick it off today? Marion picked up the gauntlet. She regaled everyone with a tale of how her tomatoes were having a disappointing season. Annie wished she wouldn’t waste group time this way, but it wasn’t for her to say. Fortunately, Freddie had his ways. ‘And how are things at home?’ he asked. What he meant was, ‘How is it without your mother?’ who’d shared a home with Marion for the last few years of her spinster life. ‘Oh, fine’ Marion said cheerily. ‘Though I do wish the window washers would come more regularly’ she added, completely missing the point.  ‘And the bin collections are all over the place. In fact, on Friday it was recyclables and…’ 
   
 But Annie barely listened. Her attention was on the newbie. She tried not to be too obvious about it, glancing from her peripherals. But she wanted this woman’s story. Everyone here had one.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 It was minute forty-five of a sixty-minute hell ride. Jessie wanted to block it out, but the onslaught kept coming. Sadness, bitterness, grief, despair, it was spilling out all over the place. She almost wished that Marion woman would talk about her tomatoes again. It was dreary but at least it wasn’t depressing. Not in the traditional sense.  
   
 She listened to that kid Joel talk about how he hated the sound of traffic now; that he kept thinking he was going to be hit by a car and he jumped whenever anyone honked their horn. And then he let out a little tear and the big guy, Callum, put an arm around him and Joel said, ‘I’m alright’ and pushed Callum off.  
   
 Then came Toby, talking about how one of his kids had a birthday and how he’d blown out the candle and asked for his mum to come home, which of course, she never would. Toby gave a little sob at the end and then sucked his emotions quickly back up.  
   
 Then Debbie had talked about sorting her husband’s clothes for the charity shop and how she’d found an old letter in amongst them, one she’d sent to him years ago, packed into a shoebox, kept and cared for. The story was accompanied by buckets of tears. 
   
 It was all so awful. Jessie felt like she was drowning in other people’s sadness. How anyone thought this would help, pooling their grief this way, stunned Jessie. How could it do anything but compound it? She was barely keeping her head above water as it was, without carrying everything she’d heard in here today on top.  
   
 But there was one woman who hadn’t made a peep yet. Her nametag read ‘Annie.’ Jessie found herself wondering about her story. And apparently, so did the therapist guy, Freddie, because after everyone else had finished crying all over the place, he turned to her. ‘Annie… How are you feeling this week?’ 
   
 Annie looked around her, not at all sure she wanted to talk this week. She was feeling somewhat fragile today and it would have been nice to sit quietly. There was no rule that said you had to talk every session, after all. 
   
 But then she noticed the new person, Jessie, watching her. She suddenly thought, maybe I should talk today. Maybe it would encourage this Jessie person to let go a little bit. 
   
 ‘It’s my parents wedding anniversary tomorrow. So I’m going to the cemetery to take some flowers. We, I mean. George is coming too.’ 
   
 ‘Are they far apart, your parents?’ Marion suddenly asked. 
   
 ‘No, joint plot’ Annie explained. 
   
 ‘Oh. That’s nice’ Marion said, pleased. 
   
 ‘Erm, I suppose. Convenient, anyway’ Annie muttered. 
   
 ‘And how are things there? With George?’ Freddie asked. 
   
 ‘Fine’ Annie said quickly. But Freddie kept looking at her. ‘I mean, it’s… It’s fine.’ 
   
 She noticed that Jessie, who’d been staring at the ceiling, was now listening.  
   
 ‘And how’s the wedding plans going?’ Freddie prompted. 
   
 ‘Umm…’ Annie muttered. ‘Fine. I mean, we haven’t really booked anything yet. Because, you know...’ 
   
 ‘Cos you can’t make your mind up about anything?’ Jenny asked, in a brutal tone. 
   
 Annie nodded, a bit too happily. ‘Yes. That’s why. It’s my indecision, yep.’ 
   
 Jenny leaned forward. ‘You know, long engagements often don’t actually lead to marriage. And you’re not getting any younger.’ 
   
 ‘I’m thirty-five, Jenny’ Annie replied, hoping Jessie appreciated that she was doing this for her. 
   
 ‘Exactly. Time’s ticking on’ Jenny told her.  
   
 ‘Now, Jenny, Annie has to work to her own timescale’ Freddie interjected. 
   
 Jenny made a ‘Hmm’ noise and closed her mouth again.  
   
 ‘I’m going to get married. I just need a bit more time’ Annie blurted. 
   
 ‘But you made the decision to get married before your parents, didn’t you?’ Callum suddenly said, jumping into the fray. ‘I thought you were alright with stuff you decided before?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t say I hadn’t decided. Of course I’ve decided. I said yes, didn’t I?’ Annie said, trying to keep her voice at a normal level. But it was hard. People didn’t know the real reason she was struggling with this. They didn’t know that it had nothing to do with her unfortunate case of compulsive indecision. It was something she couldn’t even say now, in this room, of all places. Not yet. 
   
 Jenny took Annie’s pause as a chance to attack. ‘Exactly. So why wait?’ 
   
 ‘That’s rude’ Callum interjected. 
   
 Jenny spun to Callum. ‘I’m trying to help her!’ 
   
 ‘You can’t force someone to be less repressed by shouting at them’ Callum said firmly. And then he realised what he’d said. He turned to Annie. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call you that.’ 
   
 Annie shook her head. ‘Oh, it’s fine.’ She forced out a laugh. ‘I mean, it’s true, isn’t it?’ 
   
 ‘Jesus Christ on a cracker, what’s the real problem?!’ Jessie demanded, breaking into the conversation. Everyone turned to look at Jessie and her regret was immediate. This whole thing with Annie and her fiancée, there was more to it than she was saying. Jessie could smell it. But therapy wasn’t like getting a scoop. It was supposed to all trundle out over months. That was how this bullshit worked. Gentle and slow and boring. And she’d broken the cardinal rule. She’d pushed for the story. Everything that made her a semi-decent journalist was the opposite of what she’d need to do to survive these sessions.  
   
 Freddie gave her a smile. ‘Jessie. Perhaps it’s time you told us why you’re here.’ 
   
 Well, that backfired, Jessie thought. She’d just pointed the spotlight at herself and now she was expected to talk. And that wasn’t what she was here for. What she was here for was to get her court appointed time in therapy so she could get off the hook for the assault charge. That was the deal Krish Gupta had worked out for her and she’d jumped at it. Thirty hours of grief therapy and she wouldn’t face charges. In addition, she’d had to pay five thousand in costs to the guy with the arm, as well as the cost of the damage to the bar, but that was fine. Or no, it wasn’t fine, it was five and a bit frigging grand, but Jessie had written the cheque with barely a flinch. To keep her record clean and keep her job? Cheap at the price. 
   
 Only now came time to really pay. With her hours. All that talking, the thought was horrifying. So she’d picked group therapy because it had sounded safer. She could sit here for an hour a week and listen to everyone else whine and keep her own trap shut if she wanted, and then get this Freddie guy to sign some paper saying she’d come and, in a few months, this whole legal problem would be over and done with. In theory.  
   
 But now Freddie was looking right down the barrel at her. Had she made a mistake coming here? Should she have gone one on one? 
   
 ‘I’m here because someone died and I’m sad about it and shit’ Jessie said glibly. And she left it there. She could tell that everyone wanted her to say more. But everyone could fuck themselves. She didn’t care about any of these people. So they’d all lost someone? Or multiple someone’s in that Annie person’s case. It didn’t make them similar. Because they’d chosen to be here, and she was here under duress. She’d rather have taken a starring role in the sequel to Two Girls, One Cup than be in this room. But that option had not been offered as a penance for her crime, more’s the pity. She could have spent one afternoon swallowing crap, rather than the thirty hours of eating it that the court had insisted on. 
   
 ‘I see’ Freddie eventually said. Jessie hoped he’d decided not to press it today. ‘Would you mind if I asked…’ he said and trailed off.  
   
 Jessie could never bear an incomplete sentence. ‘Ask what?’ Jessie said, falling right into Freddie’s trap. She’d engaged with him. Big mistake. 
   
 ‘I suppose I’d just like to know a little more about the person you lost?’ Freddie asked gently. Jessie hated him deeply in that moment. Why couldn’t he leave her alone, the sadist? Or turn his sights on one of the other sad bastards sat in the circle. That Jenny woman, for instance. She was asking for it, the way she’d gone at Annie. She didn’t necessarily feel sorry for Annie, but she did think it was kind of shitty to be picking her to bits like that.  
   
 But Jenny was apparently safe because Freddie was waiting on Jessie. She sighed very loudly and very irritably to let Freddie know he was being a dick and then said, ‘It was my wife.’ 
   
 ‘I see’ Freddie said, placing his hands on his knees. ‘Well, I hope that you’ll come to accept that you’re among friends here, people that understand how you feel-’ 
   
 ‘I doubt that’ Jessie heard herself snap. She hadn’t meant to say it. It had just popped out. 
   
 ‘You might be surprised’ Freddie said with a smile. Jessie didn’t care for it even a little bit.  
   
 ‘You reckon?’ she asked aggressively. Freddie didn’t understand. No one could. This grief was hers alone. 
   
 ‘Yes. Everyone in this room has lost someone, and you might be surprised at how...’ 
   
  ‘Have you checked the back of the sofa’ Jessie asked unpleasantly, pursing her lips and slinging one leg over the other. A few shocked noises went through the group. ‘Well, I’m sorry but all this ‘Loss’ business, it’s bullshit, isn’t it? You lose you keys. People? They’re taken.’ 
   
 ‘Taken?’ Freddie asked.  
   
 ‘Yes. You build a life with someone, marry them, get a mortgage, all that stuff and you think it might just be alright. That what you pay for is yours, with money and with time. But if your house burns down, you can insure it and get another. But you can’t get back the love of your life, can you? Because when you come home and find your wife at the foot of the stairs, cold…’ Jessie took a second to fight down a feeling in her throat, a lump that threatened to turn into tears. She would not cry in front of these people. She would NOT. ‘…To find that the person you love does not exist anymore, well, that’s beyond a loss, isn’t it? That’s something else.’ 
   
 Freddie nodded, understandingly. Jessie wanted to jump out of her chair and throttle him. 
   
 ‘So what I’m getting is that you feel angry about your lo… about your bereavement?’ Freddie asked. 
   
 That sneaky bastard, he was therapizing her. Jessie had sworn to herself she wouldn’t get caught out like this and she’d fallen into the trap anyway. ‘Look, you can stop it right there’ Jessie said. ‘You don’t get to try and understand me and fix me. I don’t want you to.’ 
   
 ‘Then what did you come for?’ Jenny asked sharply. 
   
 Jessie didn’t mind the question. In fact, she was pleased to get this out in the open. ‘I came because I have to. This is court mandated, for thirty hours. But no one said I had to try, or like it, or even be nice in here. I just have to come and get Freddie here to sign me off.’ 
   
 Jenny gaped. Jessie was deeply satisfied to see her hanging mouth. That bloody woman had been running her mouth from second one. It was nice to see it wordless.  
   
 ‘May I see the piece of paper?’ Freddie asked. 
   
 Jessie produced it.  
   
 Freddie read it and nodded to himself and then he looked around the room. ‘She’s right. She didn’t promise to take her therapy seriously. That’s always a choice, for anyone in this room. Because you get out what you put in’ Freddie finished, giving Jessie a smile. 
   
 Jessie folded her arms defiantly and looked around at them all. The disdain and resentment was thick enough to bottle. But she didn’t care. If Freddie thought he could shame her, he was wrong. All he’d done was admit defeat. She’d won. 
   
 ‘So anyway, if Jessie wants to sit quietly for today, I think we should try to accommodate that.’ 
   
 Annie was shocked by all this. The thought of someone sitting in this circle, soaking up all their pain without contributing their own, it went against the whole principle of this thing, didn’t it? Because the motto for group therapy should have been, ‘We’re all in the same boat.’ You came, and you talked, and you listened to other people talk and there was an understanding, a trust. But with someone in the room who had opted out, it wasn’t the same. Annie had talked in here today. Because she trusted the room to listen, even Jenny. But to have Jessie turn around and spit on her gesture, that was worse than anything Jenny could say. 
   
 ‘Anyway, Annie, shall we continue-’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think I can talk anymore’ Annie said. ‘Maybe someone else should take a turn?’ 
   
 Freddie didn’t take that lying down. ‘Could you tell us why?’ 
   
 ‘I’d rather not say’ Annie said, licking her lips, looking anywhere but at Jessie. 
   
 ‘I know why’ Debbie said, finishing her second biscuit and washing it down with her cuppa. ‘It’s this one’ she said, thumbing toward Jessie. 
   
 Jessie turned to Debbie. But she said nothing as Debbie went on, ‘Makes it weird when there’s someone in here who’s not going all in.’ 
   
 Freddie listened and turned to Annie. ‘Is that right, Annie?’ 
   
 ‘Umm, well…’ Annie flailed. She didn’t feel comfortable saying this in front of Jessie. It shouldn’t have been difficult. Jessie had come in here throwing rudeness about like confetti. But Annie didn’t do that. She hated criticising people. Even when they deserved it. 
   
 ‘Well, if she won’t say it, I will. Having you here makes me uncomfortable’ Debbie told Jessie. 
   
 Jessie breathed in deeply through her nose and then shrugged. ‘Why?’ 
   
 ‘Because my spouse died. Just like you. And he went way too early, presumably like yours. And I’m here to do my best to deal with that. And if you’re sat there with your trap shut, making me feel like I’m weak for crying or getting angry or whatever else - because that’s not your choice in dealing with your loss - then I can’t do what I need to do.’ 
   
 Oh thank God, Annie thought. Someone said it. 
   
 Jessie looked at Debbie and for a moment, Annie thought she was going to laugh in her face. But she gave a low moan instead, a noise of surrender. She bent down and collected her bag and stood up. She went to Freddie and said, ‘Sign it for this week and I’ll go. I’ll find somewhere else.’ 
   
 Annie raised an eyebrow. That had been easier than she’d thought. And she hadn’t had to make a single peep to make it happen. Thank God for Debbie. She was a loud woman, a bit crass at times, but she’d gotten this taken care of.  
   
 But it wasn’t as easy as all that, actually. Because as Freddie signed Jessie’s sheet and she took it, folding it neatly and putting it away, Annie felt that low, horrid feeling, that familiar old friend. Guilt. They’d chased out someone who needed help, court-ordered or not. Because she was in the same boat, when you got down to brass tacks. Her wife had died. And she was leaving. 
   
 Annie had gotten exactly what she wanted and now she didn’t want it. She thought Jessie should stay. ‘Wait’ she cried out as Jessie put her hand on the door. 
   
 Jessie stopped and turned, not expecting much.  
   
 Annie was shaking her head. ‘No, this isn’t right.’ 
   
 ‘What’s not right?’ Jessie asked. This had really gone south and she just wanted to go home now and try to forget it had ever happened. She could try again next week, find somewhere else where she could try not to get slung out on her arse before the session was even over. But apparently, Annie wanted to string the drama out a bit further.  
   
 Annie addressed the group. ‘Guys, I think she should stay.’ 
   
 Everyone shot glances at each other. Annie was alone on this one.  
   
 ‘Look, she’s hurting. She’s clearly in the anger stage. That’s why she’s lashing out. Don’t you think?’ 
   
 Debbie, no stranger to that stage of grief, glanced at Jessie. Annie knew she had her on the ropes and she went for a knockout punch. ‘We’ve probably all had moments in here where we’ve wanted to leave or shout at someone. Can we really blame Jessie because she’s rejecting us? Isn’t that classic grief?’ 
   
 ‘Hey, hey, hey’ Jessie said, turning to face Annie. ‘I don’t need you to plead my case. I’m leaving of my own free will-’ 
   
 Freddie leaned forward on his knees. ‘I’m inclined to agree with Annie on this one. Although it’s not my way to talk anyone out of anything they want to do. Jessie has the choice, ultimately.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, and she might not be making the best one’ Annie said. It had taken a second to clear away the muck of Jessie’s personality, but she’d seen it, just for a second as Jessie sloped out. She needed help. ‘Look, just give us a chance.’ 
   
 ‘Wait a second’ Callum said gruffly. ‘We’re all in this group. It’s not up to you to take in strays that are happy to piss on the process.’ 
   
 ‘Alright, we can be a democracy’ Annie said. ‘Shall we vote? Hands up if you think Jessie ought to stay.’ 
   
 ‘What the hell is happening?’ Jessie asked but no one was listening. Almost all hands had gone up, even Debbie. The exception was Callum. And then he shrugged and huffed, ‘Fine’ and put his up too. It was unanimous. Everyone wanted Jessie to stay. Except Jessie herself.  
   
 ‘I’ll just disrupt this’ Jessie explained desperately. ‘I don’t believe in whining your problems away. I just don’t.’ 
   
 Freddie checked his watch. ‘Right, that’s time.’ 
   
 Everyone stood up and Jessie watched as they all filed past her. ‘See you next week’ Marion said. ‘Later’ said Joel as he swept quickly out. ‘Look forward to what you’ll bring to the group’ Freddie smiled. ‘Don’t be late. Oh and it’s your turn to bring cookies’ Debbie added. 
   
 Jessie was aghast. ‘How can it be my turn…’ Debbie was gone. What the hell? She wasn’t coming back here. She wasn’t. 
   
 And yet she was one of the last people left in the room as the session ended. In fact, it was just her and Annie, who was putting the chairs away. Jessie narrowed her eyes at the woman. ‘I’m not coming back, you know.’ 
   
 Annie nodded and pushed a stack against the wall. ‘Alright.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not!’ 
   
 ‘I said alright. But you’ve got the option.’ 
   
 ‘I’m going to get individual sessions. You lot are barking.’ 
   
 ‘Hard to argue with’ Annie said, putting the last chair on a stack and placing it neatly with the others. And then she walked past Jessie. ‘Can you ask security to lock the room as you’re last out?’ 
   
 And then she was gone. Jessie was left in the room trying to understand what had just happened. But that was simple enough. She’d been voted into the least desirable group on earth.  



 Five 

 

   
 Jessie sat back in the chair and looked at Holly, both eyebrows about as far up as they’d go. ‘So you’re telling me he wasn’t shouting at you?’ 
   
 Holly shook her head awkwardly. ‘No. You had it wrong. I was actually having a go at him. Because he said he wished he’d gone out with another girl he’d had the option of.’ 
   
 ‘Shit’ Jessie sighed. 
   
 ‘What’s going to happen now?’ Holly asked tentatively.  
   
 ‘Oh, it’s alright. I just gotta do therapy for a bit and I’m off the hook’ Jessie started and then she thought it might be really nice to laugh with someone about the Goldcliffe Grief Group. ‘Matter of fact, I went to a session last week and they were…’ 
   
 ‘Thank fuck for that’ Holly interrupted. ‘I’d hate you to lose your job over such a stupid thing.’ 
   
 Jessie stopped dead. Something about what Holly had said had pricked her brain like a needle. What was it? Oh yes. Stupid. The implication being that Jessie had done this stupid thing alone. With no help from Holly. 
   
 ‘I’d hate me to lose my job over this too. Especially when someone could have told me what was going on and stopped the whole thing’ Jessie replied sharply.  
   
 ‘What do you mean?’ Holly asked, shocked. 
   
 ‘Nothing’ Jessie replied, looking down at her soup. Broccoli and stilton. It was not appetising. Jessie didn’t even know why she’d ordered it. She wasn’t eating much these days. She’d lost eight pounds in the last six months. At any other point in her life, she’d have been jumping for joy to drop that kind of weight. But who was there to impress with her lithe frame these days? So she was skinnier. Who gave a shit? ‘Don’t worry about it’ Jessie snapped and spooned tasteless soup into her mouth. 
   
 ‘I hope you’re not implying this was somehow my fault?’ 
   
 Yes, Jessie was implying that. If Holly hadn’t kicked off a scene, Jessie might not have punched the barman. And she wouldn’t be in her current predicament. ‘I just don’t understand why it pissed you off that he said he wished he’d gone with the other girl. You didn’t want to be there any more than he did.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not the point. It was rude.’ 
   
 ‘It was honest. You were both wasting each other’s time. Why couldn’t you just let him say so?’ Jessie asked flatly. She felt tired and angry. She wished she’d never suggested this lunch. But she’d wanted to tell Holly what had happened, about all this craziness. She’d thought Holly might even thank her for trying to defend her honour. That they’d talk about the session she’d gone to and Holly would sympathise, and they’d laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. But no one was laughing. 
   
 ‘You know what Jessie? You’re the rude one’ Holly said and they were officially over the edge. They were having a real argument. 
   
 ‘How do you make that one out?’ Jessie demanded. 
   
 ‘What did you think you were doing, throwing punches?’ 
   
 ‘I was defending you, as a matter of bloody fact.’ 
   
 Holly gritted her teeth and stabbed a fork into her salad, impaling a leaf of rocket and picking it up as though to eat it, before apparently changing her mind and dropping the fork with a clang. ‘You got hammered and violent. Don’t try to make it sound like it was about me.’ 
   
 Hammered and violent? That was how Holly looked at this? At her? ‘Wow. Nice.’ 
   
 Holly shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. But you’ve been different lately. I wasn’t going to say anything but-’ 
   
 Jessie looked down the length of her nose at her oldest friend. ‘Lately?’ 
   
 Holly started to look nervous. ‘You know… Since…’ 
   
 ‘Go on, say it’ Jessie said, too loudly for the café. ‘Since Lily?’ 
   
 Holly looked embarrassed. 
   
 ‘Oh, that’s right. We don’t say her name anymore, do we?’ 
   
 ‘Jessie…’ Holly pleaded. 
   
 ‘Say her name. Just once.’ 
   
 Holly pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes, saying, ‘Jesus, Jess-’ 
   
 Jessie stood and her chair fell over backward, hitting the floor with a loud crack. Everyone stopped what they were doing to look. Jessie was tired of people looking at her like this. Like a bomb that could go off any second. She was grieving and it embarrassed people. They wanted her to be fine now. They wanted her to be over what had happened to Lily. But Jessie knew she never would be. She wanted to scream Lily’s name every second of the day. But she wasn’t even allowed to mention it. Look how Holly was being now? Her best friend couldn’t bring herself to say her wife’s name. It made Jessie want to throw her soup at the wall. 
   
 ‘Jessie, would you just sit down?’ Holly said quietly. 
   
 ‘Fuck you’ Jessie said and she walked out of the café. People were staring. She didn’t care. 
   
 She walked down the road and back into the office. She sat down with a thump and she could see heads swivelling but she didn’t look anyone in the eye. 
   
 She began to tap at the article she’d been working on before she’d gone out with Holly, to her best chum lunch, an hour that should have given her some relief and had only made things so much worse.  
   
 A minute later, she looked at the word doc to find that it said, ‘Chief Inspector Richard Crane said it was the worst example of disorder and violent behaviour he had experienced in FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK FUCK.’ 
   
 Jessie sat back and looked at the document and she wondered if that Annie person might have had the smallest point when she said that Jessie had a problem with anger. 



 Six 
   
 Annie sat, nose against the glass. She was so close to getting out of the car, she could taste freedom. It shouldn’t have been like this. 
   
 ‘So, it’s three o’clock on Thursday, do you think you can make it?’ George asked, looking at his phone calendar. ‘What am I saying? Of course you’re free’ he laughed to himself. The joke was that Annie had decided to take a leave of absence from her job as a chiropractor. Just for a little while. Just until she could get on top of things.  
   
 It had not been her idea. She’d been found crying in the break room, unable to stop. And when her boss had found her, she’d suggested Annie take some leave, for as long as she needed. Annie had been reluctant initially. But the thought of not having to white-knuckle through every day, to slap on a smile and pretend to be strong, it was a relief.  
   
  ‘We’ll share your clients ‘til you come back, maybe take on a temp if we get slammed’ the boss had said. 
   
 ‘Are you sure?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘Of course. You’ve been through a lot this year. Your job will be waiting for you when you’re ready.’ 
   
 It was unpaid leave, more’s the pity. But you couldn’t have everything. So Annie was living off two decades of scrupulous savings, finding ways to fill her days with things that wouldn’t stress her out. Which George took to mean a lot of time for wedding plans. ‘Do you need me to pick you up?’ he asked. 
   
 ‘No. I can drive’ Annie said, trying to suffuse a little enthusiasm into her appointment to pick out wedding flowers.  
   
 ‘Great’ George said, pushing his glasses up on his nose. ‘Maybe we could get a coffee afterward? Debrief?’ 
   
 How much could a person reasonably be expected to discuss flowers in the course of a day, Annie wondered. ‘Yes, alright.’ 
   
 ‘Cool’ he said with a happy smile. It pained her, that smile. Because he was content. And she was anything but. ‘Time to go in’ Annie said, glancing at the clock on the dash. It was actually fifteen minutes away but George didn’t know that. ‘Group starts in a minute.’ 
   
 ‘Go on then, enjoy’ George said, like he was dropping her off at a party and not grief therapy. But Annie couldn’t be angry at George for his casual attitude to the death of her parents. It wasn’t something he could understand. He’d never experienced the death of a loved one. Not once. He still had both sets of grandparents, for crying out loud. Annie couldn’t understand it. How could some people be smacked around the face with death time after time and someone else could reach thirty-four and never know a single loss? Not that she wished him to suffer that kind of heartbreak. She supposed she just wanted him to be a bit more sensitive. 
   
 But would it change anything, change her ability to love him? Probably not. Because the thing about Annie was that she was so very much a total and utter lesbian.  
   
 She’d known it since she was a teen. But she’d never done a thing to act on it because of her parents. Her mum started it young. ‘Annie, you’re thirteen. You should have a little boyfriend by now. Why haven’t you?’ Young Annie didn’t know why. She just didn’t. And then her dad would say, ‘Leave her alone. She’s just choosy.’ And Annie would nod along and say, ‘Yeah. Choosy.’ 
   
 But then later, around fifteen, Annie and her father walked past a wedding shop and Annie looked in the window. Not at the dresses, but at the saleswoman. She was gorgeous. Annie had only just begun to notice such things, she didn’t know what it meant. But Annie’s dad saw the look and said, ‘Blimey, you girls start early, don’t you?’ and laughed. But then he got serious and said, ‘I hope that when you do get married, you won’t have some modern thing where I don’t get to hand you off to your husband.’ 
   
 ‘What are you talking?’ Annie asked, thrown. The thought of her getting married was just about the craziest thing in the world. That was something other girls wanted. She couldn’t picture it for herself. The white dress and the rest of it? Weird. 
   
 ‘I’m just saying, every dad wants to walk his daughter down the aisle. I know you’re not thinking about that kind of thing yet, but some man, someday, he’ll change your mind.’ 
   
 Annie didn’t think so. But comments like that moved her further and further away from what she did want. So she tried to be like the other girls. She tried boyfriends. Until she couldn’t bare it anymore and dumped them. All the while lusting after female friends who would never have noticed it. Eventually, some other guy would come sniffing around her, and she’d think that maybe this time it would be different. It never was. 
   
 She gotten all the way to her thirties under that system, until George. She’d met him at work. He’d slipped a disc and come to her for help. After ten sessions, his back was better but he had something else he wanted. Her number. She gave it to him just so he’d leave her office. Then came a text barrage and when she couldn’t take anymore she said fine. One drink. That turned into three, which became a month, which somehow became a year. He was acceptable company and he didn’t ask Annie too many questions, which she liked, perfectly happy to talk about himself. She didn’t have to do anything. It was the relationship equivalent of sitting in a lukewarm bath. You know you’ve got to get out sometime but you’re not in cold water yet. Might as well look at your phone and revisit getting out in five minutes.  
   
 So why had she kept it going? 
   
 That was simple. Mum and dad thought well of him and they found the length of the relationship reassuring, proof of her ability to function as a normal person.  
   
 But Annie knew she wasn’t in love with him. She tried to find the right time to break it off, but never quite did. And then her mother got ill, bowel cancer. Her health became the centre of Annie’s world. There was no energy leftover for the business of breaking up. 
   
 Things went from awful to worse. Her mother got a stage four diagnosis. Annie couldn’t accept that it was over, she wanted to try experimental treatments, but her mother said enough was enough, she’d made her peace. Her father was clearly destroyed by the news but he put on a smile for his wife. Annie could only take his lead and try to smile too. 
   
 A few days later, George came round to sit with Annie and her mother, to tell her how sorry he was about the news, etc. But as he got up to leave, he put on his coat and something fell out of the pocket. A ring box. Her mother spotted what it was even before Annie did. ‘Annie, look! He’s got a ring for you!’ 
   
 Annie froze, horrified. She plastered a smile on her face, hoping to deal with this later. But George said, ‘Yes’ and laughed nervously. ‘It’s not really the time. I was planning to ask somewhere a bit more…’ 
   
 Annie’s mother jumped in. ‘But it’s the perfect time! I’m here to see it!’ 
   
 So George said, ‘OK, why not?’, whipped the box open, went down on one knee, popping that terrible question.  
   
 It was a gun to Annie’s head. Her mother was excited. And dying. So Annie said, ‘Alright then’. Her mother was overjoyed, as was George. Annie wasn’t really sure what would happen after her mother was gone, was she really going to go through with it? But the engagement felt secondary to her mother’s final days. Waiting, fearing, trying to make the most of that time, it had become a full-time job.  
   
 Three weeks later, her mother died in the middle of the night, at home. 
   
 Annie organised the funeral, wanting to alleviate any pressure from her dad’s poor shoulders. The man was a wreck. George was fully on hand to help and Annie, for the briefest of moments had thought, ‘Maybe it will be fine?’ Did she really have to be in love with the person she married? She’d heard it said that all marriages became more like sibling relationships as time went on anyway. And she couldn’t break it off now, it was too late. Her dad was preparing to walk her down the aisle. It was all he had left. So Annie chose the path of least resistance. She told the world she was getting married and tried to get interested in the wedding arrangements. 
   
 However, two months after Annie’s mother had gone, Annie’s dad crossed the road without looking both ways. The resulting accident put him into a coma that lasted four days and then he slipped off.  
   
 Annie’s parents, both gone within months of one another. Annie was devastated. 
   
 But once the shock passed, she realised she was getting married for two people who weren’t here anymore. She knew she couldn’t go through with it, not now. Still, breaking off an engagement? That was no small thing. She promised herself that when she felt stronger, she’d do it. 
   
 And then the thing started. Little choices, big choices, she started dithering more and more. Even the smallest choice seemed to take on earth shattering importance. What shoes to put on? Which route to walk home? Which sandwich to have for lunch? Any manner of dilemma started to feel unwieldy and terrifying.  
   
 George suggested counselling. Annie didn’t want to.  George kept suggesting it. Annie resisted. George wouldn’t stop banging on about it. Annie surrendered. 
   
 She found herself at Goldcliffe Grief Group, for much the same reasons as Jessie. She thought she could hide there, that she could say she was in therapy while not actually having to do any of that horrible emotional grind she saw in the circle. But little by little, she recognised her own feelings in the others and little by little, she started to talk. And the more time she spent there, the stronger she felt. Maybe she could do it. Maybe she could leave George. If she could just speak the words.  
   
 But what if she said it and George had some kind of unknown heart condition and the shock of his fiancée breaking it off caused a heart attack? Or what if she was the one with the undetected health condition? What if the stress of breaking up with George gave her the heart attack instead? 
   
 Every small decision was hard. And this was the biggest decision of her life. It was crushing her. 
   
 ‘Bye’ she said, kissing George on the cheek and jumping out of the car, feeling like she could breathe again as he drove away. 
   
 She turned to the steps and almost jumped out of her skin. Lurking at the edge of the building was Jessie. When she saw Annie catch sight of her, she ducked back around the corner.  
   
 ‘What the hell…’ Annie muttered to herself. She went straight to where Jessie was hiding by the side of the building, next to the bins. ‘Hi’ she said. 
   
 Jessie looked around her, but there was no way out. She was cornered. ‘Oh. Hi. Yeah. You might be wondering what I’m doing.’ 
   
 ‘I presume you’re still making your mind up about whether you want to come in today’ Annie said automatically.  
   
 Jessie bit her lip. ‘Don’t do that.’ 
   
 ‘Do what?’ 
   
 ‘Speak for me. I don’t like it.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve just been where you are. My first few times, I wasn’t sure. I nearly bolted too’ Annie apologised. 
   
 Jessie sniffed. 
   
 ‘Have you decided?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘No’ Jessie replied. ‘I don’t know if I want to give anyone in there the satisfaction.’ 
   
 ‘What satisfaction?’ 
   
 ‘Of seeing me crawl in asking for a second chance.’ 
   
 ‘No one expects you to crawl. You’re already in. If you want to be.’ 
   
 Jessie didn’t say anything to that so Annie decided to go in. She turned away from Jessie and went back around the corner to the front entrance. She was surprised to find Jessie jogging to catch up with her.  
   
 ‘You’ve made your mind up then?’ Annie asked casually. 
   
 ‘Please just shut up and let me do this. I could still go the other way on this.’ 
   
 ‘Alright’ Annie replied mildly. She wasn’t used to being told to shut up but Jessie said it so impersonally, it was hard to mind. 
   
 In the room, Jessie said ‘Debbie asked me to bring biscuits’ she said and dumped out a plastic bag on the table. It was a selection box. Why had Annie never thought of that? 
   
 Freddie walked in and greeted Annie and Jessie, as though utterly unsurprised to see her. ‘Good morning, Jessie.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, whatever’ Jessie replied, sitting down. She looked like she would have rather been anywhere else on the planet. Annie wondered what had made her come back. There were other places to get her sheet signed.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie was listening to a story. A stupid one. Joel was sputtering out some tale about a kid at school who’d taken the piss out of his haircut. ‘It’s not on, you know? I mean, I don’t talk about his trainers, do I?’ 
   
 No one said anything. 
   
 ‘They’re fakes’ he explained.  
   
 ‘Mmm’ everyone said. Jessie fought the urge to roll her eyes. This was banality at it’s finest. Why was everyone listening like he was saying something profound. What did trainers and haircuts have to do with his grief? Jessie knew there was a brother and a motorcycle accident, it had been mentioned last week. But Joel was talking about a teenage spat, like it mattered. ‘And his haircut’s not all that either. He’s still got a man bun. They’re so over.’ 
   
 Freddie nodded and then asked, ‘And why did it bother you so much, that he mocked your haircut?’  
   
 Joel shrugged.  
   
 Freddie addressed the group. ‘Does anyone have an example of this? A time when someone said something, something little perhaps, and we found ourselves unduly upset by it?’ 
   
 ‘He said I Iooked Amish!’ Joel barked. ‘I wasn’t ‘unduly upset’. I was normal upset. I should have smacked his ‘ead in, thinking about it.’ 
   
 ‘Right’ Freddie nodded. ‘But I think it might be helpful if we try to find out if there’s a reason you need to speak about this today.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t! You just pointed at me and it was the first thing I thought about.’ 
   
 I’ve made a mistake coming back here, Jessie thought. This is pointless. 
   
 Toby suddenly spoke, the first time Jessie had seen him open his mouth. His voice was insanely quiet. Jessie had to lean in to catch what he was saying. 
   
 ‘A few months after my wife died, I had an argument with a man on the fish counter at the supermarket. I got very angry with him about his lack of seabass.’ 
   
 Jessie sighed through her nose. She was about ready to stand up and go. And this time, she wasn’t coming back. But then Toby said, ‘I got totally out of control. They had to call security and I was ejected. It was awful. But as I walked home, completely ashamed of myself, I realised why I’d gotten so upset. Flora loved seabass. And a week before she died, I wanted to make it for her. And that fishmonger had run out then too. So I didn’t get it, I just did sausages. I didn’t know it at the time, but that was Flora’s last chance to eat that fish. And he robbed her of it. I mean, he didn’t really rob her of anything, he’s just a guy with an unreliable supply of white fish. But I blamed him for taking something away from Flora.’ Toby’s brow knitted as he considered his story and Jessie thought he was going to stop there. But he didn’t. ‘Of course, I was really angry with myself. Why didn’t I go somewhere else? Keep trying? Why didn’t I do more…’ Toby stopped, now crying. 
   
 Jessie watched, aghast. It was a story about fish. How did it end there, with a broken man?  
   
 Callum put a hand on Toby’s shoulder and Marion handed him a tissue. He muttered his thanks and blew his nose.  
   
 Joel, who’d listened to this story with respectful silence, waited for Toby to finish crying and settle down and then he said, ‘Toby, that’s really sad, mate. But what’s it got to do with my fade?’ 
   
 Toby chuckled. ‘I don’t know’ he admitted. And then his laughter grew. People joined in. Jessie glanced over to Annie to see if she was in on the joke. She was surprised to see that Annie was looking right at her. She gave her what looked like a we’re-all-in-this-together type of smile. But Jessie wasn’t a part of this. She didn’t smile back.  
   
 The vibe in the room had gone from boring to tears to laughter. And she couldn’t feel any of this sweeping emotion. She just felt alone. 
   
 Annie looked away and Jessie felt bad about how cold she was being to her. It wasn’t Annie’s fault that Jessie couldn’t feel anything anymore except a desire to scream. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 At the end of the session, Jessie found herself with Annie, stacking the chairs. She didn’t know why but when Annie told everyone she’d do it and they’d all buggered off without a backwards glance, she’d stayed. Now they were alone. 
   
 ‘How did you find it today?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t think this group thing is working for me’ Jessie said, glad to get a chance to speak her mind. ‘I don’t know if it’s me or everyone else but something ain’t right.’ 
   
 Annie nodded, as though she’d been expecting this. ‘It takes time.’ 
   
 ‘What does, exactly?’ 
   
 ‘Finding your rhythm with everyone.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe that’s the problem. I’m not what you could call a joiner.’ 
   
 ‘Then why’d you pick group therapy?’ 
   
 ‘I told you, I thought I’d be allowed to sit without saying anything. And I could just get my hours and that would be that.’ 
   
 ‘That’s why you picked us, I know. I think it was made pretty clear you weren’t going to get away with that last week, not forever. Why’d you come back?’ 
   
 Jessie didn’t want to answer that question. She didn’t want to talk about Holly and the awful lunch and this heavy feeling in her stomach that seemed to be there all the time. ‘Hey, you’re good at asking questions. But what about you? What’s your problem with your fiancée? Because I can tell there is one.’ 
   
 Annie went over to the table and picked up a cookie, like she hadn’t heard Jessie. ‘I like these biscuits, what are they? Hazelnut?’ 
   
 Jessie watched her eat, curiosity fully piqued. ‘Well, well, well’ she muttered. ‘Look at this. Therapy girl avoiding a question.’ 
   
 ‘I’m just hungry’ Annie said. ‘By the way, next time Debbie tries to dump snack duty on you, you might want to…’ 
   
 ‘Do you know what I do for a living?’ Jessie asked abruptly. 
   
 ‘Actually, no’ Annie said, curious.  
   
 ‘I’m a journalist. I mean, I’m not really hunting down big stories and turning the screws on sources or any of that movie stuff. But I do know when someone’s trying not to say something.’ 
   
 Annie put the second half of the cookie in her mouth in one go and said, mouth full, ‘Group’s over.’ A few crumbs fell out and she lost a fair amount of dignity but it felt like a small price to pay for some quality avoidance.  
   
 ‘There’s more to this story’ Jessie pronounced and then, happy with the note she was ending on and having finished stacking chairs, she decided to leave. She was halfway out of the door when Annie finally spoke. ‘Wait!’ 
   
 Jessie turned. Was she about to get the scoop? 
   
 ‘Are you going to come back next week?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘Depends. Why you wanna break up with your fiancé?’ 
   
 ‘Who says I want to…’ Annie started and then decided she was too tired to keep lying. ‘You can’t use my issues as leverage.’ 
   
 ‘I’m just saying, I might come back next week if there was something worth coming back for. If someone wanted to have the kind of breakthrough that a nosy journalist on her off hours might consider a wee bit juicy.’  
   
 That said, Jessie walked out. It was a bit of a dick move. But in truth, it wasn’t learning Annie’s big secret that was motivating her. She was trying to give herself a reason to come back. Otherwise, she’d have to look for somewhere else, start again, go in all guns blazing again, explain why she was allowed to be a cunt again. It sounded like a lot of work.  
   
 Plus, Jessie had a theory about Annie’s big secret. Why does anyone ever agree to marry someone they don’t love? There were several answers to that, but Jessie had an idea that it might be about a certain ping she was getting on a certain radar. But she’d have to wait until next week to find out if she was right. 
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 Annie was in a quandary. If she said it in the next session, if she made the words come out of her mouth, then that was it. She’d have broken some sort of barrier and she’d have to tell George. She’d have to cancel her wedding, really do it. Financially, it wasn’t the end of the world. Because of Annie’s perpetual feet dragging (which George had put down to Annie’s indecisiveness), no money had been put down yet. Still, it was a big deal. She’d have to ruin George’s life and come out in one fell swoop. 
   
 But she wasn’t going to do it just because Jessie had emotionally blackmailed her. That wasn’t right. If Jessie decided to show up or not, she didn’t owe her this. She’d done enough. 
   
 Yet there she was at the next session, sat directly opposite Annie, arms crossed, looking right down the barrel at her. She seemed expectant. Annie decided not to look at her. Debbie was happy to talk today, anyway. She’d come in hot on the heels of a row with her son and she was blazing mad. ‘So I keep asking Brett to clear up his room but he won’t do it. Because Brian always did child discipline and I argued with bill companies. That was our arrangement. So Brett doesn’t care what I tell him. I threaten to take his games thingy away, his phone, he just laughs in my face, he knows I’m not going to do it.’ 
   
 ‘And why aren’t you going to do it?’ Freddie asked gently. 
   
 ‘I don’t know, I guess I’d just feel bad. He lost his dad. I don’t want him to hate me.’ 
   
 ‘Why would he hate you?’ Freddie asked. 
   
 ‘I don’t know’ she said, throwing her hands up. 
   
 Callum spoke. ‘If he was my son, I’d burn all his stuff.’ 
   
 Debbie looked at Callum with mild disgust. ‘That’s how you care for someone who’s lost their dad, is it?’ 
   
 ‘He’s taking the piss!’ Callum declared. ‘He knows you’re going easy on him for that very reason.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have kids, Callum. You don’t know what it’s like.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been a kid, though. I know how they think’ he said, tapping his temple. 
   
 ‘You’re fifty. You’ve got no idea.’ 
   
 ‘I’m forty-eight and there’s nothing wrong with my memory’ Callum spat saltily. ‘You get away with whatever you can. Because it’s always about getting what you want when you’re that age.’ 
   
 ‘Not always just that age’ Jenny said softly. Everyone turned. This was how Jenny did it. She’d wait till the optimal moment and then drop it.  
   
 ‘What’s that mean?’ 
   
 ‘It means maybe you’re projecting some things onto Brett because you’re feeling guilty that you didn’t go to visit your dad before he died?’ Jenny said, posing it as a question. But no one was in any doubt. It was an attack. 
   
 Freddie coughed into his hand. ‘Jenny. That’s a bit confrontational, don’t you think?’ 
   
 Jenny shrugged. Annie knew she didn’t give a shit. Because she’d got her little dig in and now she was happy to sit back and let everyone else fall to bits. Annie was quietly furious at her.  
   
 ‘I tried!’ Callum bellowed, and the room fell silent as he went into tears. ‘I really tried. But I was stuck.’ 
   
 ‘You were living it up in Thailand’ Jenny muttered. 
   
 ‘They didn’t have a flight for me’ Callum argued. ‘But yeah, I fucked up by going to Thailand because I knew he was sick, but I didn’t know he was sick sick. And he died thinking I didn’t care. Ya happy?’ 
   
 Annie frowned. The whole group was unravelling. Why wasn’t Freddie doing anything? This was awful.  
   
 ‘Jesus, Jenny!’ Debbie cried. ‘What the fuck is wrong with you? People aren’t perfect, why you gotta drag ‘em through the mud on everything.’ 
   
 ‘I was defending you!’ Jenny exclaimed. 
   
 ‘Oh, is that right?’ Debbie asked. ‘So you’re perfect. No regrets?’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t say I was perfect-’ 
   
 Annie couldn’t take it anymore. ‘I’m a lesbian!’ she yelled.  
   
 Everyone turned to her, eyes wide. All the worry about choosing the right moment and she’d ended up picking the worst one possible. She chanced a glance at Jessie but there was no surprise on her face at all, only satisfaction. God damnit, she’d known all along. But no one else had and they were looking at her as though she’d grown a second head. 
   
 Marion was the first to break the silence, saying in a rather confused tone, ‘I thought she was a Pisces?’  
   
 ‘Lesbian’ Debbie clarified. ‘Not Libra!’ 
   
 Marion chuckled at herself. ‘Well! Where is my head today?’ 
   
 Annie ignored Marion, wanting to get the rest of the band aid ripped off. ‘Yeah, so, that’s the reason I can’t marry George. Anyway, Debbie, you were talking about your son’s untidiness…’ 
   
 ‘Ha!’ Debbie spat. ‘Sod that. This session just got way more interesting than socks as hard as rock.’ 
   
 ‘When you say they’re hard as rock, do you mean he’s been…’ Joel started to ask, smirking. 
   
 ‘Shut up!’  Debbie said, eyes on Annie. Joel did as he was told. ‘Annie, go on.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Annie said. ‘That’s it.’ 
   
 Freddie started wiping his glasses. ‘Is it? No more to say?’ 
   
 Annie bit her lip, determined not to say more. She’d said enough for one day, hadn’t she? She needed to take a breath. But no one cared about her oxygen needs. They wanted juicy deets. 
   
 Marion took another run at the news, saying ‘You know, I’ve always wondered what two women do in bed together?’ 
   
 Annie gaped at her. Jenny tutted. Freddie stuttered, ‘Oh, well, Marion, I’m not really sure if-’ and then Jessie interrupted, straightening up in her chair, coming to life. ‘Freddie, I can take this one’ she said and Freddie sat back. Jessie grinned. ‘Now Marion, two women may do any number of things. If they enjoy penetration, they can either do it digitally’ she said, waggling her fingers for emphasis. Annie shrank down in her seat. ‘Or they can buy certain accessories to make it hands free.’ 
   
 Marion’s brow knitted together. ‘Accessories?’ 
   
 ‘Dildos, Marion’ Jessie smiled. ‘Dildos.’ 
   
 Marion nervously gathered her cardigan at the neck, but Jessie wasn’t done. She was having too much fun. ‘Of course, you can’t go wrong with some old-fashioned cunnilingus-’ 
   
 Jenny slapped her hands together and cried, ‘Alright!’ 
   
 Jessie stopped and looked at her. ‘Sorry, did you want to tag in on this?’ 
   
 ‘Emphatically not’ Jenny huffed. ‘I just want you to stop.’ 
   
 Jessie turned to Jenny with purpose. Annie had never seen her so animated. ‘Marion asked. And whenever anyone asks that question, I’ve made it my mission to inform and educate.’ 
   
 ‘Well, I’d rather you didn’t’ Jenny said. 
   
 Jessie shrugged, apparently happy with the amount of entertainment she’d squeezed out of the situation.  
   
 After a pause, Debbie tutted. ‘But I wanted to hear more about these dildos.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe later’ Jessie told her. Debbie nodded thankfully. 
   
 Annie’s head was in her hands. Any other day, she might have liked a little lesson on the finer points of satisfying a woman. But not today, not here. This was bad enough without Jessie making it worse.  
   
 ‘So, Annie’ Callum asked. ‘How long have you known?’ 
   
 ‘Err… A while’ Annie said vaguely. 
   
 ‘What’s a while?’ Callum pressed.  
   
 ‘Twenty years?’  
   
 ‘Twenty years?!’ Callum exploded. 
   
 ‘Give or take’ Annie added. 
   
 ‘So why… I can’t… Why did you… What…?’ 
   
 Annie thought she’d made herself pretty small when Jessie had talked about sex. But there was smaller to get as she watched Callum boggle. 
   
 Freddie held up a hand and Callum shut his mouth. ‘This can be a delicate situation. And in fairness to Annie, this is not an LGBTQ group. It’s not for Annie to explain things like this if we don’t understand.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t have that problem’ Jessie noted, casually. ‘So if anyone wants to ask any questions about this, maybe direct them this way. Annie’s looking a wee bit shell-shocked.’ 
   
 Annie looked out from under her hand, nodded and then ducked back under again. 
   
 ‘What, so you can slap us in the face with more dildos?’ Jenny asked. She realised what she’d said and began to blush. ‘I mean, not like that…’ 
   
 ‘I’ll keep it PG if you like’ Jessie said. ‘Callum, what was confusing you?’ 
   
 ‘She’s engaged to a bloke. How’s that work?’ 
   
 ‘Look, don’t get hung up on her current situation. It’s about how you feel inside. Whatever choices Annie has made, or not made, she’s telling us that this is how she feels. And she’s felt that way for a long time. And probably always will. I mean, look at it this way. Have you ever slept with one woman while thinking of another?’ 
   
 ‘Yes’ Callum said without hesitation. ‘Loads of times.’ 
   
 ‘But you still slept with the woman in front of you.’ 
   
 ‘I sure did’ Callum agreed, pleased to emphasise his ladies’ man status. 
   
 ‘So you made a situational choice. But what you wanted, inside, was something else. Got it?’ 
   
 Callum put his thumbs up. ‘Yeah, I think that clears up a lot.’ 
   
 ‘But what about George?’ Joel asked, mostly quiet up until this point. ‘This ain’t no LGBTQ question, neither. My best mate’s into he’s and she’s, so I don’t need lessons like all these old people.’ A few eyebrows went up at that. ‘Because it’s not fair, this. Not on him. All he did was ask you to marry him. And now he’s about to get his life fucked up.’ 
   
 ‘I know. I feel awful about that’ Annie pleaded.  
   
 Toby raised a hand and Freddie said, ‘Go ahead, Toby.’ 
   
 ‘What made you say yes to him?’ he asked kindly.  
   
 Annie was grateful for his gentleness and she leaned toward him. ‘He asked me in front of my mother. While she was ill. So I guess I felt like-’ 
   
 Debbie gasped. ‘That bastard!’ 
   
 Annie spun around to Debbie, shocked. ‘What? No, it was an accident. He dropped the ring box in front of her but he didn’t mean to.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, didn’t he?’ Debbie demanded, livid. Annie was utterly baffled. She was the bad guy, wasn’t she? 
   
 ‘He knew you couldn’t say no in that situation. He boxed you in’, Debbie informed Annie. 
   
 Annie’s mouth formed a perfect circle. ‘No… Hang on…’ 
   
 But then the entire group, including Freddie, started to agree very enthusiastically with Debbie. The verdict was in. George had stuck her in a trap of her own agreeability. And she’d been dangling there ever since. 
   
 ‘He did it on purpose?’ Annie asked herself, trying out the idea. It didn’t take her long to reach the conclusion that yes, of course it had been intention. ‘Fucking hell’ Annie said, dropping a very rare F-bomb. ‘It’s true.’ 
   
 ‘That weasel!’ Jessie spat. ‘So you can ditch his arse, right? Like yesterday?’ 
   
 Annie’s mouth set in a hard line that no one in the room had ever seen. She was angry. Deeply, unashamedly angry. ‘Yes. That’s exactly what I’m gonna do.’ 
   
 The group cheered. And it was time for the week.  
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 That bastard.  
   
 They were right. A hundred percent on the nose. How on earth had she not seen it? The accidental ring drop? The fumbling-Hugh-Grant-self-effacing-I-didn’t-mean-to-be-charming-routine? Bullshit. He’d known full well that she was about to dump him, and he’d used her mother’s illness, her cancer, to force Annie to make a commitment to him. It was sociopathic, that’s what it was. And Annie was about as angry as she’d ever been. Months wasted trying to decide whether to extricate herself from this doomed marriage or whether to just give in and let it happen. And all the time, he’d been playing her for a wet blanket that wouldn’t speak up for herself, which in fairness, was what Annie was. But no more. She was going to rip George a new arsehole. She was going to throw his ring into his face too. She knew it was a terrible cliché, but who cared about that? She would tell him she knew exactly who he was and then she’d tell him to shove his engagement and throw the ring. She had to be careful not to catch his face, she might leave a bruise and… Actually, screw it. If it caught him in the eye and took out half his vision, well… Good! 
   
 She was going to relish this moment. Because when it was over, she’d be free.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 There was a knock at the door. He was here. Annie stopped at the hall mirror, straightened her clothing, touched her hair, smiled at herself and then went to open the door. 
   
 ‘God, you don’t know the day I’ve had!’ George announced as he strolled in and kissed Annie on the cheek. It’s not over yet, she thought as she took the peck neutrally.  
   
 George walked down the hall, taking no note of Annie’s cold mood. But that made sense. He did that all the time, missed clues, didn’t ask questions he should have. Annie had always blamed herself for that. If he missed it, she was obviously wearing too good of a mask. But now she knew, it wouldn’t have mattered if her leg had fallen off, he’d never have noticed. Because he didn’t care how she felt. In fairness, she’d been lying to him when they met, lying to herself too. But she’d been prepared to do the right thing and let him off the hook to find someone who might love him properly. But George? He was prepared to spend a lifetime getting what he wanted at Annie’s expense. Annie wasn’t innocent in this and she knew that. But he was worse and she knew that too. 
   
 Annie followed George into the living room where he sat in her father’s chair. It was a scruffy thing but it was the most comfortable seat in the house. Enjoy that sit down, Annie internally monologued. You’ll never sit in that chair again. She was quite enjoying all these vicious little thoughts she was having. She wouldn’t have allowed herself them ordinarily. Her repression went that deep. 
   
 ‘What are we doing for dinner tonight?’ George asked. ‘I was thinking I could cook? I noticed a bag of cous-cous in your cupboard on Tuesday, if it’s still there, I could whip up a salad.’ 
   
 Yeah, that’s how he did it. Little gestures blinding you to the bigger thing. That he was a selfish piece of shit. He was making that because it was something he liked. Annie hated couscous, the bag was there because he’d brought it round, never asking if she liked it.  
   
 ‘I’m actually not that hungry’ Annie lied. She was going to order the most enormous pizza after he’d gone, which she hoped to be quite soon. And then she was going to binge watch The L Word while she ate it. She’d never let herself watch it before, afraid someone might find out somehow and that she’d be exposed. But she had bought it on Blu-ray today (UK Netflix didn’t have it and although Annie hadn’t bought a physical disc in years, the Blu-rays felt like an investment in her future) and it was sat out on the coffee table, if George cared to notice. He didn’t. And after she’d watched that, she might try Orange is the New Black, followed by Pretty Little Liars. Everything she’d denied herself would be open to her now. Everything. 
   
 ‘Oh?’ George said, confused. ‘I thought…’ 
   
 ‘I’m not going to marry you, George!’ Annie blurted, unable to contain it any longer. 
   
 George licked his lips and sat back in the chair with a light frown. But he didn’t look upset. He looked bemused. ‘What?’ he asked with a chuckle. 
   
 ‘You heard’ Annie said, trying to control the quaking in her legs. She didn’t know whether it was exhilaration or what but it didn’t matter. She took a deep breath and carried on, ‘I don’t want to marry you. I never did. And you knew that. It’s why you proposed like you did. You knew I couldn’t say no.’ 
   
 George gaped. ‘Annie!’ he cried, as though shocked. But maybe he was. Annie didn’t know how honest he was with himself about his machinations. It didn’t matter. No one was allowed to lie to themselves in this house anymore. Not George, not her. 
   
 ‘Don’t give me the wide-eyed little boy routine’ Annie said, putting her hand to the wall to steady herself. She had to remind herself that she wasn’t used to confrontation, and change didn’t come quickly. It was like avoiding the gym your whole life and then trying to deadlift a hundred kilos on your first go. It was going to take a toll. ‘I understand everything now.’ 
   
 George stood from his chair and ran an anxious hand through his hair. ‘Annie, that’s not fair. I love you!’ 
   
 Annie felt bad for a split second and then she gathered her wits. ‘No, you don’t. Or you’d care about what I think about things. Look at just now. You didn’t even notice how angry I am. And there’s no way you could have missed it, if you ever really saw me. But it’s OK, George, it really is. Because I don’t love you either.’  
   
 George immediately started to cry. Horrible, snotty blubbing. Annie was revolted. She knew that meant something, meant progress. Any other day, this would have moved her. Today, she was indifferent.  
   
 But she had a parting gift for him, information that would absolve his self-esteem of any wrongdoing, if he needed it. She was going to come out to him. It was more for her than him. She needed to do this. ‘You don’t have to feel bad about the fact I don’t love you’ she informed George. ‘I couldn’t have loved you, even if I’d wanted. Because you know what? I’m… I’m… I’m a le-’ 
   
 George suddenly stopped crying. Stopped dead, in fact. And now his face was rageful. He’d gone from sad to furious in but a second. It was astonishing, and it stopped Annie in her tracks. His mouth went tight. ‘You know what? I’m glad you’ve done this. I wasn’t sure about marrying you anyway. I mean, for God’s sakes, look at you! You’re a little wimp. Never able to make a decision about anything, it drives me up the fucking wall! What kind of basket case takes twenty minutes to decide on a starter? Pathetic!’ 
   
 George had attacked a weakness, that shouldn’t have come as much of a shock. Annie knew he was doing that because he’d been called out for his own toxic flaws. She should have laughed in his face. But what he was saying… This problem, it was a pain she wasn’t sure she could overcome. She might be cursed with it her entire life. So it didn’t matter what his motives were. It hurt anyway.  
   
 And George wasn’t finished. ‘You know what’s so damn funny about this? You think I’m your problem, don’t you? But it doesn’t matter if you never see me again. You’re a fucking mess and you always will be. I’m going to leave now, but I want you to understand something. There’s no happiness for you, not ever. Because you’re incapable of it’ he finished and then nodded to himself, satisfied. ‘In fact, all things considered, I think I’ve had a lucky escape’ he said and Annie wanted to keep being as strong as she’d felt ten minutes ago. But George’s spiteful words, they were a gut punch. She was winded. 
   
 ‘Have a nice life, Annie. Though I doubt it’ George finished and then walked out, looking pleased with himself.  
   
 After he’d gone, Annie swayed on the spot for a moment. And then she sat down in her dad’s chair. And she stayed there for some hours. She didn’t order a pizza. She didn’t fire up The L Word. She just sat in the silent room, while the sun lowered, pulling Annie into darkness that she didn’t fight. 
   
   
   
   
   



 Nine 
   
   
 Jessie found herself counting the days until the next session. It was the Annie thing. She’d come out, which Jessie found herself oddly proud of. And now she was ditching that shitheel who’d tricked her into an engagement. Jessie was fascinated by it all. Because it was someone else’s problem, one that could be fixed. It was a relief for Jessie to think of someone other than herself. 
   
 At work, things were quiet. Or rather, they got quiet whenever she walked into a room. Holly hadn’t said a word to her since the café. Jessie had no intention of apologising, so it was a stalemate. Screw Holly if she thought she was owed something. As far as Jessie was concerned, it was the other way around.  
   
 So they sat in unpleasant silence, creating a vortex of anger between them that no one wanted to step into. Even Terry was aware of the atmosphere. He was being a pillock about it. He kept making cat fight noises. Jessie wanted to rip his dick off and hit him with it. But dick ripping would probably have gotten her on probation, at a minimum. So Terry could keep his genitals, for now. One more scratch mime though, and she couldn’t be held accountable for her actions.  
   
 ‘Jessie, it’s A-Level results day and you know what that means’ Jessie’s editor, Rick, said. 
   
 ‘God, please send someone else. I hate that job. I’m not good at wrangling the kids either.’ 
   
 ‘Sorry, Jessie. You’re the only one free. Oh, and I need to send you with a photographer’ Rick said, ignoring her pleas for clemency. Jessie prayed it was going to be anyone but… 
   
 ‘Holly’ Rick called. ‘You’re on A-Levels with Jessie.’ 
   
 Jessie didn’t look to see Holly’s reaction. She didn’t need to. She just sat at her desk and waited while Holly packed her gear.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The car ride was awkward. Jessie decided to stick on the radio, using nineties classics to break the tense silence. Until We Used to be Friends by the Dandy Warhols poured out. Jessie couldn’t help but take it personally. Even her car radio was being an arsehole.  
   
 Eventually they pulled into the carpark of St Martin’s Comp. Holly got out first and yanked her big bag out. Jessie got out and went over, automatically going to help. 
   
 ‘I’ve got it’ Holly said quietly. 
   
 Jessie stood back, hands in the air, surrendering. ‘Whatever you say, Holl.’ 
   
 Holly glanced over but said nothing. Jessie wished she hadn’t used that familiarity. Her best friend was most likely gone. It didn’t hurt like Lily, but it stung all the same. Another loss. That word again. Jessie wanted to rip a page from every dictionary that contained it and ‘lose’ them. On a bonfire. Because she hadn’t lost Holly. They were throwing each other away. 
   
 ‘Look, I know neither of us is happy about this’ Jessie said flatly, tired of the tiptoeing. ‘But we’ve got to work together. And this won’t be the last time we get paired on assignment. So let’s just get on with it, shall we?’ 
   
 Holly looked at Jessie, right in the eye. ‘If that’s what you want to do, that’s what we’ll do. Civility. Fine.’ 
   
 While Holly had appeared to agree on a truce, Jessie found she actually didn’t want it. She’d rather they scream at each other. But that had been the problem the first time around. While it felt good to blast her anger at people, it didn’t achieve much. It was like a fire that was burning everything down and Jessie couldn’t do anything but pour petrol onto the blaze.  
   
 She just hoped that for one day, she could keep a lid on it.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The girl wearing the prefect badge, Hannah, opened her envelope and whipped out the page. Jessie noted that the envelope had already been torn. This was all for show. She knew what she had. ‘Three A stars! Oh my God!’ Hannah exclaimed, feigning astonishment while people around her got more disappointing results in front of Jessie and Holly.  
   
 ‘You’re happy with that, are you?’ Jessie asked, as though Hannah had gotten three U’s. she couldn’t help herself. She could never bare smugness. Eighteen-year-old girls were not immune to that distaste. 
   
 ‘I suppose so, yes’ Hannah said, beaming.  
   
 ‘Where are you going with your results?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘Goldsmiths’ Hannah said quickly. She’d been waiting to say that. 
   
 ‘Oh, yes?’ Jessie replied. ‘Very prestigious.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, I don’t know’ Hanna said with mock shyness. ‘Is it?’ 
   
 Jessie considered the question. ‘Maybe you’re right, I’ve heard it’s gone downhill lately.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, I didn’t…’ Hannah stuttered, wanting to take her modesty back.  
   
 But it was too late, Jessie had moved onto another girl. ‘Hey, what’s your name?’ 
   
 ‘Minnie’ the girl said. 
   
 ‘What did you get, Minnie?’  
   
 Minnie described some perfectly acceptable if not mind-blowing grades, and how she was going to nursing college. Jessie then spent ten whole minutes talking to Minnie while Hannah seethed nearby. It was a twofer. The good kid gets the attention she should while the braggart loses out. Jessie couldn’t have been more pleased. But then she saw Holly shake her head and ask Hannah to pose for a snap, results in hand, which she did gladly. 
   
 After she’d gotten a few snaps, Jessie muttered, ‘I wouldn’t waste your time, she’s not going in the article. I’m focusing on Minnie.’ 
   
 Holly took yet another photograph of Hannah, as though she hadn’t heard. 
   
 ‘Holly, did you hear-’ 
   
 ‘I heard you’ Holly said, and her flash went off a couple more times while Hannah’s smile began to show some strain. 
   
 ‘Then get Minnie, would you?’ Jessie instructed. 
   
 ‘In a sec.’ 
   
 ‘You’re wasting time. We need to go. I’ve got to write this up for five’ Jessie hissed. 
   
 Holly gave Jessie a sharp look and turned her camera on Minnie. ‘Smile, would you, Minnie?’ she asked, and Minnie nervously smiled. Holly took one snap and said, ‘There, done.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t want to get some for safety?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘I thought we were in a hurry’ Holly said, already packing her gear away. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 If it was possible, the car ride back was even worse than the one there. The tension in the car had taken on a physical quality, as though the awkwardness were another person, sat in the back, leaning in between the front seats to announce how weird this was. After ten minutes, Jessie could take no more and said, ‘That was so unprofessional.’ 
   
 ‘Me?!’ Holly said, shocked. ‘That’s bloody rich coming from you.’ 
   
 ‘Oh yes?’ Jessie said, her engine revved and ready for a barney. ‘How so?’ 
   
 ‘You were shitty to that Hannah girl. It was horrible to watch.’ 
   
 While Jessie knew that was true, she wasn’t about to cop to it. ‘I’m sure she gets plenty of attention. She didn’t need mine.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, you think so?’ 
   
 ‘What are you on about?’ Jessie demanded. 
   
 ‘Girls like her, they don’t come from nowhere. Overachievers with a desperate need for the spotlight are made, not born. All you had to do was give her a moment. That’s it. But you couldn’t do it, could you?’ 
   
 Jessie looked at Holly as though she were deranged. What was all this talk of Hannah? Holly knew as much as she did about that girl, which was virtually nothing. ‘She was a pain in the arse. That Minnie girl was much better fodder. She’s going to be a nurse and she’ll take care of others. While that Hannah kid will no doubt spend her whole life trying to impress upon people just how bloody clever she is. That’s where her education goes.’ 
   
 ‘So you say’ Holly muttered. 
   
 ‘Yes, I do. And I do words while you do the photos, so it’s my choice.’ 
   
 ‘Great. You do that. Judge and jury, as ever’ Holly said as Jessie pulled into the Tribune’s carpark. She jumped out the second Jessie put the car in park. Jessie got out quickly, wanting to ask what Holly meant. But she was gone, already in the building, taking the last word with her.  
   
 Jessie was left in the car park, furious, impotent. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘So then I said, ‘You take the photos and I write the words. So it’s up to me’ Jessie ranted. ‘And then she turns ‘round and says ‘Do what you want. Judge and jury, as usual.’ Jessie stopped and waited for a response. The members of the grief group didn’t say anything for a moment. In fact, they were kind of staring. 
   
 ‘What?’ Jessie asked.  
   
 Freddie gave a light chuckle and said, ‘Perhaps everyone is a bit surprised. I think this might be the first time you’ve spoken about your personal life willingly.’ 
   
 Jessie blinked. My God, he was right. She’d come in today raring to talk. Not even thought about it. She’d just sat down and unloaded. 
   
 ‘It’s real progress Jessie, and we thank you for it. In fact, I think that deserves a round of applause, don’t you?’ Freddie said to the group and everyone instantly gave a polite little clap. Jessie blushed like a tomato. She wanted to tell everyone to stop it, that she wasn’t going to do that again. But then Freddie added, ‘Wonderful. Does anyone have anything they’d like to say about Jessie’s story?’ 
   
 Jenny’s hand went straight up. Oh Christ, Jessie thought, I forgot this bit. Yeah, you can talk. But then people get to have opinions on it. Slit my throat right now.

   
 ‘Why do you think she called you judge and jury?’ Jenny asked.  
   
 ‘I don’t know, Jenny. Why do you think?’ Jessie asked, testily.  
   
 ‘Now, Jessie’ Freddie intervened. ‘It’s just a question, we don’t need to get so-’ 
   
 ‘Hey’ Jessie interrupted, noticing something. Someone was missing. ‘Where the hell is Annie?’ 
   
 ‘Deflector’ Jenny declared. 
   
 ‘No seriously’ Jessie said. ‘She doesn’t strike me as the late type. But you guys know her better than me.’ 
   
 ‘Nah, she’s never late’ Joel said. 
   
 ‘And does she skip ever?’ Jessie pressed. 
   
 ‘I’ve skipped a few so I’m not sure’ Debbie replied. 
   
 Everyone looked around at each other, confirming that no, Annie’s chair was never empty.  
   
 ‘So maybe… Maybe we should check in on her’ Jessie said, getting her phone out. ‘Who’s got her number?’ 
   
 ‘I emailed you a contact sheet a few…’ Freddie started and then seemed to realise the futility of that, taking out his own phone and reciting Annie’s number.  
   
 Jessie let it ring. And ring. And ring. No answer. 
   
 ‘She’s not answering. Anyone got another contact?’ 
   
 Callum sniffed. ‘Hey, I can’t help but feel we could be using group time better than trying to track down Annie. If she’s not come for a week, I don’t think it’s quite time for the sniffer dogs. Maybe she’s got a bug or something.’ 
   
 Jessie bit her lip as Freddie said, ‘I think Callum’s got a point. I’ll check in with her after we’re done today.’ 
   
 As the group started up again, talking about Callum’s need for male approval, Jessie was checked out. Maybe nobody else could see it but she smelled a problem. Call it a journalistic instinct, but Jessie found herself concerned about Annie. 



 Ten 
   
   
 Jessie rapped on the door, hard. It belonged to Annie’s house, which was quite a large semi, big for a single-ish person. It had gnomes in the front garden. Jessie shuddered.  
   
 There was no answer, so Jessie tried again. Still nothing. Jessie was a bit surprised she’d taken it this far, coming to Annie’s house, a woman who was still not much more than an acquaintance. But no one had been able to contact Annie and now people were starting to get worried. They’d elected Jessie as the woman to go round and check in person, being as she’d led the charge in the first place. No one wanted to say it but everyone was probably thinking the same thing. She’d seemed very certain about dumping George, had seemed to know it was the right decision, seemed happier for making it. But a week is a long time in depression. Who knew if her strength had waned? Her vanishing act might equal, well, no one wanted to say. 
   
 ‘Hello?’ Jessie called, stepping back from the door to look in the windows. But all the curtains were shut. She decided to go for the nuclear option. ‘Annie! Annie Perkins! Unless you’re hanging from the rafters, get to this door right now!’ 
   
 At a first-floor window, a curtain shuffled, and Annie appeared, her mouth a circle of horror as she looked at Jessie. She opened the window and peeked her head out. She looked tired, her usually neat bob was a mess, she was wearing an old bathrobe. ‘Jessie? what are you doing!?’ she asked, confused. 
   
 ‘Getting you to open the effing door!’ Jessie called up, making an effort to bleep out her profanity for the sake of Annie’s neighbours.  
   
 Annie ducked back in and appeared at the front door moments later. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked Jessie. Jessie began to feel a little embarrassed. She wasn’t really sure how to explain herself. Was this crazy? 
   
 ‘You didn’t come to group. I…’ she started and then corrected to, ‘We were worried about you.’ 
   
 Annie was still recovering from her shock at her surprise visitor. What kind of Alice Through the Looking Glass craziness was this? Jessie coming to her house asking why she hadn’t shown up for group? It was surreal. ‘I just decided to skip it’ Annie explained, pulling her robe tighter. Jessie took a good look at the robe. It was threadbare, and it had food stains on it. Jessie had worn a robe in that condition once and she knew what it meant. 
   
 ‘Look’ Jessie said, trying to seem more relaxed, ‘Sorry, but that lot went bananas. I tried to tell them it was no big deal. Anyway, I’m here now. Can I come in for a cuppa?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The living room was dark, depressing. The wallpaper was a faded orange, faded and peeling. The furniture looked easily thirty years old and had not taken the years well. ‘Sorry about the mess’ Annie apologised, gesturing at some cups and glasses sat around the room. 
   
 ‘Call this untidy? This is a palace next to my house. Even the cockroaches have put their notice in’ Jessie joked, wondering how a person could feel remotely optimistic within this colour scheme. 
   
 Annie tried to smile but it fell a little short. ‘So… You’re an interesting pick for search party leader?’ she noted.  
   
 Jessie shrugged. ‘I don’t know what to tell you. I guess I was the only one without a shred of personal life.’ Annie didn’t know what to say to that so Jessie went on, ‘Big place you’ve got.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, it was my mum and dad’s. They owned and I was renting so it made sense to move in while I try to sell it. Save some cash. I’m on long term sick at the moment, so I’m not exactly flush right now.’ 
   
 Jessie nodded, trying to think of the best way to ask the bigger question. She had nothing. So she fell back on small talk. ‘You don’t want to live here permanently?’ 
   
 ‘My mother died in the master bedroom. I’m actually sleeping where she died’ Annie explained in a dreary tone. ‘We had the wake in the kitchen. And then my dad’s as well. And I got engaged here. I broke it off here. This place is far too packed with crappy memories. But I guess people can tell because I haven’t had a single offer yet.’ 
   
 ‘My house had the same problem. That’s why I had to move’ Jessie confessed. 
   
 Annie nodded. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts in the slightest. But people can still haunt you anyway, can’t they?’ Annie said casually, sinking deeper into her scruffy chair. 
   
 Jessie, in the short time she’d know Annie, had never seen her like this. She wasn’t this kind of woman. She was the peppy, never give up type. So Jessie had thought. But this sad, robed creature, this was another side to her. She seemed so… Beaten. 
   
 ‘So you did it then?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘Mmm?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘George. Did you kick him to the curb?’ 
   
 Annie nodded. ‘Yes.’ And she didn’t expand. Whatever had happened, Jessie was becoming more and more certain that it was at the heart of this malaise.  
   
 ‘Did he… Did he take it well or…’ Jessie prompted. 
   
 ‘I guess he could have taken it better’ Annie said philosophically.  
   
 ‘Why, what did he say?’ 
   
 ‘He said I was a mess, that I was incapable of happiness, that I’d never be able to make a decision and that he was glad I was breaking it off.’ 
   
 ‘He said what?’ 
   
 ‘I think his exact words were, ‘Basket case.’ 
   
 ‘That shit’ Jessie muttered. 
   
 ‘I did imply he was a scheming sociopath’ Annie shrugged. 
   
 ‘Which he was though, right?’ Jessie demanded. 
   
 ‘On the basis of our final conversation, yeah’ Annie replied. ‘It was all kind of… There. Right on the surface. I don’t know how I missed it. But that’s the thing. It was the most honest conversation we’ve ever had. I told the truth. And I think he did too.’ 
   
 ‘No. No, no, no’ Jessie said, shaking her head vehemently. 
   
 ‘No, no, no, what?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘You can’t go down this road. The things he said at the end were intended to break you down. Don’t give him the satisfaction.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not giving him anything. He’s not here. He can’t see how well it worked’ Annie reasoned. 
   
 ‘That’s not the point-’ 
   
 ‘What is the point? I can’t help how I feel. What should I do, pretend I don’t care what he said? This was supposed to be the end of all that. I was going to be honest from here on out.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know, I think a little bit of denial can be a healthy thing on occasion.’ 
   
 ‘How do you mean?’ 
   
 ‘OK, so when I was eighteen, I got sacked. Waitress job, at a diner. The manager told me I was a moron and good luck getting another job.’ 
   
 ‘Alright’ Annie said, waiting. 
   
 ‘And I said to myself, fuck that guy. He’s wrong. I’m a perfectly non-stupid human being and I can do whatever I want, if I so choose.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not sure how that…’ 
   
 ‘The thing was, I was an incompetent. But if I’d listened, I’d have gone down the tubes. Which was exactly what he wanted. Because he was a bastard and he wanted to shit on me.’ 
   
 ‘So you’re saying that George was right?’ 
   
 What Jessie was saying was that she wanted to get George’s home address, go over there and set his car on fire. She really did. That little fucker deserved it. But what with her recent legal troubles, now might not be the optimal moment to start firebombing. The best Jessie could manage was damage limitation. ‘I’m saying don’t let anyone else’s definition of you become the final word. Whether it’s right or whether it’s wrong, it doesn’t have to be some kind of verdict he passes down and it doesn’t have to be a life sentence either. That’s not up to him, it’s up to you. So what if you’re struggling right now? Is that all there is to you? No. And he doesn’t get to say it is.’ 
   
 Annie listened to Jessie’s much needed perspective, astonished. ‘I’ve got to say, I never thought you’d be the one to come around and give rousing speeches.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t do a fucking thing. It’s just what I happen to think.’ 
   
 ‘But it means something that you came here, that you said that. You’re a lot nicer than you pretend to be.’ 
   
 Jessie huffed. ‘Oh God. Please don’t say that. I’ll get a reputation. People will expect me to start doing things for other people’ Jessie said, looking sickened at the very idea. ‘Can we call this an aberration? Because I’m going to go right back to being a rageful See You Next Tuesday tomorrow. It’s much less effort.’ 
   
 Annie smiled. But then her face turned serious. ‘Jessie. I know you’re angry because… Because your wife died too young and maybe you feel cheated and that makes you angry. Perhaps that’s easier than other emotions. But what you just said to me, it goes for you too.’ 
   
 Jessie grimaced. ‘I hate it when people use your own words against you. It’s like a headlock you can’t get out of.’ 
   
 ‘Speaking of which, have you made any final decisions on whether you’re doing all your hours with us?’ Annie asked. 
   
 Jessie shrugged. ‘Well, seeing as I’m a few sessions deep... Not much point trying to go anywhere else. I’m used to you lot now.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 At the door, they said goodbye and it was weird. They weren’t really friends, and this wasn’t a social call. Jessie couldn’t just say ‘See ya’ and bugger off. They couldn’t peck each other on the cheek or hug. So they just stood at the door, nodding at each other like those little toy dogs on the dashboards of cars.  
   
 ‘Right’ Jessie said. 
   
 ‘OK then’ Annie replied. 
   
 Jessie gave an awkward little wave as she backed away, almost tripping over a gnome. Eventually, she managed to get all the way to her car while Annie watched from the doorstep. She drove off wondering if she’d really done enough for Annie. Would she be alright? Should she have called someone? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Annie closed her door and walked back down the hall, stopping at the long mirror. She looked at the creature reflected back, at her lank hair and pale face and she thought, I need a shower. And then I need to put on some clothes. Maybe push the hoover around. And there’s absolutely nothing in the fridge. 



 Eleven 
   
   
 ‘Why ice skating?’ Jessie demanded as she laced up her boot. ‘Why not something normal, like a drink?’ 
   
 Annie, lacing up her own skate, looked over at Jessie. ‘You wanna get a group of people all in various stages of grief and add alcohol?’  
   
 Jessie thought of her own recent adventures with booze and she had to concede it. ‘Guess not. But why do it at all? Aren’t the sessions enough?’ 
   
 ‘Look, it’s just a thing we do once a month, a social thing. Freddie doesn’t come - he wants us to ‘bond’ - he’s of the theory that it helps in the sessions. I’m actually shocked you showed up-’ 
   
 ‘Freddie said he’d count it’ Jessie revealed without shame. ‘I just skate around this rink, try not to break an ankle and it’s one less hour of hell. Although you’ll have to vouch for me, tell him I came.’ 
   
 ‘That’s fine’ Annie said. ‘But if you’re doing this too, you better put your thinking cap on because everyone takes a turn at deciding what to do on the next social.’ 
   
 ‘Who picked this one?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘Joel’ Annie replied. 
   
 ‘I wouldn’t have guessed that. What about you, what do you like to do-’ 
   
 ‘No, I’m off the hook. For obvious reasons’ Annie said as she tightened her strap. Her face fell into a light frown as she considered her skates. ‘I don’t think these are the right size’ she said, undoing the lace. ‘I’m going to take another crack at a four-’ 
   
 ‘No’ Jessie said firmly. ‘You’ve tried a five, a six, a four and back to a five’ she said and leaned over to retie Annie’s lace. ‘Let’s skate, Goldilocks.’ She stood and walked onto the ice, not looking back. Annie looked with longing back to the skate hire booth but, in the end, she got up and followed. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie was enjoying herself. She’d never have said so on pain of death, but this skating, it was rather calming. The swish of metal against the cold ice was a balm on her scorched soul. Around and around she went, and it felt like her mind found some quiet she’d forgotten existed.  
   
 And then she fell on her arse. 
   
 ‘Oww, fuck!’ she yelled. Annie skated over and held out a hand. ‘No, I’ll just take you down with me’ Jessie replied. 
   
 ‘That’s the whole ethos of the group. You go down, I give you my hand. We pull each other up’ Annie said. 
   
 Jessie looked up at Annie, irritated. She was about to fling some sarcasm her way when she thought, Alright, Annie. Let’s see how your metaphor transfers to the real world. She held out her hand and Annie grabbed on. Jessie got air between her bum and the ice for a nanosecond before Annie overbalanced and tipped over, twisting at the last minute to smack her bottom on the ice. Jessie’s bum hit the ground with fresh pain, but she didn’t mind. Because she had the higher ground. She grinned over at Annie. ‘I was given to understand that if I fall, someone was going to pull me up? Was that not the plan?’ 
   
 Annie shot her a look as she sat up. 
   
 ‘Because in terms of a metaphor, this is a very sad outcome. Does this mean group therapy doesn’t really work?’ 
   
 ‘Stop it, would you? I banged my coccyx’ Annie complained. 
   
 Jessie shut up quickly and then happened to glance up. ‘Wha…?’ she exclaimed as she caught sight of a minor miracle. Annie looked up too and they both watched in astonishment as Joel, skating by himself on the far side of the rink, performed a perfect pirouette lasting for at least eight revolutions.  
   
 Jessie got to her feet and hoisted Annie up by the hand, without incident. They stood and watched the young virtuoso at work. ‘Did you know he could do that?’ Jessie asked from the corner of her mouth. 
   
 ‘I wasn’t even sure he knew how to walk upright’ Annie replied. 
   
 Callum scratched by, taking the smallest steps, very uncomfortable on the ice. ‘Fuck sakes’ he swore. 
   
 ‘There’s kids about, Callum’ Annie told him as he scooted by. 
   
 ‘Don’t talk to me about kids’ Callum grumbled. ‘They get those little penguin aid thingies to lean on. I don’t see why I can’t have one.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe they’d give you one if you ask?’ Annie suggested. 
   
 ‘That’s what I’m saying. I asked and they said no. Self-important tosspots! I’ve got a gammy knee!’ he called over his shoulder, now past them. 
   
 Marion suddenly clomped over to Callum, matching his slow speed. ‘Have you seen those penguins?’ she asked. ‘I was thinking I might like to-’ 
   
 ‘Marion, do not get me started!’ Callum replied touchily.  
   
 Once they were gone, Annie said, ‘You know what? These boots were the right size after all.’ 
   
 ‘What if they weren’t though? Say they were too small or too big?’ Jessie asked as they began to slice along the ice. 
   
  ‘I could break my ankle.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah but I mean, really. What’s the worst that could happen. The real worst.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t know’ Annie frowned. 
   
 ‘Seriously? You’ve been in therapy for a year and you don’t know what’s at the back of your problem?’ 
   
 Annie sighed. ‘Hey, let’s save the confrontation for the group.’ 
   
 ‘This is group’ Jessie pointed out. ‘We’re all here. The rink is a circle. It just so happens to be on the cold side. Other than that…’ 
   
 ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re quite a smart arse?’ Annie asked boldly. She quickly regretted it. She didn’t usually just say what was on her mind like that. She worried it would upset people. 
   
 But Jessie took no offence whatsoever, so it seemed. ‘People tell me little else’ she said. ‘My mother used to call me ‘My Little Know-It-All.’ 
   
 Annie half smiled. ‘What’s your mother like?’ 
   
 ‘Oh my God, seriously?’ Jessie said, coming to a hard break. 
   
 ‘What?’ Annie asked, all wide-eyed innocence. 
   
 ‘You’re gonna hit me with that one?’ 
   
 ‘You just said this was a session. That’s the ultimate question.’ 
   
 Jessie’s mother was a useless woman with no idea how to give her daughter even the slightest comfort at the worst moment of her life. Jessie didn’t think there was anything to learn from her. Or if there was, it wasn’t anything Jessie wanted to know. ‘It’s a lazy cliché is what it is’ Jessie informed her.  
   
 Annie kept her eyes on her feet for a moment as she skated backwards, away from Jessie. ‘Maybe we’re all just lazy clichés then.’ 
   
 Jessie got going again, speeding up to catch Annie. ‘That’s what you think?’ 
   
 Annie threw her hands up. ‘God, I don’t know. You can ask Freddie his views, he knows better than me. But there’s something to be said for examining the past to understand the present.’ 
   
 ‘So answer the question’ Jessie said. 
   
 ‘What question?’ 
   
 Jessie raised an eyebrow. Annie rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. It’s not about the choice, it’s about the consequences.’  
   
 ‘What does that mean-’ Jessie started to ask. But Annie turned and gave her a short look. ‘No, that’s enough. I can’t keep doing this.’ 
   
 ‘Doing what?’ Jessie asked, baffled. 
   
 ‘Spilling it all. I mean, I just came out. It’s your turn. I want to hear about you.’ 
   
 Jessie gave a patronising smile, sure she could talk her way out of this quite easily. ‘Look, you know that’s not how it works.’ 
   
 ‘Who says?’ 
   
 ‘I say’ Jessie replied, not enjoying the petulant tone that had crept into her voice. But she meant it. She couldn’t do this on anyone else’s terms but her own. If that was unfair, then so be it. 
   
 But Annie didn’t accept Jessie’s rules. ‘Come on, let’s try your icy circle of truth. Let’s talk about what happened to put you in mandatory grief counselling in the first place.’ 
   
 Jessie considered talking about the accident in the pub. She really did. But she knew this would only be a gateway truth, leading to harder and harder truths. First the accident, then her feelings. Screw that. She began to speed up, racing past Joel, who was holding Toby by the armpits, halfway through his own fall. Jenny and Debbie were nearby, watching the slow-motion car crash in fascination. On Jessie skated.  
   
 ‘Oi!’ called a voice.  
   
 She looked back to see Annie, giving chase. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘I wanna hear about the-’ 
   
 Jessie saw Annie coming, like some serial killer from a slasher wanting something worse than blood, wanting her to open her heart rather than a vein, and she decided there was only one thing for it. She had to do what everyone does in that situation. Run. Or skate pretty fast. 
   
 She got a few seconds of good speed up and she knew she was home free. But she was no Joel and Jessie’s desire to escape Annie’s curiosity outmatched her skill level. And as she leaned forward to allow her body to gain momentum, she began to overbalance. She wasn’t able to correct and a second later, she went flying across the ice, body spread like a star fish, flat on her front.  
   
 She looked up from the ice to see Annie looking down at her. ‘Jessie, are you alright?’ she said, shocked. ‘That looked worse than your first fall.’ 
   
 Jessie let her head flop back, cheek on the ice. ‘Don’t worry about me. Falling is my talent.’ 
   
 Nearby, she heard a kerfuffle and she turned her head to see Marion and Callum, both holding onto penguin aids that were a third of their heights, flying across the ice, laughing their heads off, Callum crying, ‘Go, go, go!’ while ice rink staff chased them, crying, ‘Sir! Madam!’ But they wouldn’t stop. Jessie was just glad someone was having a good time. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie stared into her hot chocolate, its brown whirl hypnotic. She was still a bit shaken from her fall. 
   
 ‘That was extreme’ Annie said, sat across from her in the snack area, drinking coffee. 
   
 ‘I was trying to break a speed record’ Jessie said, taking a sip of her hot chocolate. It was thin, tasteless brown water and only really useful as a warmer for the hands, so she kept a grip on the foul liquid. 
   
 ‘I was just asking a question, was it really worth almost breaking your collarbone not to answer it?’  
   
 ‘Yes’ Jessie answered instantly. And by God, she almost meant it. ‘Why are you doing this? Why can’t you let it go?’ 
   
 ‘Because you haven’t said anything in group. And I think it would help-’ 
   
 ‘Well, that’s not fair. I talked to Marion about dildos and digital penetration if you’ll recall.’ 
   
 ‘You know what I mean’ Annie said, trying not to blush at the memory. 
   
 ‘Matter of fact, I talked about my friend Holly a few weeks ago. You missed it. Because you were…’ 
   
 ‘Having a breakdown?’ Annie supplied. 
   
 ‘Your words.’ 
   
 ‘What about this Holly, anyway?’ Annie asked, not wanting to dwell on her recent bathrobe time. 
   
 ‘Sorry, mate. You snooze you lose. I’m not doing a repeat performance. I was just pissed off, needed a vent.’ 
   
 ‘Then I won’t have long to wait for the next show’ Annie muttered to herself. 
   
 ‘Err, take it easy, would you?’ Jessie replied. 
   
 ‘Sorry’ Annie said, embarrassed. ‘But you felt better for the vent?’ 
   
 Jessie chuckled. ‘If that’s all therapy is, just bitching when someone pisses you off, then you better batten down the hatches. Because that’s easy. I can do that.’ 
   
 ‘Can you?’ Annie asked. ‘Because I don’t know that you could. One rant aside.’ 
   
 Jessie narrowed her eyes. ‘There’s can and there’s won’t. And I probably won’t because I’m not really there’ Jessie told her. ‘I can’t keep explaining this.’ 
   
 ‘I understand it, Jessie, I just don’t agree’ Annie replied mildly. She was rather surprised to be confronting Jessie like this. But Jessie was now the woman who’d come round to her house and offered her own brand of comfort. It changed something. ‘I don’t think you should get to poke your nose into my crushing traumas if you won’t… What did Debbie say? If you’re sat with your trap shut- ’ 
   
 Jessie put down her drink and walked out, just like that.  
   
 Annie sat frozen in pure shock at the turnabout. Callum suddenly came stomping off the ice, accompanied by a staff member, saying, ‘Alright, no need to get heavy, I’m going. Keep your stinking penguin’ and the guy let him go. He spotted Annie and walked over, sitting down in the seat Jessie had just vacated, where he began to take off his skates. He did a double take at Annie’s face. ‘Woah. Are you alright?’  
   
 ‘I don’t know’ Annie said honestly. 
   
 ‘Is this about Jessie? I saw her trying to run away from you. What did you say to her? Were you pushing...’ 
   
 ‘Not really. No’ Annie replied defensively. ‘If anything, she was pushing me…’ 
   
 ‘I dunno, Annie. She’s more delicate than she looks.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, bugger off Callum! At least I’m trying!’ Annie said, aware it was mean, aware it wasn’t Callum she was angry at. But she was sick of lying back and taking everything. She wasn’t just a rug for people to walk over.  
   
 ‘Annie!’ Callum cried, shocked. 
   
 ‘I’m sorry’ Annie said instantly. Apparently her angry flare up was over as quickly as it had started. It was a shame. She had quite liked it. But being rude wasn’t for beginners. It was for pro’s like Jessie, who’d walked out without a thought about how it affected anyone else. 



 Twelve 
   
   
 Jessie spent the next two days on the horns of a dilemma.  
   
 On the one hand, fuck Annie. Seriously, fuck, fuck, fuck her. If she thought she was owed something because she’d spilled a few beans of late, then that was tough shit. Jessie had helped her come out, for the love of Christ! How did that incur a debt on Jessie’s part? 
   
 But on the other hand, Annie had laid down a gauntlet. She’d as good as said that it wasn’t that Jessie wouldn’t speak, it was that she couldn’t. That her emotional lock was so rusted over that you’d never even get a key in there, never mind open it up. And that made Jessie want to prove her wrong.  
   
 However, on a third hand – there was no such thing as a third hand, a foot maybe? - was this simply reverse psychology? Was Annie trying to trick her into doing exactly what she wanted by telling her that she couldn’t? 
   
 Jessie was cynical but she wasn’t really sure Annie had that sort of guile in her. Did she?  
   
 Jessie was stuck. Damned if she did, fucked if she didn’t. It made her furious. It made her want to walk into that room on Saturday and put one of those uncomfortable chairs right through the window and then turn to Annie and say, ‘How’s that for an anger stage?’ and storm right out. 
   
 But she wouldn’t do that. Probably. So she endeavoured to stop thinking about it. She could do what she always did in times like this. Put her head into work. ‘Rick, what you got for me?’ she asked her editor as she hit send on an article.  
   
 ‘You literally just filed one’ Rick replied, glancing up from his email. ‘Take a lunchbreak.’ 
   
 ‘Lunchbreaks are for pussies. Come on, I’m ready. I don’t even mind what it is.’ 
   
 Rick gave a slow smile. ‘Is that right? Because usually you… You know what, you’re on. I got a call earlier about something. I wasn’t sure if we could cover it, but since you’re so keen, you can go look into this and see if there’s a story there.’ 
   
 ‘You got it’ Jessie said, jumping up.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie looked at the broken plant pots. ‘Is that it?’ 
   
 The old man with the beetroot red face - Barry - looked at Jessie in angry shock. ‘What do you mean, is that it? Those little thugs intentionally smashed my garden up!’ 
   
 Jessie looked around the garden that was, aside from the three plant pots, pristine. It was not even close to ‘Smashed up.’ She looked back down at the three plant pots again. ‘It’s not exactly… I mean, it looks like you could save the plants. If you just whipped them into some new pots…’she offered, wondering what the hell Rick was thinking. This cranky sod had called up ranting about the destruction of his garden and an epidemic of vandalism sweeping his area by a gang of ruffians. Rick should have known it was bollocks.  
   
 But then, perhaps he had. Jessie had asked for an assignment, any assignment and this is what he had to hand. So if it wasn’t a story, Jessie only had herself to blame. She’d just have to listen to this daft bastard for a few minutes, pretend to take notes and then leave.  
   
 ‘So when did this happen?’ she asked Barry. 
   
 Barry couldn’t wait to start talking. ‘This morning. I’m lucky they didn’t put my greenhouse window through as well. Maybe they’re saving that for next time. As I said, it’s not the first time.’ 
   
 ‘Have the police been yet?’ Jessie asked and was not surprised when Barry huffed, ‘No. They say it’s not a priority. I suppose I have to be murdered in my bed before they answer my calls!’ 
   
 Jessie raised an eyebrow. ‘It might be a bit hard to get to the phone if you’ve been… Do you have an idea of the culprits?’ 
   
 ‘Yes!’ he said, almost jumping up and down with excitement. ‘They live right next door, the brutes!’ 
   
 ‘Oh?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. Number forty-seven.’ 
   
 Jessie nodded. ‘Perhaps I’ll go round and talk to them, then.’ 
   
 ‘You do that! Although their mother will probably tell you I’m the one in the wrong! Well, if they think they can do all this and I’m gonna give the ball back…’ 
   
 ‘Wait. How old are these people that broke your plants?’ 
   
 ‘The big one’s ten.’ 
   
 Jessie gaped. ‘So what actually happened is that the children next door were playing football and it came over the wall.’ 
   
 Barry went from beetroot to fire engine red and his voice went up several notches, reaching the range of dog whistle. ‘That’s exactly what they want you to think! Just kids!’ he said, pointing to the left wall, the territory of his enemies. ‘They’re vicious little hellions who’ve decided to drive me out of my own home. It’s a disgrace!’ 
   
 Jessie glanced around and spotted the football. She went over and picked it up. ‘This the offending item?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, it is. Feel the weight of it and then try telling me it’s a regulation ball. It’s intended for destruction!’ 
   
 Jessie nodded and said, ‘Sure’ and then tossed the ball over the wall. A little girl’s voice said, ‘Thank you!’ 
   
 ‘You’re welcome!’ Jessie called back. 
   

Barry was apoplectic. ‘What… What…’ 
   
 ‘Barry’ Jessie said. ‘You need to take a fucking chill pill. They’re children. And you’re too old to start a war with some tweens.’ 
   
 ‘I’m going to report you for this!’ Barry cried. 
   
 ‘That’s alright with me’ Jessie said, not enormously sweating the threat. She left by the back gate while Barry raged at her. She worried he might give himself a heart attack. Then again, maybe then someone would pay him the attention he craved. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 In the car on the way back, Jessie laughed to herself. That old fart, getting angry at some kids. What kind of person took out their impotent rage on children? 
   
 It struck her then that it was possible she was that kind of person. The girl bragging up her A-Level results. Jessie had taken something out on her. But Barry was next level, wasn’t he? She’d never be like that. Would she? 
   
 As she pulled up to the office, she wasn’t so sure that she could never be Barry . Because he had forty or so years on her. Which gave her plenty of time to get there. To become a rageful prick lashing out at a world that didn’t listen. Who knew how he’d gotten there? Maybe he’d had a wife too. Maybe she’d died.  
   
 Maybe Jessie was buggered.  
   



 Thirteen 
   
   
 Annie sat waiting for Jessie. Everyone else was present. It was one minute until kick off and people were collecting cups of tea and biscuits and getting cosy in their chairs. But Annie didn’t have tea, nor a biscuit. She was too scared. She’d had a confrontation, her second in as many weeks. The first one had ended with her not able to get out of bed for a week. This one? It wasn’t over. Because she never had to see George again. But Jessie was going to be here for a while. And she was angry. Scratch that, she was always angry. The problem was that she was angry with Annie. She didn’t really know how to handle that. She wasn’t very good at looking into the eyes of people who were mad or disappointed with her.  
   
 Her first thought was not to come today. But she’d missed a session recently and that had become a thing last time, she’d had to answer a lot of questions about the George stuff. She’d had to admit the slump she’d fallen into. Everyone was very sympathetic, and it was all very awkward and embarrassing. So skipping today would draw further questions and Annie didn’t want to keep going around in circles of missing sessions and apologising. It was easier to be here. Just. 
   
 The door slammed open and in blazed Jessie, fire in her eyes. Annie went from nervous to flat out terrified. Jessie sat down without looking at anyone, but Annie wasn’t taking any chances with accidental eye contact. She kept her eyes on the floor.  
   
 Meanwhile, Jessie wasn’t focused on Annie. Sure, this bullshit had started with her. But Jessie was way beyond that now. She was thinking of Barry’s red little face.  
   
 ‘Right, so we don’t appear to have any new faces today so I think perhaps we’ll just start by asking-’ 
   
 ‘I want to go first’ Jessie said quickly, knowing where Freddie was going. 
   
 Freddie did his best not to look surprised but missed it by quite a way. ‘Erm, I think, yes, I’m sure we’d all… I don’t think anyone would mind, would they-’ 
   
 Jessie didn’t wait for protests. She launched in. ‘I ended up here because I gave a stranger stitches. Not intentionally. I was aiming for someone else. But the fact is, I got drunk and I lashed out violently at a stranger, so what does it matter if I hurt the wrong one? I don’t think it mattered. Because - as has been pointed out in this room - I’m angry. I’ve been angry since Lily... I don’t know how to stop. And it could have been anyone that took the brunt, I really didn’t care, as long as I could get it out of me. I wanted to hurt that guy. For me. And I want to do it all the time. Not physically, not usually. Mostly I just want a reason to shout and scream and break things. It could be anything. It could be littering. It could be someone cutting in line at the supermarket. It could be a parking ticket. Doesn’t matter. Because it’s not about them and it never has been. I’m angry at something bigger than any of that stuff. I’m angry that the woman I loved is gone. I’m angry that I’m just supposed to carry on with my life now, as if she never was.’ Jessie took a deep breath and she realised her face was wet. Tears, they were here. She had thought she might have lost the ability and it was a big deal to feel this leak. But Jessie wasn’t done. ‘But mostly, I’m angry at Lily. Because I’ve loved her since I was eighteen and we were supposed to have the rest of our lives together and then she had to go and fall down those fucking stairs and leave me and I know it’s not right to be angry at her and she didn’t mean to do it but it doesn’t matter. I’m furious at her. And that makes me feel guilty, and then I’m angry at myself, and that starts it all up again…’ 
   
 Jessie had to stop. She couldn’t breathe. She toppled off the chair and lay on her side, trying to catch some oxygen that wouldn’t come. She heard chairs pushed back and feet coming toward her and then Freddie’s voice. ‘Everyone stand back.’ He leaned down. ‘It’s alright, Jessie. You’re having a panic attack.’ 
   
 ‘I think I’m dying. I can’t breathe’ Jessie panted, still foetal. 
   
 ‘I’ve seen a lot of these, Jessie. I promise you, this is a panic attack.’ 
   
 Jessie tried to believe Freddie but how could he know how this felt? Her heart was trying to smash its way out of her chest and her lungs were seized up. Her back was drenched in sweat and her ears were ringing some damn big bells. How could this just be a panic attack? 
   
 And then she felt a hand slip its way into hers. ‘You’ll be alright. Just do your best to breathe. It’ll pass’ Annie said softly into her ear.  
   
 ‘Are you sure?’ she gulped, looking up at Annie. Annie looked her squarely in the eye and said, ‘I promise.’ 
   
 This time, Jessie believed it.  
   
 Sometime later, her breathing became less shallow. And then it evened out. Her heart began to slow and she managed to sit up. She looked around. Everyone was watching her. ‘I need everyone to stop staring like that. I’m fine.’ 
   
 Jenny tutted. ‘Yeah, we know. This is the fourth time this year the group has seen a panic attack.’ 
   
 Toby raised his hand. ‘I’ve had one.’ 
   
 ‘Me as well’ Joel admitted. 
   
 ‘Who was the third?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘Who do you think?’ Annie asked with a sad smile. Jessie found herself starting to laugh, embarrassed.  
   
 ‘OK, everyone’ Freddie said to the group. ‘I think it might be a good time to take a break. Jessie, I don’t mind if you want to go home. I will of course sign you off for the hour-’ 
   
 ‘No’ Jessie said firmly, getting back on her seat, her legs like jelly. ‘I’m staying.’   
   
 ‘Are you sure?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ 
   
 She had to. Because she belonged there now. There had been a trial by fire and she had survived it. She’d told the truth and taken the cost and now she was one of them. A fully-fledged member of the Goldcliffe Grief Group. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie walked out at the end of the session exhausted. She said her goodbyes to everyone on the steps and she couldn’t help but note the sea change in their attitudes to her. They were familiar as they said goodbye, downright chummy. 
   
 And then Annie was at her elbow. ‘So I was wrong. That was amazing, Jessie.’ 
   
 Jessie didn’t want the compliment. ‘I was a mess.’ 
   
 ‘Yes. And that takes guts. It took me almost a year to get to that.’ 
   
 ‘You’re acting like I achieved something’ Jessie dismissed. 
   
 Annie wanted to say that she had and that she was impressed by Jessie. But what was the point? If she didn’t want it, she didn’t want it.  
   
 ‘Look, I’m parched’ Jessie said. ‘What’s that place like?’ she said, pointing over the road at a café called The Gingham Kitchen. 
   
 Annie peered over the road. ‘I don’t know.’ 
   
 ‘You wanna go for a cuppa?’ Jessie said, already walking across the road. 
   
 Annie hesitated. She did sort of want to go with Jessie, but that place was unknown and therefore risky. ‘Maybe we should Yelp it first?’  
   
 Jessie was now across the road, her hand on the door. ‘I’m going in. Are you coming or what?’ And she went in without waiting for a response. 
   
 Annie paused, unsure what to do. She could see through the window of the café that Jessie was already ordering. What if the place had salmonella? What if it was a front for a criminal organisation?  What if… 
   
 She saw Jessie walk back, sitting at a table right in the window. She put down two cups and looked out to Annie, still stood on the kerb. She waved her over.  
   
 Annie took a deep breath and walked across the road. 
   
   



 Fourteen 
   
   
 ‘We met when we were eighteen’ Jessie said evenly. It had been ten weeks since the panic attack incident. Jessie was doing better. Not happier, necessarily. Not less sad, even. Not enormously less snippy either. But she felt like she wasn’t alone. And that was alright. Plus, this was a place she could talk about Lily without anyone getting awkward or embarrassed. They wanted to hear about her here. And that felt good. ‘She was gorgeous, inside and out. I saw it straight away.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie frowned in at the dark entrance to the laser quest place. At eighteen years old, she felt too old for this. But it was her sister’s birthday and this was her mother’s design, that Gabby’s entire class be here today. They weren’t really Gabby’s friends, Gabby only had the one friend - Brandon, the second biggest dork in the class next to Gabby - but Gabby’s classmates were freeloaders who were happy to get a day of free laser quest. A gaggle of thirteen-year olds on the verge of puberty, hiding in the dark, pretending to shoot each other. If Jessie had been asked to design her own personal nightmare, she could have done no better. 
   
 ‘Get in, would you’ her mother said, carrying a tray of sandwiches past her, into the building. They were all going to play for a while and then there was a party set up in the back room. Jessie followed her mother in, trying not to do the big sighs or eyerolls that she was famous for. It was just an afternoon and besides, she was out for good in two weeks. Off to uni to study journalism. She couldn’t wait to get away from home. A bigger city, a bigger life. 
   
 Until then, she was shooting thirteen-year olds in the face in the service of Dora Downes’s desire for Gabby to have more friends. So be it. 
   
 Inside, they gave her the chest pack and the gun and in she went, following a couple of cackling, acne covered boys. And then she was in a smoky dark maze area, jungle sounds playing on tape, disorientated and already bored. She got shot right away, by Brandon. He looked shocked to have gotten someone. Not that Jessie minded. ‘Good one, Brandon’ she said and gave the kid a high five. She went out to wait the fifteen minutes until the next game. 
   
 In the waiting area, she took off her chest pack and sat quietly, listening to the chaos in the game room. She tried to remember the last time she’d giggled and squealed like that. She couldn’t. Matter of fact, she hadn’t laughed much at all lately. Because she’d gotten dumped by her kind-of-secret-but-not-really girlfriend, Chelsea. They’d met through friends and fallen into an on again off again thing for about a year now. But then Jessie had decided that if they were both leaving town for new cities, she wanted to firm it up with her, try long distance. But Chelsea hadn’t wanted that, not at all. Apparently, what Chelsea wanted was ‘A clean break’. Jessie was pretty sure that clean break was code for shagging a lot of girls at her new uni. 
   
 Jessie was miserable. Her first and only girlfriend had dumped her. And she couldn’t say anything because no one knew. Chelsea was officially the ‘Friend’ she kept taking up to her bedroom. Her mother said nothing and that had been just fine with Jessie, she’d had better things to think about. But now, she wished she’d said something. Because she had a secret broken heart and she couldn’t even talk about it. She was pretty sure she’d never meet anyone again like Chelsea, who was cute and played the saxophone and smelled like cinnamon. Nope, she’d never love again. 
   
 The door to the party room flew open and Dora flung her head out, spotting Jessie. ‘Oh, you got shot. Good. I need a hand.’ 
   
 Jessie got up and trudged her morose little bottom into a room that was laden with cakes and fizzy drinks and sausage rolls. She picked one up and it was quickly slapped out of her hand. ‘For later! Now divide up the sandwiches, would you?’ 
   
 Jessie began to divvy them up into piles, marking them with small flags. Egg, tuna, potted meat. Jessie tried not to gip at that last one. But the tuna… Dora wouldn’t miss one, would she? She glanced over to see her mother stacking paper cups by the 7-Up and she quickly shoved a sarnie into her mouth.  
   
 And it was at that moment that she looked over to the serving hatch in the wall to see a girl in a staff t-shirt with a name tag that read Lily. She was absolutely and without a shadow of a doubt the most gorgeous girl Jessie Downes had ever clapped eyes on. She was petite, maybe not even five foot, with honey coloured hair in a loose clip and big amber eyes, a shade of pigment Jessie didn’t even know a person could have. She was besotted immediately. If anyone had asked her right then, Jessie couldn’t have picked Chelsea out of a line-up. 
   
 The girl, Lily, happened to glance up too and her eyes fell upon Jessie, who still had a mouth full of sandwich that was refusing to break down. She smiled. Jessie chewed. And then Lily walked away from the hatch window. Jessie didn’t know what to do. But she knew she had to do something. 
   
 Later, after the laser questers had knackered themselves out, they all piled into the room and descended on the food. Dora was collapsed in a chair, watching the kids suck the food up like vacuum cleaners. Jessie had a plate full of food, which she was eating in a contemplative manner. She was wondering if she’d ever see the girl in the hatch window again. She’d not made a reappearance yet. Maybe she never would. That was too disappointing a thought for Jessie to bare. Because she was fairly certain she’d just experienced love at first sight. What good was that if you never saw them again? It was plain cruel of the universe to put a girl like that in Jessie’s sightline and then fling her out to God knows where.  
   
 Jessie decided not to rely any further on the universe and its machinations. She had to find out where that hatch went and then get back there, to the staff bit. But how the hell would that work? There was no door in this particular room that would let her in and short of jumping through the hole, she couldn’t get in from here. 
   
 She said to her mother, ‘I need to wee’ and Dora nodded. Jessie slipped out, headed down the corridor until she hit a door that said STAFF ONLY. She went in. And ran straight into a beefcake with the name, ‘Clint’ on his chest. ‘Hey, you’re not supposed to be back here.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, sorry’ Jessie said, an excuse at the ready. ‘I thought this was the toilet.’ 
   
 ‘No, you didn’t’ Clint replied easily. ‘It’s a restricted area and the signage couldn’t be more obvious.’ 
   
 Jessie shrugged. ‘Fine. I was… I was looking for someone.’ 
   
 Clint narrowed his eyes. ‘Who?’ 
   
 ‘Her name’s Lily.’ 
   
 ‘How do you know my sister?’ Clint asked. 
   
 Really? Jessie couldn’t find Lily but she’d run into her massive brother? ‘I don’t. I… I just needed someone to come and mop up pee. One of the kids had an accident.’ 
   
 Clint grabbed a mop and bucket and thrust it into Jessie’s hands. ‘Your party, your problem.’ 
   
 Jessie nodded and walked out with the bucket. She left them by the door and walked off. She had hoped for divine providence to reunite her with that beautiful girl. But divine providence had decided to be a bit of a cunt today so that was that. She’d probably never see her again. 
   
 Jessie went back into the party room where the kids were finishing up and already demanding to be let back into the laser quest maze for more shooting. ‘Jessie, take them in, would you? I’ve got to tidy up’ Dora instructed. 
   
 Jessie herded the kids out like a morose sheepdog, back to the holding area. They all queued up to get their chest packs back on and who happened to be handing them out and giving safety instructions? It was Lily, in the flesh. 
   
 Jessie got in the queue, suddenly nervous. It had all been seemed so easy when she’d been hunting Lily down. All she had to do was find her and the rest would fall into place. But now she was really about to speak to this mythical girl and it was much less simple. What could she say? 
   
 But Lily had the first word. ‘Oh, I’m going to need a large’ she said at the sight of Jessie. And then she blushed and said, ‘It’s only large because you’re not a little kid. I didn’t mean…’ 
   
 Jessie laughed, not minding. ‘It’s alright.’ 
   
 Lily picked up a chest pack and handed it over. ‘You know how to use that?’ 
   
 ‘I certainly do. Would you mind helping me tighten the thing at the back?’ Jessie asked and was surprised to hear her own voice and what it was doing. She was being smooth and confident!  
   
 Funnily enough, Lily seemed a little nervous and she started tightening Jessie’s straps up with no degree of competency whatsoever. First way too tight, then far too loose. ‘Sorry’ she said again and again as she pulled the strap in and out. There was a lot of pink appearing in her cheeks.  
   
 Jessie was shocked. Lily seemed, dare she say, flustered by her? ‘It’s ok’ Jessie said, getting ahold of the strap to help. ‘I’ve got it.’ And then they brushed hands accidently and Lily whipped hers back. ‘Oh’ she cried, as though electrocuted. 
   
 Clint came in. ‘In you all get!’ he yelled, and everyone went in. Jessie went to the door and then turned with her gun, pointing it at Lily. Lily put her hands up and Jessie made a pow noise. Lily clutched her heart. Jessie walked into the maze, thinking, Man, that was so lame. And so lovely.

   
   
 *** 
   
   
 After the party was over and all kids had been collected, Jessie was helping Dora pack up when Lily poked her head into the room. ‘Need a hand?’ Jessie smiled and nodded and Lily grabbed an empty sandwich tray, carrying it back out, following Jessie.  
   
 ‘So Clint’s your brother?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘Yeah. He owns this place. A gym, too.’ 
   
 ‘And he gave you a job?’ 
   
 ‘More like begged me. I hate this place. Kids keep throwing up on me. But I’m leaving soon, anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Uni? 
   
 ‘Yeah.’ 
   
 ‘Me too. South.’ 
   
 ‘I’m going North.’ 
   
 Jessie put the tray in the back. ‘So I guess there’s not much point asking if you wanted to do… Something… Sometime.’ 
   
 Lily looked down shyly. And then right back at Jessie. ‘There’s still two weeks.’  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie lay on her side, looking at the girl in the bed next to her. Lily. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Jessie had never been sure about the concept of ‘The One’ but Lily made her wonder if there might be something in it after all. Which was terrible. Because she and Lily were going in different directions in a few days. And as Chelsea had recently pointed out, long distance didn’t work. Jessie wondered why the hell she’d gone and done this to herself. To get dumped because she was going to uni and then to find another girl and fall arse over tit for her, only to have it die by the same sword of long distance? It made no sense.  
   
 But Jessie knew she wouldn’t have gone back in time and stopped it if she could have done. She liked Lily so very, very much. And it wasn’t just her looks. She was kind and vulnerable and honest. All the things Jessie struggled with. Now it all seemed so easy. Jessie could talk to Lily in a way she’d never talked to anyone before. It felt alright to be weak with her, to let go of her hard shell for once. Jessie hadn’t known how heavy that armour was until she was allowed to put it down.  
   
 And now she had to put it back on again. It made her want to cry. 
   
 ‘So when do you go?’ she asked Lily, trying to sound very casual. 
   
 ‘Tuesday. Clint’s got a van so he’s taking me. You’re going Monday night?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah’ Jessie said, pressing her face into Lily’s neck, holding her naked body from behind. ‘I guess this is it then? I suppose you’ll find some girl at uni and she’ll sweep you off your feet and that’ll be that.’ 
   
 Lily didn’t say anything for a while and then she said softly, ‘Jessie?’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Jessie answered, not wanting to hear what Lily was going to say if it was going to hurt. Couldn’t they just stay in this moment a little bit longer? 
   
 ‘What if… What if we tried… Do you think…’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Jessie asked, her nonchalance slipping, hope blossoming. 
   
 ‘I don’t want this to end’ Lily said plainly, sadly.  
   
 ‘Me neither’ Jessie replied quickly. Lily felt the same. She wanted to try. Jessie had never been so happy. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 ‘And then what happened?’ Debbie asked, hanging on every word. 
   
 ‘Well, we tried it. Long distance’ Jessie explained and then added quietly, ‘And after three months, we split up.’ 
   
 ‘What?!’ shrieked Marion. ‘All that and you didn’t even make it past three months!’ 
   
 ‘God, Marion’ Debbie said. ‘That’s obviously not the end of the story, is it? Or she wouldn’t be here, would she? So shut up and let her tell it.’ 
   
 Marion thought about it. ‘Oh. Yes.’ 
   
 ‘Go on, tell us more about this split’ Jenny demanded. Jessie could see everyone wanted to hear. Although Annie didn’t look so… She was looking at her hands. Weird. Because Annie had been asking her to dig from the start. And now she was doing it, and Annie looked bored. 
   
 ‘Well, the thing was, we were eighteen and we’d only had two weeks together and then we both left home, made a lot of new friends, had all this course work to do and scheduling a weekend to visit was tougher than it looked. And we’d miss each other’s calls and you know… Life.’ 
   
 Everyone nodded. They all knew what a bitch life was. 
   
 ‘But after the first year, we both came home for the summer. And we decided to hang out. And it started up straight away, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Like no time had passed. There was just something there we couldn’t fight. But we knew what was going to happen when we went back again. Two more years of uni, we weren’t stupid. So we made an agreement. We weren’t going to try and be a couple, not while we were at opposite ends of the country. But we said that when it was done, we’d come back home and if nothing had changed, we were going to give it a real shot.’ 
   
 ‘Two years?’ Joel quizzed. ‘Lot can happen in two years. Last two years, I’ve been through, like…’ he did some quick sums. ‘…Nine and a half girls.’ 
   
 ‘What’s the half?’ Callum asked. 
   
 ‘There was a handie that I can’t properly count. I don’t want go into it’ Joel said quickly. 
   
 Callum nodded, as though he understood perfectly.  
   
 Jessie smiled. ‘Then none of those girls are a ‘Lily’. But when you find her, no other girl will be able to touch her. So yeah, I had my fun at uni. But it didn’t matter. When it was over, I was glad. Lily was all I wanted.’ 
   
 ‘So then what happened?’ Jenny asked, leaning in. 
   
 ‘We got back together. Moved in practically the second we could, to a shitty little bedsit. I thought I was definitely going to fuck it up in such close quarters. That Lily would finally have enough time to get sick of me. And maybe she did sometimes, but she never said so. And the years went by. And when we could get married, we did. Small ceremony, handful of people. No family, they just ruin things’ Jessie scowled. ‘And then we bought a house together.’ Jessie shrugged. ‘It was good. No, it was better than that. It was what I chose.’ 
   
 ‘You were happy?’ Toby asked. 
   
 ‘Sometimes. I mean, you can’t be happy all the time, can you? I’d rather say that I was content. Safe. Or so I thought. ‘Cos then…’ Jessie finished there. Everyone knew what she meant. 
   
 Jenny crossed her legs. ‘The people that are gone always seem like the better ones, don’t you think? It’s very easy to romanticise-’ 
   
 ‘No, seriously’ Jessie said, cutting her off. ‘She was the good one. I’m pretty sure even my mum preferred her to me.’ 
   
 Everyone laughed. And then Freddie put his serious face on. ‘It’s easy to make a joke, Jessie, but…’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, yeah, Freddie. Keep your wig on. I’ll be a miserable cow in a minute, don’t worry.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t necessarily want that, Jessie. I’m just trying to say…’ and then Freddie went on to talk about how humour can be used as a shield in the same way as anger and blah blah blah. Jessie wanted to tell him to blow it out of his arse, she was doing her best. But she didn’t. She just listened. And when he was done, she said carefully, ‘I’ll think about that.’ 
   
 Freddie smiled upon her and then turned to Debbie, saying, ‘Did you want to tell us more about Brett’s ear infection?’ Debbie did indeed. 
   
 Jessie glanced back at Annie as Debbie talked and she’d stopped looking at her hands. In fact, she was giving Jessie a discreet thumbs up. Jessie wasn’t sure at first whether to feel patronised by it. But Annie was pleased with her and it was somehow hard to resent that.  
   



 Fifteen 
   
   
 As it turned out, The Gingham Kitchen wasn’t very good. The waitress had a habit of spilling drinks on you and the cafe needed a coat of paint. Actually, it needed burning down and rebuilding, knackered out as it was.  
   
 But for some reason, Jessie and Annie had begun to drift over there after every group to dissect the events of the morning. It had become a mainstay of the week. Group and then greasy spoon. Jessie supposed that somehow, they were friends now. She was pleased, if surprised.  
   
 ‘So he wants it back, the tight git?’ Jessie was asking. 
   
 ‘I didn’t really want it anyway’ Annie replied. She’d gotten a short text that morning from George, demanding his ring back. ‘I’m never going to wear it again.’ 
   
 ‘Is it worth anything? Because I think you should sell it. Buy something you actually want with the cash.’ 
   
 ‘I can’t do that!’ Annie exclaimed. ‘That’s like… Fraud!’ 
   
 ‘How can it be fraud if he gave it to you freely?’ Jessie asked with a raised eyebrow. 
   
 ‘Maybe it’s not fraud, exactly. But there’s an etiquette. I read about it. If someone gives you a ring and then you call off the engagement, you’re supposed to give it back.’ 
   
 ‘That might be true but so what?’ 
   
 ‘But…’ 
   
 ‘But fuck him. I mean, not butt fuck him’ Jessie clarified, laughing. As ever, whenever anything sexual came up, Annie blushed. Jessie decided to change track. ‘You know, if you’re set on returning the ring…’ A smile curled up on her lips, slow and wicked. 
   
 ‘You look like a Disney villain right now’ Annie told her. ‘What are you thinking?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie and Annie stood behind the wall, Annie with her back pressed right up against it, tossing tiny glances around the corner. Jessie thought they needed to play it cool if they wanted to get away with this, but Annie was a cat on a hot tin roof. She was not cut out for a life of crime. She wasn’t cut out for a life of small misdemeanours, either, which was what this was. 
   
 ‘OK, you got the ring?’ Jessie asked, looking into her paper bag.  
   
 ‘Yes’ Annie said, holding the ring in her sweaty palm. ‘But I’ve been thinking about this and I’m not sure if it’s a good idea. I think I got a bit swept up.’ 
   
 Jessie tutted. ‘Alright.’ 
   
 Annie blinked. ‘What, you don’t mind if we don’t do it?’ 
   
 ‘It’s only fun if you want to do it’ Jessie assured her. ‘No point otherwise.’ 
   
 Annie considered it. The pressure to go ahead with this silly prank was now off. She could just pop the ring through George’s letterbox and walk away. But then she imagined his smug face when he got back what was undoubtedly an expensive piece of jewellery. But it had cost Annie a lot more than he’d paid. She’d lost a year for that thing. 
   
 ‘Alright, hold that bag open’ Annie said. 
   
 ‘You sure?’ Jessie checked.  
   
 ‘Yes. You’re right. Fuck him’ Annie said. 
   
 ‘Alright, potty mouth’ Jessie said and opened up her bag, containing a large amount of dog poop, acquired from a nearby park where a very non-civically minded owner of a dog with a bad diet had failed to scoop. Annie dropped the ring in. ‘So we’re actually going to set it on fire?’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I’ve seen it on TV. We leave it on the doorstep and ring the bell and when he comes out, he sees it on fire and he stamps on it to put it out, getting shit all over his shoe.’ 
   
 ‘But won’t the ring get damaged?’ 
   
 ‘I don’t think so. Not if he’s quick.’ 
   
 ‘How will he know it’s in there? I mean, the point is to return the ring and if he thinks it’s just a bag of flaming dog crap, he might just throw it away-’ 
   
 Jessie looked into the bag and tutted. Annie had a point. ‘So it’s not a perfect plan. But the ring’s in there now and I’m not fishing it out. If you want to get it out-’  
   
 Annie sighed. This had sounded amusing when Jessie had first thought of it. But as with most things, it had now turned into a chore, the forever choice of To Do or Not to Do rearing it’s ugly head. ‘Oh, God, Jessie!’ Annie wailed. ‘So now we have a poop covered ring and I’ve got to clean it off! I thought this was supposed to be fun!’ 
   
 ‘Look, I think we should do the plan as intended and if the ring is fucked up or thrown out, then tough shit. Alright?’ 
   
 ‘But what if he tells people about this?’ Annie asked, starting to see how wrong this might go. 
   
 ‘Is he friends with your friends?’ 
   
 ‘Not really.’ 
   
 ‘And he doesn’t work where you work.’ 
   
 ‘I guess.’ 
   
 ‘Then what’s the-’ 
   
 ‘What if he puts it on the internet? I could end up a meme!’ Annie abruptly cried with horror. 
   
 Jessie sighed. ‘Is this one of those moments where a decision seems hard?’ 
   
 ‘Yes.’ 
   
 ‘Then you’re not making it. I am’ Jessie said and marched around the corner with the bag. Annie hissed, ‘No, don’t’ but Jessie was out of earshot. 
   
 Jessie went up to the steps of number seventy-two and plonked down the bag. She then took out a box of matches and lit the bag. And then she hit the buzzer and walked across the road to wait behind a dirty Renault.  
   
 A minute passed, and no one came out. The bag was starting to scorch the porch. Jessie worried the house was going to catch. With a moan of anguish, Jessie ran back across the road, emptied out her handbag on the ground and threw the bag over the fire, extinguishing it. 
   
 And then the door opened.  
   
 Jessie shook her head and looked at the man in the glasses, handsome in a prissy way, as she gathered her things up from the ground and stuffed them into her pockets. The bag that was ruined, she was leaving it where it lay. ‘What took you so long?’ she demanded.  
   
 ‘I… What?’ George asked. ‘What are you doing?’ he said, looking at the smoking heap on his step.   
   
 ‘I’m from Deliveroo. You ordered a flaming bag of dogshit?’ 
   
 George didn’t know how to respond. Annie suddenly appeared beside Jessie. ‘This has gotten out of hand. Your ring is in the charred paper bag. Goodbye.’ She pulled Jessie down off the step by the arm, who went willingly. There was no further fun to be had here. 
   
 ‘Annie! What the hell!’ George demanded.  
   
 Annie turned. ‘I’m sorry. This was stupid. Goodbye George.’ 
   
 George stepped down off the porch into the street. ‘You must have been very hurt to have done this.’ 
   
 Annie kept walking. Jessie was silent now, which was a small mercy. 
   
 ‘I still love you!’ George called. ‘We can still figure this out!’ 
   
 Annie was shocked. After the things they’d said to each other, why would he want her back? Well, it didn’t matter. She would rather have poked herself in the eye with a hot needle than go back to him, back to the dark little closet she’d shut herself up in. ‘No we can’t. Because you’re a creep and… and… I’m a lesbian!’ she finished. Well, that’s that, she thought. I’ve done it. 
   
 But George was smiling. ‘Annie. Annie, Annie, Annie….’ 
   
 For a moment, Annie believed George was going to say that on some level, he’d always known. But what came out of his mouth was pretty far from that. ‘Don’t be silly. Of course you’re not a lesbian’ he said, as though she were a child who’d claimed to be a fire engine.  
   
 Annie’s eyes grew wide and round. ‘Err… Yes, I am, as a matter of fact.’ 
   
 ‘She is, mate’ Jessie added. 
   
 ‘Look, I don’t know who you are but this is between me and my fiancée’ George said dismissively to Jessie.  
   
 Annie was filled with fury. How dare he call her his fiancée, after everything? She could have murdered him where he stood. But what she did instead was say, ‘Actually, it’s everything to do with her. She’s my girlfriend.’ 
   
 Jessie was caught off guard by that, but she knew what Annie was doing and she was happy to roll with the punches. What could it hurt to take that fake title for a minute? ‘Yeah’ she said. ‘Totally.’ 
   
 But George wasn’t buying it. ‘You’re trying to tell me you’ve had sex with this person?’ 
   
 Jessie decided to answer that. ‘Oh, man, has she ever!’ Jessie said. 
   
 ‘Yeah’ Annie added hesitantly. ‘I know all the… Tricks.’ 
   
 ‘She does this thing with a wet wipe and a Kinder Surprise that you would not believe’ Jessie told George. But he was still shaking his head. ‘Annie, can you stop this now? Just come in and we can talk-’ 
   
 But Annie had reached her limit on talking to George. And her reaction to George’s dismissal of what was only a half-lie was to turn to Jessie, grab her by the face, pull her in and lay a brief yet tender smacker on her.  
   
 George cried out, ‘Annie!’ in pure horror. Annie released Jessie from the kiss and turned back to him. ‘I think we can consider that an end to the subject’ and she spun on her heel and walked off, getting in the passenger side of Jessie’s car. The other side opened, and Jessie got in, slammed the door, and started the car. 
   
 Annie, high moments ago from her victory, began to come down to earth as Jessie drove off, a little fast. ‘Err… Jessie?’ Jessie didn’t reply and Annie was now starting to realise what she’d done. ‘Should I not have done that?’ 
   
 Jessie breathed out through her nose and said nothing. 
   
 Annie watched Jessie for minutes, hoping to get some reaction. But Jessie wasn’t talking.  
   
 Ten minutes later, she dropped Annie off in front of her house and gestured at the door. Annie went to say something and decided against it. Instead, she got out of the car and leaned down to the window. ‘Bye-’  
   
 Jessie put the car in gear and drove off before she could finish her one syllable sentence. Annie watched her go and she was certain she’d just made a real mistake. All this time of worrying about decisions and people telling her ‘Annie! Just choose!’ And she had. A split-second impulse that she’d gone ahead and run with. And it might have just cost her a new friend. Annie liked Jessie, very much. She liked how little Jessie cared what people thought of her, the way she just said things and took the consequences. She liked how secretly kind she was. She’d hoped they could know each other for a long time. But one tense car ride and that was that.  
   
 The other thing was, she’d just had her first kiss with a woman. Two seconds of lip-time, not very long. But it was enough to know she’d never kiss male lips again. It was not a surprise to find out. But she’d picked a specific set of lips for her first time and that was where the surprises had started. Kissing that particular set of lips had made her feel…Things. Things maybe she’d been feeling for a while, maybe since the day Jessie had come round to her house and pulled her out of the deep hole she’d been stuck in.  
   
 But the kiss was unlikely to be repeated. Jessie was a fresh widow, her wife not a year gone. She wasn’t looking to start dating, that had been obvious. And she’d never said anything to Annie to make her think she could ever look at her that way anyway.  
   
 So it was not the start of something romantic with Jessie. In fact, it was the close of a friendship. And it was all her own fault. She went in the house. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie was driving way too fast. Her mind was racing. Annie had kissed her. Maybe it was just for show but Annie had kissed her. It was the first pair of lips to touch her own since Lily. And she didn’t ask for it, didn’t give permission, never gave Annie any indication that it would be alright to do something like that. She was angry, upset. And guilty. Because that small kiss, so quick, almost nothing, she’d liked it. A lot.  
   
 Had she always felt like this about Annie? It was hard to say. Things had been so raw when they’d met, Annie could have been a lime green alien with one eye and Jessie wouldn’t have noticed. 
   
 But that was months ago. Now they’d touched lips and she felt alive to certain physical facts of Annie. Those deep dimples set in her peaches and cream complexion. Her bright, honey brown eyes. Her thick mane of dark blonde hair, cut in a sharp bob to show her delicate neck. Had Jessie seen all that before today? It was hard to say. But she saw it now. 
   
 And there was more to Annie than looks. She was gracious and kind and sometimes that meant she got stepped on, but Jessie didn’t see that as a failing. Annie took those feet on her back because she was tough, because she was able to bear them. Jessie didn’t know if that was something Annie understood about herself, but Jessie saw it. Plain as day. Annie had a strength that Jessie thought was boundless.  
   
 But so what? So what if Annie was good looking and unassumingly sexy and Jessie was comfortable with her? So damn what?! Did any of that have to mean anything? Annie was her friend. You were supposed to like your friends. You were not supposed to lay your lips on them. And Jessie wanted Annie to know that.  
   
 A roundabout came up and Jessie took it all the way around and went back the way she’d come. She parked up in front of Annie’s. It hadn’t been ten minutes since she’d left her on the kerb. She walked up the path and banged on the door. It opened and Annie’s surprised face appeared. ‘Jessie!’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t say you could kiss me, did I?’ Jessie said, right off the bat. 
   
 Annie looked frightened. ‘No. I’m sorry.’ 
   
 ‘Are you?’ Jessie demanded. 
   
 ‘Yes’ Annie said loudly. 
   
 ‘Why?’ 
   
 ‘Because it upset you, I think.’ 
   
 ‘Be more specific’ Jessie snapped. 
   
 Annie was perplexed. Jessie seemed angry, as ever. But she also seemed upset. ‘I don’t know what you’re asking.’ 
   
 ‘Did you do it just for George? As a fuck-you to him?’ 
   
 Annie couldn’t seem to find the answer to that. She wasn’t at all prepared for this, for Jessie to show up asking uncomfortable questions. It was all a bit much. ‘I don’t know’ was all Annie could say. 
   
 ‘Well, you should know! You do a thing like that, you’d better know if you mean it or not.’ 
   
 ‘What if I did?’ Annie asked, her head light. What was happening? 
   
 ‘No. Don’t do that’ Jessie said with a shake of her head. 
   
 ‘Do what?’ Annie asked nervously.  
   
 ‘The ‘What if’ game. It’s the equivalent of a journalist saying, ‘A source said’ so they can say whatever they like without getting in trouble. Don’t say ‘A source said’. Say it for yourself’ Jessie told her.  
   
 ‘Jessie, do you want to come in?’ Annie asked, not sure how to keep having this conversation. She’d never talked to someone like this. Even that time with George had not felt so thick with emotion.   
   
 ‘No. I want to stand out here with these ugly gnomes until you tell me what that was about’ Jessie said plainly. 
   
 ‘Alright… Just… I need a second’ Annie pleaded, overwhelmed.  
   
 ‘Then take it. I’m not going anywhere’ Jessie said, throwing her palms up. 
   
 Annie took the deepest breath of her life and started to speak. ‘Alright, fine, I’ll say it. I thought I was doing it to stick it to George. In the moment. But now I’m thinking it was just an excuse to do something I wanted to do for myself. Because I know that you… You loved one person and you still love her and I don’t want to be jealous. But sometimes I am. Because the way you talk about her… Sometimes, I just…. God, this is awful. It’s just awful. You’re grieving and I’m a mess. I’m sorry, Jessie. I’m sorry. I kissed you and I meant it and I couldn’t be sorrier.’ Annie stopped talking and looked down at the floor, trying to breathe.  
   
 Two feet stepped into her line of vision. Jessie was inches in front of her. Annie didn’t look up. She felt Jessie push her gently into the house and heard her close the door and still she didn’t look up. And then Jessie said, ‘Come on. We’re going upstairs.’ Annie looked up at last, shocked. Jessie wanted her too. Moreover, she was going to do something about it. She felt Jessie take her by the hand and lead her upstairs. She thought she’d die of fright. 
   
 But in the bedroom, it was much easier. She closed her eyes and was kissed and undressed. And it was her choice to allow those things, but she barely needed to make it. It was all she wanted. To let Jessie make love to her.  



 Sixteen 
   
   
 Jessie awoke, confused. A bedside clock to her side said it was two-forty-five in the morning. This wasn’t her bed. She looked across and there was Annie. Naked. Sleeping the sleep of the content.  
   
 Jessie was not content. She was freaking the fuck out. She’d had sex with someone. She’d thought that might never happen again. And here she was, not even a year gone by and she’d done it. It was the most terrible betrayal she could have committed. She’d cheated on her wife. It didn’t matter if she was dead. Lily was still the woman she’d made vows to. A fall down a set of stairs didn’t change that.  
   
 Jessie sat up in the bed, horrified. For a moment, she thought she might have another panic attack. But time passed and she felt alright. She was disappointed. A panic attack seemed like a good punishment for her transgressions. But her body wouldn’t punish her, nor did the God’s strike her with lightning. Jessie realised she’d have to sort out her own castigation. She got up, put on her clothes and left. Annie never stirred. 
   
 What had felt alright a few hours ago, felt natural - dare she say felt very good - now, in the wee hours, was nothing short of a crime. But she wasn’t angry with her accomplice. Poor Annie’s psyche was as smashed to bits as her own. You couldn’t blame her for wanting a bit of comfort. You could blame yourself, though. That was easy.   
   
 Out in the street, she walked to her car and got in and drove away. She knew this was going to hurt Annie. But she couldn’t stay. She’d let herself get swept up in drama and emotion and done a terrible thing, but it could still be corrected. It started with leaving Annie. What else could she do? Go back to sleep and then wake up in the morning with Annie and have breakfast and be all post-coital and silly and act like it was all fine? Act like she could just move on, transition seamlessly into coupledom with someone else? Anyone with a decent bone in their body knew that it wasn’t supposed to go like that. If someone mattered like Lily had mattered, you didn’t just get over it. If you could treat lovers like buses, jumping from one to the other, it all meant nothing. And Jessie wouldn’t let Lily mean nothing.  
   
 Jessie arrived back at her flat and got straight into the shower. She ran the water very hot and washed Annie off her body. And then she got into her own bed, the one she’d shared with her wife, and she lay there looking at the ceiling until the sun came up. 
   
 By the time the sun was high in the sky, she knew what she had to do. She was going to pretend this had never happened. She was going to act like she and Annie were just platonic buddies. If she did that, there was a small chance she could erase her wrongdoing. And if she didn’t at least try, she’d failed Lily.  
   
 God, how much easier it would have been if they’d drank a bottle of wine or something. It was the go-to excuse for regrettable sexual decisions. She could blame booze and she’d be scot-free. But of all the luck, they’d both been stone cold sober. So this was going to be hard and it was going to hurt. 



 Seventeen 
   
   
 Annie woke up alone. She got up out of bed and went to the window. Jessie’s car was gone. She had left, dined and dashed so to speak. So that was how it was.   
   
 Annie wasn’t surprised, exactly. Although what had happened with Jessie had been rather wonderful in the moment, she hadn’t made any promises, Annie told herself. So it was alright. Or if it wasn’t, it didn’t matter. Because it simply was and there wasn’t much she could do about it. She’d gotten more from Jessie than she would ever have expected. So maybe asking to wake up with her was greedy. Annie didn’t want to ask the universe for too much. Which is to say, asking for what she wanted. Because she’d wanted Jessie to be here today. She’d wanted… Well, lots of things that were clearly not going to happen. 
   
 But if Annie was good at anything, it was finding a bright side. And today’s bright side was that she was no longer a virgin in the way that counted. She’d had a few men in her day but it was nothing like with Jessie. She’d had a real orgasm for a start, more than one. She’d turned in some Oscar worthy performances with George, the kind of character work Meryl Streep would have applauded. But there’d been no need for that with Jessie. Jessie knew her way around a woman. So there was that. Annie had that. 
   
 A text came through and Annie leapt at it. Hey, sorry I left without saying goodbye, I had to be somewhere today. I hope it doesn’t change our friendship. Jessie x

   
 It was a confirmation Annie hardly needed. Jessie was done, over this, whatever it had been, this blip. All Annie could hope was that she meant it about remaining friends. She knew she wasn’t going to get Jessie the way she wanted to. This was as far as she’d ever get. But they’d had something important before the clothes came off. They’d been part of each other’s support system. Annie still needed that. She needed Jessie in her life. So if Jessie wanted to scoot around this aberration, that was alright. Denial was very much a part of the Annie Perkins toolkit and if Jessie wanted to deal with it that way, Annie could certainly lean into that.  
   
 The real test would be on Saturday. Group. Annie would be there and so would Jessie, she was pretty sure of that. And they would sit on either side of that circle and make out like nothing had happened. It was a perfectly serviceable plan as plans went. 
   
 All Annie would have to do is pretend that Jessie hadn’t rocked her world last night. Easy as pie.  
   



 Eighteen 
   
 Group was weird that week.  
   
 Everyone picked up on it. Even Marion. It started when Jessie walked in and said hello to everyone, which did include Annie, but she said it differently to her. More casual. Forced casual.  
   
 And Annie was just as odd. She nodded and said, ‘Hello’ and her voice sounded like it always did. But her eyes were looking past Jessie.  
   
 Although a lot of people noted the strangeness, they might have left it at that. But it continued throughout the session. It was little things. Things like Jessie sneezing and Annie saying, ‘Bless you’ and Jessie replying, ‘Yeah.’ Like that. ‘Yeah.’  
   
 And then, just after Marion had finished talking about how difficult a wake is to plan, because of all the vegans these days, Annie and Jessie began to say something at the same time. Jessie quickly said, ‘After you’ in a hyper- polite tone, which was kind of strange on its own because although Jessie had manners, everyone knew she wasn’t crazy about them. But then Annie replied, ‘No, after you.’ And Jessie said, ‘I insist.’ And then Annie said, ‘You first.’ And Jessie said, ‘Please, go on.’ And Annie replied, ‘No, please, please.’ And Jessie said, ‘I really think you should…’ and Annie said, ‘I think that you…’ until Freddie couldn’t take anymore and said, ‘Jessie. Please speak.’ Jessie blushed a bit and then spoke, talking about how her dog had trashed the food at Lily’s wake, which had led to her thing with her bitch mother. That was all fine. But the blushing? No one had ever seen Jessie blush. It had not seemed within her capabilities to do such a thing. Until today. 
   
 It was five minutes before time when Callum decided to call it out. ‘Hey, what’s up wi’ you two?’ he said, looking between the two women. 
   
 ‘Mmm?’ Jessie asked, like she didn’t really hear. 
   
 But Callum had the bit between his teeth. ‘You two. What’s going on?’ and he looked at Annie, sure she’d be the easier nut to crack. But Annie shrugged. ‘Don’t know what you mean.’ 
   
 Freddie took his glasses off and began to clean them on his jumper. ‘You know, I have to say, I know what Callum means. There does seem to be an atmosphere between the pair of you.’ 
   
 Toby nodded. ‘I was thinking that too.’ 
   
 Jenny and Marion said, ‘Same here’ in unison.  
   
 Debbie, sat next to Jessie, nudged her in the ribs. ‘Yeah, come on. Out with it. We’ve only got five minutes and I want to hear it.’ 
   
 Jessie was sure that all she had to do was run out the clock today and everyone would forget by next week. ‘I really don’t know what everyone’s talking about.’ 
   
 Joel, sat next to Annie, looked between the two woman and his eyes began to swivel in concentration. His beautiful mind processed the problems for a few seconds before he cried out, ‘Oh my God! They fucked!’ 
   
 Marion clutched her bosom, horrified. ‘Joel! Language!’ 
   
 ‘Alright, made love, whatever. But I know the signs. These two have shagged, I’m telling you.’ 
   
 Everyone looked from Joel to Annie to Jessie, checking for confirmation. Jessie could have styled it out, she was fairly certain. If Annie hadn’t looked so obviously guilty of the crime of fornication. She might as well have had a scarlet letter pinned to her chest. But Jessie tried to nip this thing in the bud anyway. ‘Can everyone stop acting like we’re in school? No one is K-I-S-S-I-N-G in any trees, alright? Not everything is about sex.’ 
   
 ‘So what is it about?’ Joel demanded. But Jessie wasn’t quick enough to come up with anything and he said, ‘Ha, knew it!’ 
   
 Jenny contributed her own shock. ‘I must say, of all people, you two!’ 
   
 ‘What does that mean?’ Jessie cried, involuntarily. 
   
 ‘So you admit it’ Callum said, pouncing.  
   
 ‘No’ Jessie said quickly but she knew it was pointless. She was caught out. Still, she was prepared to go down fighting. ‘Shut up, would you?’  
   
 That was tantamount to a confession. The circle descended immediately into inappropriate questions. ‘When?’ cried Debbie. ‘How long’s it been going on?’ Toby asked. ‘You together for real or is it just a good workout?’ Callum asked. 
   
 ‘I just said we didn’t? Can’t you just believe me?’ Jessie replied to the whole pack of them. She received a series of replies that let her know that no, they could not do that because she was obviously lying through her teeth.  
   
 Annie let out a pained moan and cast her eyes to the ceiling, wanting to vanish. This was her nightmare. First she’d gotten humped and dumped by Jessie and now everyone was talking about it.  
   
 ‘Annie’ Jenny said, finishing her earlier thought, ‘I must say I’m shocked. I know you told us you’re a…’ her voice dropped to a whisper, ‘Lesbian.’ Her voice rose back up again, the unpleasant word now dealt with. ‘But I would never have thought you would have ended up with Jessie of all people.’ 
   
 Jessie raised an eyebrow. ‘And what exactly is so wrong with me?’ 
   
 ‘Jessie, no offence, but you’re just a bit… Uncouth. And Annie is a well brought up girl. That’s all.’ 
   
  ‘Who could possibly take offence at that?’ Jessie asked acerbically.  
   
 ‘I’m glad you understand’ Jenny said, pleased. Jessie’s mouth tightened but she said nothing. She wouldn’t give the woman the satisfaction.  
   
 But Annie was less understanding. ‘That’s a horrible thing to say’ she heard herself spit. ‘Jessie’s… I wouldn’t be ashamed about… If that had happened. Which it did not.’ 
   
 Jenny pursed her lips. ‘Perhaps you should be.’ 
   
 ‘And maybe you should shut your mouth’ Jessie not quite shouted, the anger she’d shoved aside earlier re-appearing. Jenny was trying to shame Annie. Jessie couldn’t have that.  
   
 ‘Right, I think everyone should perhaps take a breath’ Freddie said and the room went quiet. ‘Actually’ Freddie said, ‘That’s the end of the session.’ 
   
 Jessie blew out a relieved sigh and jumped up. She went straight to Freddie, her sheet at the ready. ‘John Hancock, please.’ Freddie dashed his chicken scratch across the page and Jessie took the sheet back, following everyone out of the room.  
   
 In the hall, she turned. Annie was behind her. She stopped and faced her, the first time they’d really had eye contact all day. ‘I’m sorry that happened.’ 
   
 ‘Yes. I know you are’ Annie replied, sorrow at the back of her tone.  
   
 ‘I didn’t mean…’ Jessie started and then stopped. She tried again. ‘I didn’t mean like that.’ 
   
 ‘You did’ Annie said and walked off. Jessie thought about following her. But then she realised that everyone in the group was standing at the bottom of the corridor watching the exchange. She decided they’d had enough free entertainment for one day. She turned and went out the back entrance. 



 Nineteen 
   
   
 Two days after the group had aired her dirty laundry, Annie was still embarrassed. Not because - as Jenny had tried to imply - there had been anything wrong with sleeping with Jessie, in and of herself. In fact, Annie thought Jenny had it the wrong way around. Annie had been the one punching above her weight class. Jessie was a heavyweight, sexually speaking. Annie was a feather weight, and binge watching The L Word would not change that. Annie wasn’t even at season four yet. She was rather worried about the direction Jenny Schecter was going in, but she had her fingers crossed that she could still turn it around.  
   
 No, the real reason for Annie’s embarrassment was that everyone knew her business, and despite the fact that it was a therapy group and everyone knew everyone’s business as a matter of course, she didn’t like it. This felt more personal. Whatever she said in that room, it had nothing to do with anyone in there. They were outside of her life. That wasn’t true anymore. Jessie was a member of the group and Annie had made her part of her own issues. Because Jessie was now her first. And it had gone badly. And she couldn’t talk about it in the group. It just couldn’t work. Jessie would hear everything, probably have her own take on it. And you couldn’t take group therapy and pivot it into couples counselling. It was too weird.  
   
 Was she going to have to find a new group now? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Later that day, Jessie sat at home, thinking about Annie. She was thinking that she’d handled this very badly. There was only one thing for it. She was going to have to double-down. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 She called Annie from the car. She didn’t answer for many rings and Jessie thought perhaps she might not pick up at all. But eventually, answer she did. ‘Hi’ Annie said, sounding surprised. 
   
 ‘Yeah, I know. You didn’t think I’d call.’ 
   
 There was a pause. ‘No.’ 
   
 ‘But I meant what I said. We’re friends. I’m not gonna let… We should keep being friends. To that end, I’ve got a suggestion. Are you dressed right now?’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Annie asked sharply.  
   
 Jessie shook her head at herself. ‘I mean, are you able to go out?’ 
   
 ‘I suppose’ Annie said with hesitation. 
   
 ‘Right. I’m on my way over. I’ll honk the horn when I’m out front.’ 
   
 ‘Jessie, what are you…’ 
   
 ‘Don’t ask any questions, OK?’ Jessie said, trying to sound strong but aware there was an unpleasant pleading quality in her voice. ‘Just… Just, please, get in the car.’ 
   
 Annie sighed. ‘Alright.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie and Annie were driving in silence. Annie wasn’t sure why she’d gone along with this, except that Jessie had made it clear that she was trying to fix something. Annie wanted to give her the chance to do so. If what had happened was never going to happen again, if this was the best deal she could get, she would take it. 
   
 They pulled up in front of a place called Milkshake. Annie was horrified. ‘I know this place. It’s a lesbian bar!’ 
   
 ‘Yep. You been in?’ 
   
 ‘No’ she said emphatically. ‘Not a chance.’ 
   
 ‘Cool. Let’s break your cherry then.’ Annie looked at Jessie. ‘You know what I mean’ Jessie said quickly. 
   
 ‘I don’t want to go in there right now’ Annie said, looking like a cornered animal.  
   
 ‘Look. You’re single now. You’ve been waiting your whole life to be out and dating, haven’t you?’ 
   
 Annie didn’t answer. But it was true. 
   
 ‘So why wait any longer?’ 
   
 ‘Maybe you’re right. But I’m just not sure it’s the right time at this very… Right now.’ Annie said. This was too fast. She needed time to prepare. She couldn’t just jump from what had happened with Jessie to… This.  
   
 Jessie could see the indecision, and she decided to push on through it. Annie needed this, whether she wanted it or not. And maybe Jessie did too. ‘Annie, if you don’t do this tonight, here’s what’ll happen. You’ll get a dating app. You’ll swipe left on a lot of women and right on a few. And they’ll swipe right on you, because… Well, because you’re easy on the eye.’ 
   
 Annie giggled nervously. ‘I don’t know about that-’ 
   
 ‘But then you know what’ll happen?’ Jessie asked. ‘You’ll chat with a few people and you’ll talk about meeting up but you’ll keep finding reasons you can’t actually meet anyone. On the slim chance there’s someone decent on your app, you’ll miss them. Because you’re shy. And that’s alright. Really. Not everyone has to be full of bluster. But that’s why I’m doing this now. I’m throwing you in the deep end. I’m going to make you talk to some real-life lesbos and once it’s done, there’s nothing to fear. Maybe you’ll even get some numbers from some nice women. You never know.’ 
   
 ‘That’s not fair, I’m not some terrified wallflower. I’ve met a lesbian. I know you. And we’re… Friends. Right?’ 
   
 ‘You met me in group therapy and… Look, I just think this will be good for you. And I’ll be by your side.’ 
   
 Annie frowned. ‘Why are you doing this?’ 
   
 ‘I’m being helpful. Every freshly minted homosexual needs a helping hand finding their way.’ 
   
 ‘You’re assuming I can’t find women for myself? Why?’ 
   
 ‘I’m not assuming. I’m just trying to jump start you. A woman like you, stuck in the closet for that long, I’m just concerned…’ 
   
 Annie groaned and Jessie stopped talking. Annie was getting fed up with this superior, been-there-done-that thing. On top of that, she suspected it wasn’t the truth. But she was honestly tired of talking about it. ‘It’s just a bar. I can go into a bar.’ 
   
 ‘Then go into that bar’ Jessie said. ‘Drink one drink. See what happens.’ 
   
 Jessie was pushing this, and she was pushing it hard. Annie wondered if she should call bullshit, here and now. But it was easier to climb out of the car and go into Milkshake than have a real talk about what had happened. So she went ahead and got out, heading for the bar at a brisk pace. Jessie actually had to jog to keep up with her, which was rather satisfying for Annie. Jessie had thought of her as a socially awkward introvert and maybe she was. But the desire to prove Jessie wrong was giving her an energy and bravery she didn’t know was there. Or maybe it was actually about bringing something to a head between them, but Annie didn’t have room for that in her brain right now. She practically slammed into Milkshake like a cowboy throwing open the swinging doors, ready for a confrontation with their nemesis. In Annie’s case, her nemesis was living her life as an out person. So would she start a gunfight? Or get a number? She didn’t know. But Jessie wasn’t going to get to leave this bar as gayer-than-thou as she’d walked into it, Annie was sure of that.  
   
 ‘Two, er, two beers please. No, vodkas. No, sorry, beers’ Annie stuttered to the woman behind the bar. Not a great start but the beers appeared, and she was here. Jessie stood beside her and took a beer. Annie turned with her own drink, regarding the place. It was small, busy. There was a woman behind some record decks, bobbing to her set, wearing sunglasses indoors and sporting an asymmetrical haircut, boyishly cute. Annie took a moment to wonder if she could approach a woman like that and she knew she couldn’t. Because that woman wasn’t her cup of tea. She’d always liked women that looked, well, if she was honest, a lot like Jessie. Jessie was in fact, the absolute apex of her type. She could have been a composite, built from parts of every woman she’d ever obsessed over. Those stormy blue eyes, that deep, confident voice, those sharp cheekbones. And she was all curves, top to bottom. Jessie was gorgeous.  
   
 But that was a no go. So Annie kept looking around the bar. And then she saw someone. She was a tall woman, dressed in grey, legs for days. The room was centred around her and she seemed to know it. Jessie saw Annie notice the woman and said quietly, ‘We have a winner.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘You like her, don’t you?’ 
   
 ‘I have no idea. I’ve never met her.’ 
   
 ‘Come on’ Jessie said cynically. ‘You know what I’m talking about. She’s flicked your switch. She’s floating your boat. She’s rocking your clock.’ 
   
 ‘Stop that’ Annie said, nervously. She didn’t want Legs to overhear.  
   
 ‘Go and talk to her’ Jessie suggested, unbothered by Annie’s attempts to hush her. Annie laughed out loud at the very idea. 
   
 ‘For God’s sakes, just take a sip of bravery juice and get over there-’ Jessie coached. 
   
 ‘Jessie, don’t make me say it’ Annie said softly.  
   
 ‘Say what?’ 
   
 Annie looked into her bottle and muttered, ‘She’s out of my league.’ 
   
 Jessie gave Annie a long, considering look. ‘You believe that, don’t you?’ 
   
 Annie shrugged. ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ 
   
 ‘If you took one proper look around this room, it would be very obvious why you don’t need to think it.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not following’ Annie frowned. 
   
 ‘While you were checking your woman out, a lot of women have been checking you out.’ 
   
 Annie gave Jessie the driest, most disbelieving look anyone had ever given her. ‘Behave yourself, would you?’ 
   
 Jessie sighed and put her beer down. ‘OK, I want you to do me a favour. I want you to look, without looking, from the corner of your eye, at that table to your left.’ 
   
 ‘How do you look without looking?’ 
   
 ‘Figure it out’ Jessie snapped.  
   
 So Annie tried it. She looked without looking. She was surprised how much she could see. And what she caught was two women, talking to each other while looking in her direction. In fact, it was quite clear they were discussing her. 
   
 ‘OK, I see them talking about me’ Annie told Jessie. Jessie looked a bit too pleased with herself, so Annie added ‘But they could be saying anything. They could be saying the opposite of what you’re trying to make out. They could be throwing shade, as the kids say.’ 
   
 ‘That’s true’ Jessie said. ‘Wait here.’ 
   
 ‘What, no, don’t-’ Annie said but Jessie was gone. She walked over to the women, one of whom was not un-cute, and talked to them. Annie couldn’t hear what she said but she didn’t need to. Jessie pointed to her and the two-women looked over and one of them giggled and gave a caught-out look. She waved. Annie waved back and then turned quickly back to the bar, mortified.  
   
 Jessie came back a moment later. ‘Yeah, one of them was thinking about coming over. I told her to let you lead. So if you don’t wanna talk to her, don’t. But she’s an option. Very much so.’ 
   
 Annie looked uncertain. ‘How on earth could you have known that?’ 
   
 ‘I’m a bloody journalist. I’m not terrible at it either. I can read people’ Jessie told her. ‘And I’ve been reading the vibes since we got here. There’s three women in here that everyone who’s single has got their eye on. There’s your one’ Jessie said, pointing at Legs. ‘And there’s you.’ 
   
 ‘Who’s the third?’ Annie asked. 
   
 ‘Mmm? Oh. That’s me’ Jessie said, without pride or embarrassment.  
   
 Annie laughed. ‘Humility, thy name is Jessie.’ 
   
 Jessie shrugged. ‘I say what I see. But you know what? You and Legs are joint first. I’m a very lagging second. So enjoy that.’ 
   
 Annie raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re trying to say people fancy me more than they fancy you?’ 
   
 ‘That’s correct. I mean, it could be because I’ve been in here before’ Jessie hypothesised. ‘Not a lot, because I wasn’t looking’ Jessie said, briefly sad before shaking it off.  ‘But I’ve been seen around. Whereas you, you’re fresh meat. Gives you an advantage. So it could be that’ she sighed, bored. ‘Or maybe they just think you’re hotter.’  
   
 Annie tried to fit that idea into her head. She was hot. To women.  
   
 The thing was, she’d always had the attention of men. It had become a given. But she didn’t really think that made her special because men liked everyone, didn’t they? If you were there and you had a vagina, you were in with them. Not all – of course - but a lot of men, it had to be said, were not that fussy. 
   
 Women, though… Women never looked at Annie that way. They never flirted with her. Every woman she’d ever had a crush on had looked at her like she was a sexless object. Like a painting of a nature scene hanging on the wall. Pleasant to see, but you wouldn’t think of screwing it. So Annie had assumed she wasn’t someone who could get a woman’s eye.  
   
 Unless… Was it possible that women flirted differently? Because Jessie had just pointed out a woman, within a three-metre radius, who was into her. And if she hadn’t told her, Annie wouldn’t have known. Were women simply more covert about it? Was it conceivable, just slightly, that she, Annie Perkins was, in fact, ‘Hot?’ 
   
 ‘Right, you gonna talk to her then?’ Jessie asked, tilting her beer in the direction of Legs. 
   
 ‘I don’t think I’m ready for that’ Annie said, turning back to Jessie. 
   
 ‘Well, you better get ready. I think she’s coming over.’ 
   
 Annie made a ‘Buh…’ noise and spun in shock and there she was. Legs. ‘Hi.’ 
   
 ‘Hello’ Annie said, trying not to run in the opposite direction. 
   
 ‘I hate to do this’ Legs said, ‘But I thought I saw you looking at me…’ 
   
 Annie felt fear flood her system. She’d been caught, probably using Jessie’s system of peripheral scope. Was Legs here to tell her to stop being a creep?  
   
 ‘…I wondered if you might let me buy you a drink?’ Legs finished. 
   
 Annie looked over at Jessie, as though she was her mum and she was asking her what to do. It didn’t feel far from the truth. Jessie was the Elder Lesbian, after all. Annie had only just poked her head out of the closet and had a quick look around, but in the main, she felt like a fraud.  
   
 ‘For God’s sakes, say yes, would you’ Jessie muttered in her ear. 
   
 Annie turned back to Legs. ‘Yes?’ she said, aware it sounded weird. 
   
 Legs checked out the bottle in Annie’s hand and said, ‘Another one of those?’ 
   
 Annie nodded. Legs ordered the drink. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie was in the toilet. She’d left Annie and Sam (Legs’ real name) to it. Annie seemed to be doing alright so she was giving them a little private time to do whatever people did at this stage of flirtation. It had been so long for Jessie that she wouldn’t really know about the dating habits of the modern lesbian. Because despite the fact she’d led the charge today, she didn’t know that much. Although it was true that she was pretty good at reading people, she hadn’t dated in two decades.  
   
 But Annie needed a push. Or rather, Jessie had needed to push her. Because she knew what she’d done. She’d been Annie’s first. And she didn’t want Annie to waste any more time on her than was strictly necessary, so the only thing to do was get her out there - where the non-broken women were - to discover the world she’d kept herself out of for far too long. Because maybe Jessie was doing this to alleviate herself of some guilt, but that wasn’t all this was about. Annie deserved to feel appreciated and wanted. She was helping Annie. And one day, Annie would thank her. 
   
 And then she walked out and saw Annie kissing Sam and she wanted to be sick.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Annie was indeed kissing Sam. But her heart wasn’t really in it. Sam had leaned in and Annie had let it happen. But as they locked lips, she didn’t feel much of anything beside physical pressure. It wasn’t a whole lot better than kissing George. Well, perhaps that was taking it a bit far. Still, it was a bit dull.  
   
 Annie broke the kiss and said, ‘Well!’ and Sam smiled at her. ‘To think, I wasn’t going to come out tonight.’ 
   
 ‘Ha!’ Annie said awkwardly and then spotted Jessie over Sam’s shoulder. She waved at her, glad to see her. If Jessie came back, Sam wouldn’t try to kiss her again.  
   
 Jessie wandered over, not exactly hurrying. ‘Hey’ Annie said in greeting, trying to give her some sort of signal with her eyes. Something to indicate that she wanted Jessie to make an excuse about why they needed to leave right now. But Jessie said, ‘I think I’m gonna get going’, necked the end of her drink and walked off with a quick ‘See ya’, leaving Annie with Sam. 
   
 Sam smiled, apparently pleased to get Annie one-on-one. ‘Just me and you now.’ 
   
 Annie panicked. ‘I guess so… Oh, wait. Jessie’s got my keys!’ she said and began to back away from Sam, headed for the exit. 
   
 Sam was confused. ‘What keys?’ 
   
 ‘My house keys’ Annie replied, still moon-walking. 
   
 Sam raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? Why?’ 
   
 ‘Because…. Because… Because I tend to lose things when I drink’ she said, halfway across the bar by now. ‘So she’s my designated… Thing… Holder… Honestly, I keep getting robbed, you can’t imagine. But I have your number and I’ll…’ By now she was at the door and she walked out without finishing any kind of real promise. 
   
 She ran across the road to where Jessie had parked. Her engine was on and she was about to pull out. Annie practically threw herself across Jessie’s bonnet. ‘Woah’ Jessie exclaimed and took her foot quickly off the accelerator. ‘Annie?’ 
   
 Annie ran around the car and got in the passenger’s side. ‘I can’t believe you were just going to leave me like that!’  
   
 Jessie was astonished. ‘I thought I was doing you a favour. I thought you and Sam…’ 
   
 Annie shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’ 
   
 Jessie frowned. ‘But you were kissing her.’ 
   
 ‘She was kissing me, if you want to get technical.’ 
   
 ‘I see’ Jessie said, not seeing anything. 
   
 ‘Anyway, can I go home now?’ Annie implored. 
   
 Jessie blinked. ‘You weren’t having a good time?’ 
   
 ‘It was fine. But I think that sort of thing is best in small doses’ Annie explained. She didn’t want to hurt Jessie’s feelings but the whole evening, while yielding some interesting results, had not been a riot. Sam had been nice enough and extremely attractive. But Annie had felt no spark with her. ‘Anyway, can you take me home? Or are you going to make me bungee jump or something now?’ 
   
 Jessie laughed. ‘If you’ve had enough, you’ve had enough.’ 
   
 Annie nodded and buckled herself in. 
   
 Jessie drove off. She kept feeling like she wanted to smile but she reigned it in. She’d thought Annie had met someone, but apparently not. But why was that good? It wasn’t good, she told herself. It wasn’t. ‘So what was the problem, anyway?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘With what?’ Annie asked, confused. 
   
 ‘Sam, you lunatic. She was into you. You could have been making the beast with two backs with her tonight.’ 
   
 Annie tried to think what the problem was. ‘She was alright, she was just a bit… You know what it was, actually? It came up, about my parents. And she said ‘Everything happens for a reason.’ 
   
 Jessie nearly crashed the car in shock. ‘She did not!’ 
   
 ‘Honestly.’ 
   
 ‘Fuck me’ Jessie said, pulling out into the main road. ‘Where do people come up with this shit?’ 
   
 ‘I know. Like someone at work once said that my mother’s death was a blessing. ‘At least she’s not suffering.’ I think that’s a terrible thing to say. A blessing is not getting cancer in the first place, not a swift death.’ 
   
 Jessie glanced across. ‘My mother actually said, ‘You’re still young. You can marry again.’ She said that a month after Lily died.’ 
   
 Annie was horrified. ‘God almighty, that’s awful.’ 
   
 ‘Isn’t it? I think she meant it to be comforting, but that’s never been what you call a strength of my mother’s.’ 
   
 ‘I guess people are just trying to think of something nice to say. But it’s hard because, what the hell kind of a crazy thing is that to happen to someone? To die? I mean, I know it’s happened to everyone in the history of the world, but still… It’s nonsense, isn’t it? What else can we do but say some silly platitudes.’ 
   
 ‘I guess so’ replied Jessie. ‘But me, I’d rather people just admitted that death is terrible and meaningless than say some dumb shit like, ‘She led a full life.’ It ain’t pretty but at least it’s honest.’ 
   
 ‘To unpretty honesty’ Annie said, laughing lightly. 
   
 ‘To unpretty honesty’ Jessie repeated with a smile. And then she thought, What the hell am I smiling about? We’re talking about the worst things possible. But Annie had a way of doing that. Of lightening her load. That made Jessie sure she’d done the right thing. Cutting things off quickly in the romance department, it was for the best. If Jessie had taken any more steps down that road, she was pretty sure she’d have ruined things for good.   
   
 And as it was, they might just be alright. 



 Twenty 
   
   
 Petey was barking hard from Clint’s window. Jessie smiled at him. ‘Hey boy!’ she called and he went even wilder. Clint came to the door and opened it and Petey ducked between his legs, running out to greet Jessie. She leaned down to him but that was a mistake because he leapt up at her and she went flying over, landing on her back on the path while Petey climbed on top of her and licked her face like she was a giant doggy ice cream. ‘Nice to see you too, Petey’ Jessie said, allowing the tongue bath to continue until Clint pulled Petey away. ‘Calm down, you crazy beast’ he instructed the dog. 
   
 ‘It’s alright. Been a long time since anyone was that pleased to see me, actually’ she told Clint. Clint smiled, in a way that said he understood she wasn’t being too serious but that she also kind of was. 
   
 ‘You wanna take him right now or have a cuppa first?’ Clint asked. Jessie had found herself missing the dog recently and she’d thought she could assuage it with a walk. Clint was more than happy to give her some time with the dog. But Jessie didn’t want Clint to think she didn’t want to see him as well. ‘Yeah, I’ll have a quick cup of tea, if you don’t mind?’ 
   
 Clint led her in.  
   
 In Clint’s black granite kitchen, he filled a fancy looking kettle and flicked it on. Then he turned his big muscly body to her. ‘So….’ he began. ‘How you been?’ 
   
 Jessie hadn’t seen Clint since she’d handed off the dog months ago, despite what they’d said about still being family. ‘I’ve been alright’ Jessie replied automatically.  
   
 ‘Have you?’ Clint pushed. 
   
 ‘Not really. Actually, there was a bit of an incident. I got in some trouble which I won’t go into, but now I have to go to grief counselling.’ 
   
 Clint didn’t look all that surprised. ‘Oh. Good.’ 
   
 ‘Is it?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I’ve found it really useful.’ 
   
 Jessie’s eyes widened. ‘You’re going to grief therapy?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. I lost my sister, you know’ he said dryly. 
   
 ‘I know but…’ she said, and she didn’t know how to finish that sentence in a way that wasn’t offensive because what she wanted to say was that he was a big, macho guy and she wouldn’t have expected him to do something that might make him feel weak. So she just shut her mouth. 
   
 ‘I wasn’t in a good place after Lily. I was drinking too much, letting things slide. Stopped working out even. And then I realised that Lily would have hated for me to go off the deep end like that. So I’ve been talking it out and things are, not better, exactly, but I’m starting to feel like I can keep going.’ 
   
 ‘That’s amazing, Clint’ Jessie said, still somewhat agape.  
   
 ‘But you know what I’m talking about, I’m guessing.’ 
   
 Jessie shrugged. ‘Well, it was court ordered but I guess it’s not that bad. But I still don’t know what it changes. Talking about it doesn’t bring her back.’ 
   
 ‘No. But little by little, it can bring you back. Don’t you think?’ 
   
 Jessie didn’t know what to say to that. The water bubbled and boiled, and the switch flicked off. Clint poured the tea.  
   
 ‘Hey, maybe you should come with us today?’ Jessie suggested. ‘I was going to go to that big park? You know the one in Staffingdon?’ 
   
 Clint nodded, pleased. ‘Yeah. Why not?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The lush park was quiet, empty.  
   
 Jessie and Clint walked by the small stream while Petey ran around like a maniac, looking for squirrels. They didn’t speak, but it was a comfortable silence. Jessie sort of wanted to know more about Clint’s therapy. But she didn’t know how to ask. Was it rude to do so? He’d volunteered the fact he was going, after all. But asking more was prying and therapy could be a funny thing. A very private thing. In the end, Jessie couldn’t think of an opener. She decided to let it pass. 
   
 ‘So were you thinking of doing anything for the twenty-first?’ Clint asked. 
   
 Jessie knew immediately what he meant. It was the first anniversary of Lily’s death, coming up soon. Jessie hadn’t thought to organise anything. The funeral had been hard enough. Sandwiches and poems and pictures for the program. It had almost broken the little bit of her left functioning. So no, she hadn’t arranged anything. ‘Sorry, Clint, I didn’t want to do anything.’ 
   
 ‘You sure? I’m going to the cemetery that day. Just come with me. It doesn’t have to be a big deal.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, I haven’t been to her plot yet. Not since the funeral. I haven’t even seen her stone’ she admitted. She thought Clint would judge her for that. But he just sighed and said, ‘Oh. Well. I guess you don’t have to grieve the same as everyone else.’ 
   
 Jessie thought of the barman and his stitches. ‘You’ve got that right.’ 
   
 ‘Any particular reason you haven’t been, though? 
   
 Jessie shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I just haven’t. I guess I need to do it sometime, but I’m not ready yet.’ 
   
 Clint nodded like she was making sense. But Jessie wasn’t making sense to herself. She couldn’t explain why she hadn’t gone to the grave. But the thought of that place, of Lily in the cold, dark earth, it was too much. Every time she tried to imagine laying flowers on that spot, it brought her out in a cold sweat. 
   
 Petey abruptly squatted into a familiar position, the one Lily said made him look like a huge chicken, and began to lay his little brown egg on the grass. Jessie whipped out a bag and went to collect it. 
   
 ‘Jesus. What the fuck are you feeding this dog?’ Jessie asked, examining Petey’s poop. That made her think of Annie and the thing with the ring. Petey’s poo was not quite a match, it was smaller and darker.  
   
 ‘Just the same stuff you gave him’ Clint said. ‘Why, does it look unhealthy?’ 
   
 ‘I guess shit never looks great’ Jessie said, picking up the pile gingerly. She was still thinking of Annie.  
   
 ‘Hey’ Clint said suddenly. ‘Are you dating again yet?’  
   
 Jessie was shocked, angry. ‘Of course not!’ 
   
 Clint looked surprised. ‘Why not?’ 
   
 ‘What do you mean, ‘Why not?’ she asked hotly. That familiar anger was bubbling away in her veins. She was furious at Clint for even suggesting it. Worse, he was acting like it was no big deal. ‘Lily’s barely been gone a year.’ 
   
 ‘But she is gone’ Clint said gently. ‘Like you said earlier, she’s not coming back.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t give a damn!’ Jessie shouted, and she saw the dog cower. She felt bad about that, but Clint was completely out of order for even suggesting such a thing. Sure, she’d taken comfort in a friend recently, but it wasn’t the same thing as dating. She wasn’t and wouldn’t be doing that anytime soon, if ever. 
   
 Clint looked a bit like the dog now, cowering in spite of his size. ‘I’m just saying, no one would blame you if you wanted to have… I mean, not be alone.’ 
   
 ‘Is that all that matters? That I not be alone?’ Jessie asked, trying to get a hold on herself. But it was difficult. ‘Is it the worst thing in the world for someone not to have another person there twenty-four seven? Are we all so pathetic that we can’t even be on our own for five minutes?’ 
   
 Clint frowned. ‘I didn’t mean that. I know it hasn’t been long and that you love Lily. I know that. But I thought it was possible that you might have met someone. That’s all.’ 
   
 ‘I’m a widow knocking forty, Clint. Who the hell am I going to meet now? I’ve probably met everyone I’m ever going to know.’ 
   
 Clint’s big shoulders dropped. ‘I’ve pissed you off.’ 
   
 Jessie felt like a shit. She sighed and rubbed her temples. The light in the park suddenly felt too bright and she closed her eyes against its harshness. ‘I’m sorry’ she said, eyes still closed. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to me lately. I was never what you’d call cheery but…’  
   
 ‘That’s alright’ Clint said quickly, and then he actually smiled. ‘You can have a go at me, I don’t mind.’ 
   
 ‘You should mind!’ Jessie demanded.  
   
 ‘It’s like I said, we’re still family. It’s what happens.’ 
   
 Jessie tutted but it was hard not to be touched. ‘Alright, fine’ she muttered and then almost whispered, ‘Thanks.’ 
   
 ‘It was kind of nice. Felt like when Lily used to have a go at me.’ 
   
 Jessie looked at Clint. ‘Lily?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. She’d call me a big lug. Sometimes she’d even throw shit.’ 
   
 ‘Lily never went off like that.’ 
   
 ‘Not usually, no. But she had her moments. You must remember that.’ 
   
 Jessie blinked. ‘Yeah. I guess… I suppose so’ she said, remembering back. On occasion, Lily would get the hump with you and days would go by and you’d know something was up. But she wouldn’t admit it. Then she’d go nuclear at some tiny thing and it was over. Vented. Jessie’s temper was quick and Lily’s was slow burn, they’d always joked about that. Funny, that Jessie had forgotten it. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie knelt at Clint’s doorstep to say goodbye to Petey. ‘Oh, you boodiful boy’ she said, in the silly voice she reserved for dogs. ‘You’re a gorgeous, gorgeous… Oh no. Here comes the lipstick’ she said, looking at Petey’s crotch. She stood from the dog and gave him a quick pat.   
   
 Clint shooed the dog inside, saying, ‘Put that away, mister’ and then turned to Jessie. ‘Shall we hug or what?’ 
   
 Jessie stepped forward and put her arms around Clint and he bear-hugged her back. The hug broke and Jessie turned to go. And then Clint, who had been quiet since the park, spoke suddenly. ‘I know it’s easy to forget things. What made someone imperfect. But I think it’s alright to remember all that. It’s part of them. Lily was brilliant, but not perfect. And she loved you.’ Clint took a deep breath and said very seriously. ‘I know that she’d want you to be happy.’ 
   
 She knew that Clint was saying the same thing he’d said earlier but he was trying to come at it more subtly. Jessie took a moment to think about how to react to that. It was the first time she could recall being able to do that, just choose her reaction. She knew she could blow up at him if she wanted. He’d practically given her permission. But she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to feel angry at someone who was trying to be kind. It was no good for Clint to be her punchbag. It wasn’t much better for her either. If she kept it up, she’d stop being able to be any other way with people. ‘Alright, Clint. I’ll bear that in mind.’ 



 Twenty-One 
   
   
 Annie was listening as Callum talked about his dad. He was telling a story from his youth.  
   
 ‘Yeah, so this one time, I went to the cinema and I took this girl. I was a little twat and I wanted to impress her. So I was throwing popcorn off the balcony, at some guy who was about the age I am now. And the guy spotted me and he ran up and we got into a scrap. The police came and everything. Well, my dad came and collected me and I thought he was going to scream at me in front of all the coppers. But he just smiled and said, ‘Boys will be boys’ and took me home’ Callum said with a chuckle. ‘I mean, he gave me the belt when I got home but that was alright, he couldn’t let it fly completely. But he didn’t embarrass me. And I never got to thank him for that-’ 
   
 ‘Sorry’ Freddie broke in, ‘Did you say he hit you with a belt?’ 
   
 Callum chuckled. ‘It wasn’t every day. It was only if I’d really played up’ he explained.  
   
 Before Freddie could say anything more, Joel, normally quiet unless directly called to speak, tutted loudly. Callum turned to him. ‘No, mate. Your generation don’t understand. When I was young, you hit your kids. It was normal.’ 
   
 ‘I’m not questioning that’ Joel said, spreading his legs wide, leaning forward to Callum. ‘And a slap hasn’t gone completely out of fashion, matter of fact. My mum has given me a swift clap on the rare occasion. I’m just saying though, like, a belt?’ 
   
 Callum smiled forgivingly at the boy who couldn’t possibly understand. ‘Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. We got more than a slap in our day.’ 
   
 ‘Alright, fine’ Joel said. ‘We got some people of your gen in here. Who else took a belt to the arse?’ 
   
 Callum looked to Jenny. She shook her head. She looked at Marion and Debbie who respectively replied, ‘No, never that’ and ‘A fuckin’ belt?’ Annie said nothing. She didn’t need to. But she exchanged a look with Jessie, who looked like she felt. Horrified.  
   
 Callum’s smile faded. He looked around the room. ‘But, no…’ 
   
 ‘How many times did he lash you in a sitting?’ Freddie asked, very serious now. The temperature in the room seemed to have dropped several degrees. Annie felt sick to watch what was happening. Callum said, ‘Err… Maybe twenty?’ 
   
 ‘Twenty?!’ Freddie gasped, an unusual break in his composure. And then he got himself together again. ‘And how did that feel afterward?’ 
   
 ‘I couldn’t sit down for a day’ Callum said, not smiling anymore. 
   
 ‘Did you tell anyone?’ Freddie pressed. 
   
 ‘No. He said it was no one else’s business how he punished his son.’ Callum took a deep breath and looked down. ‘Oh Christ’ he muttered. ‘He was really hurting me.’ 
   
 Everyone went quiet. And then Marion, who was never that perceptive, appeared to have some kind of lightbulb moment. ‘Maybe that’s why you didn’t go to see him on his deathbed. Because you were angry with him.’ 
   
 Callum’s eyes swivelled back and forth as he thought about it, looking like a man trying to solve the hardest equation of his life. And then his eyes popped wide and you could practically hear a ping of realisation. ‘Oh my fuck. That’s… You’re right. I did get a chance to make it! I was offered a more expensive flight to get home and I said I couldn’t afford it, though it was only fifty quid more. But it was direct. I would have made it to see him. And I didn’t take it.’ He flopped back in his chair, exhausted from his breakthrough. ‘Oh my God’ he said to himself. ‘Oh my God!’ He looked around the room. ‘I wasn’t a shit son. He was a shit dad.’ 
   
 Freddie smiled with grace upon Callum. ‘Well done, Callum.’ And he started to clap. Everyone joined in. Annie clapped the hardest. She was thrilled for Callum. He didn’t have to keep beating himself up for one mistake anymore. Because it wasn’t a mistake. It was a decision, unconsciously made, intended to serve as a finger up at his abuser. 
   
 Callum smiled, relieved. He was free. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie and Annie sat, as ever, in the café across from the civic centre. Jessie gave a whistle.  
   
 ‘Carrot cake’ Annie said to the waitress. ‘No, biscotti. No… Yes. Biscotti.’ 
   
 ‘And I’ll take the carrot cake’ Jessie added. After the waitress left, Annie asked. ‘Did you order that in case I change my mind?’ 
   
 Jessie winked. Annie grinned and looked away. 
   
 After some companionable silence and the delivery of drinks and snacks, Jessie said, ‘Fucking hell. How nuts was that before?’ 
   
 ‘What, Callum?’ 
   
 Jessie nodded. ‘I mean, he idolised that guy.’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, well, people do that when someone’s gone. Sometimes even when they’re here, out of some kind of, I don’t know, defence mechanism? I guess it’s easier to think you’re the problem than the person who raised you.’ 
   
 ‘I’ve been thinking about that, actually. I mean, not like Callum, that was horrible what happened to him. But maybe I’ve been remembering Lily like she was perfect. And no one’s perfect, are they?’ 
   
 Annie felt a little nervous about discussing Lily with Jessie, especially if it could air to the critical. But Jessie didn’t need any contribution. ‘She had this thing she used to do that drove me crazy. She would fart, which yeah, alright, not great, but everyone drops a minger now and again. But she’d never admit it was her. Even if it was just the two of us in the room’ she said, shaking her head. ‘She’d try and convince me that I’d done it without realising. Two decades we knew each other, and she never once copped to it. Bananas’ Jessie said, laughing now. ‘And she could never admit when she was wrong, either. So stubborn. Even more than me.’ 
   
 Annie smiled. ‘I wish I could have met her.’ 
   
 ‘I think she’d have liked you’ Jessie replied, and she meant it. Lily would have liked Annie. She was sure of it. And suddenly Jessie found there was a tear on her cheek. ‘Oh and now I’m crying?’ she exclaimed. ‘The hell’s that about? I thought this was all supposed to come out in therapy?’ 
   
 ‘It doesn’t always happen in the room’ Annie assured her. ‘Sometimes it just makes you think. And then days go by and poof, it all kicks in. I talked about my parents one Saturday, fine, nothing. And then the next day, I’m on a train, in floods of tears.’ 
   
 Jessie smiled and wiped her cheeks with a napkin. ‘You’re always so nice to me.’ 
   
 ‘Would you rather I wasn’t?’ 
   
 ‘I’m just not sure I deserve it. I haven’t been very nice to people lately. That includes you.’ 
   
 ‘No, no’ Annie started to say and then she paused, ‘Well, maybe a bit.’ 
   
 Jessie nodded and chuckled. ‘Call me on it. Please.’ 
   
 ‘But you’re different now. Do you know that?’ Annie asked. 
   
 Jessie’s brow formed a knot. ‘No. I don’t think so.’ 
   
 ‘When was the last time you flew off the handle?’ Annie asked. 
   
 Jessie thought. ‘Clint, my brother in law. But I didn’t go off completely. And I told him I was sorry.’ 
   
 ‘Because you’re not like you were. First time you walked into that room you were like this tight ball of rage. And I don’t see that now’ Annie said. She found her hand touching Jessie’s. Jessie let it sit there for a moment until Annie decided to take it away. Touching wasn’t good. Not with Jessie. She was trying really hard to be what Jessie needed, which was a friend. And touching made that much harder. 
   
 ‘So what about you, then?’ Jessie said, trying to breathe through the suddenly stiff silence that had befallen them. ‘What about the whole making decisions thing? You gonna have your breakthrough on that any time soon?’ 
   
 Annie looked at Jessie and she thought about saying, ‘Oh, no, I don’t know’, probably blushing. But she had known what it was all about for a long time. She’d just been frightened to say it aloud. Because if she did that? Then she’d have to let it go. And what if she couldn’t do it? What if therapy wasn’t the answer? What if she was simply too broken to ever be fixed? What if she remained this mess forever, too weak to put herself back together? 
   
 But Callum had talked today. And he was lighter. And Jessie, of all the people in the world, was letting something go right in front of her. It was a gift. And when someone gives you a gift, you have to give one back. That’s etiquette. So she talked. 
   
   ‘My mother, she knew about the lump. But she waited to go and get it checked. Her and my dad had a holiday booked and she said, ‘I’ll go when I get back.’ And that fortnight, I don’t know if it mattered or not in the long run but she made that decision and maybe it cost her everything. And then my dad, he crosses the road and he doesn’t look twice, and that little decision kills him too. The both of them. They made mistakes that killed them. And I kept thinking about that after they’d gone. How much power a decision could have, small or big. That’s when I started thinking things like… I could choose the wrong conditioner with some crazy ingredient that no one knows is toxic yet and give myself cancer. That I could go left instead of right and run into some serial killer who decides I’m his next victim. Or what if I put on a pair of shoes with a heel that I don’t know is wobbly and then they break, and I go over and land wrong and break my neck? You see? Infinite choices with infinite terrible outcomes, that’s all I can think about.’ Annie stopped and looked away from Jessie. She didn’t want to see pity. 
   
 But Jessie said, ‘You’re right.’ 
   
 Annie looked up. Was Jessie taking the piss out of her. ‘Eh?’ 
   
 But Jessie was serious. ‘You’re totally right. Any choice can lead to death. It’s true.’ 
   
 ‘I thought you were going to say I was crazy.’ 
   
 Jessie frowned. ‘Your logic is sound, Annie. I mean, maybe grief has caused you to be unusually aware of it. But I can’t argue with you. Everything you’re saying? Hundred percent right’ Jessie shrugged. She looked down at her plate. ‘I mean, I could eat this cake right now and get some lodged in my throat and I would choke to death. Here. Now’ she said, looking down at her cake as though it were a small grenade. 
   
 ‘I’m actually trained on the Heimlich’ Annie said. ‘I can spot you if you like’ she said, smiling. 
   
 Jessie looked relieved. ‘Thank God. Because I really want to finish. It’s not great, but it’s cake, ya know?’ she said and took a large forkful. ‘You want some?’ 
   
 Annie looked at the cake. It looked better than her biscotti. ‘Do you know the Heimlich?’ 
   
 ‘No, sorry’ Jessie apologised. 
   
 Annie bit her lip. ‘Guess I’ll just have to risk it then’ she said and put her fork into the cake, taking a big chunk and eating it. Jessie and Annie chewed in silence, while Annie wondered how hard and how easy it was to talk about this awful thing. This life ruining thing. 
   
 ‘You tried medication?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 ‘I couldn’t. Too scared to take it’ Annie admitted. ‘What if I overdose?’ 
   
 Jessie nodded. And then she got a contemplative look in her eyes. ‘But when you think about it, any choice will lead you to death, won’t it? Even the right one. Because that’s the prize in everyone’s box of cereal, isn’t it? Certain death. So every choice leads you right there.’ 
   
 Annie thought about it. ‘I suppose that’s true.’ 
   
 ‘Did I just make everything worse?’ Jessie asked, her brow furrowed. 
   
 ‘Not at all’ Annie replied. ‘Actually, you make certain death seem kind of comforting’ she said and they both laughed. 
   
 Annie stole another forkful of Jessie’s cake and thought, yeah. After a year of fighting and repressing, it was really as easy as that. She wasn’t ashamed and she wasn’t weak and she wasn’t pathetic. At least, Jessie didn’t seem to think so. And that helped Annie to think so too. And today, just for a moment, that was enough.   



 Twenty-Two 
   
   
 It was movie night. Everyone had gone to Jenny’s and everyone was sort of wishing they hadn’t because she was enforcing coasters with a strictness that would have made Kim Jong Un blink. But it was her pick. And she’d decreed a showing. 
   
 ‘What we watching?’ Joel asked.  
   
 ‘I’m not saying. I’m just going to put it on’ Jenny said. 
   
 ‘It’s not any of the Fast and Furious movies is it?’ Joel pressed. ‘Because I made a promise to a friend that I wouldn’t see any of them without him and he gets well sensitive.’ 
   
 Jessie raised an eyebrow at Joel. ‘You honestly think Jenny is gonna pick a film from a series about car crime? We’re way more likely to end up with some sappy Christian movie, something from the Hallmark channel.’ 
   
 Jenny looked sharply to Jessie. ‘I resent that, Jessie.’ 
   
 Jessie smiled. ‘Then put it in and prove me wrong.’ 
   
 Jenny nodded. ‘I shall, then.’ 
   
 ‘My money’s on Human Centipede’ Toby said quietly, and everyone laughed. Except Jenny. Debbie was the last one laughing and she didn’t seem to mind the look Jenny gave her a bit. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Debbie was crying. Joel was crying. A lot of other people were sniffling. Marion turned to Jenny with a look of deep anger. ‘Why on earth did you pick that film?’ she sniped as the credits rolled.  
   
 Jenny shrugged, chastened. ‘I didn’t know it was going to make you all weepy messes, did I?’ 
   
 ‘Have you seen it before?’ Callum asked, trying to control the hitch in his voice.  
   
 ‘Yes. I thought it was a nice romance’ Jenny argued. 
   
 ‘You thought The Notebook was a nice romance?’ Debbie cried out. ‘Are you a sociopath? It’s completely tragic!’ 
   
 ‘But they work it all out and they end up together’ Jenny argued. 
   
 Annie shook her head. She’d seen the movie before, so she was somewhat inoculated to how sad it was. But she couldn’t believe this was Jenny’s pick, considering the nature of the group. Luckily, no one had lost anyone to dementia. But the film ended in the death of the elderly woman. The wife. And people had lost wives in this room. She glanced across to see how Jessie was handling it. But she looked alright. ‘Hey, you ok?’ 
   
 ‘What? Yeah’ she replied, blinking back her tears, trying to look unbothered. ‘Those two got to have a lifetime together before it all went south, like a married couple is supposed to. Fucking happy movie far as I’m concerned’ she lied, getting herself back together. 
   
 Annie wasn’t sure Jessie really meant that but she clearly didn’t want to admit to crying over the movie, so she looked to Toby. Toby looked a little pink in the cheeks, but Debbie was patting his hand and Annie was glad to see they were comforting each other. Still, Jenny had been playing chicken with some delicate emotions. ‘Jenny, I’ve got to ask, you could have picked anything. Why this one?’ 
   
 ‘It was Mary’s favourite’ she said. And then ran from the room. 
   
 ‘Oh, nice one, Annie!’ Callum said. 
   
 ‘Me?’ Annie said. But she felt bad. She should have thought before she opened her mouth. She’d hadn’t seen the consequences of this particular decision. 
   
 ‘Hey, everyone, chill pill!’ Jessie said. ‘Annie’s not the scapegoat. We were all thoughtless.’ 
   
 ‘Should have known you’d jump to the rescue’ Debbie muttered underneath her breath. 
   
 Jessie rounded on Debbie. ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ 
   
 Debbie didn’t flinch. ‘Oh come on, Jessie. Like you don’t know?’ 
   
 Annie stood up quickly, colour in her cheeks. ‘I’m going to check on Jenny.’ She left the room. Jessie waited until the door closed behind her to continue the row. ‘Oi’ she hissed at Debbie, ‘Pack that in, would you?’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Debbie asked, making her eyes round with feigned innocence. 
   
 ‘Look, we’re… We’re just friends. So don’t dig all that up. It’s embarrassing.’ 
   
 ‘So you admit you two did the nasty?’ Debbie said, thrilled. Everyone leaned in. Jessie looked around her and she couldn’t keep lying anymore. ‘Yeah, fine. Once.’ 
   
 Toby sighed, pulled his wallet out and handed Joel a twenty. Jessie rolled her eyes. ‘Guys! Not fucking cool.’  
   
 Joel shrugged as he put the money in his pocket. ‘Gotta make that paper.’ 
   
 Marion coughed awkwardly, ‘I don’t think we should be talking about this.’ 
   
 Although that was precisely what Jessie had just said, she knew Marion was saying it for quite a different reason and she turned her ire from Debbie, directing it at Marion. ‘Do we need to have our dildo talk again?’ 
   
 Marion pursed her lips. Callum tutted. ‘Come on, Jessie, leave her alone. She’s a different generation, she doesn’t understand-’ 
   
 ‘How dare you!’ Marion exclaimed. ‘I’m only seven years older than you, you cheeky bugger.’ 
   
 Callum goggled. ‘What? I thought you were…’ and he stopped there as Marion glared dangerously at him. Joel put popcorn in his mouth as everyone waited to see how Callum was going to finish his sentence. ‘I thought you were only five years older than me.’ 
   
 Joel leaned over and high-fived Callum, who tried to take it discreetly. ‘You smooth bastard’ Joel laughed.   
   
 Marion was far from assuaged by Callum’s U-turn. ‘Anyway, I wasn’t saying anything like that. I don’t mind about, you know, but I don’t think it’s nice to talk about people when they’re out of the room. That’s not the point of this group.’ 
   
 ‘This isn’t group, though, is it?’ Toby said.  
   
 ‘Well, I get signed off by Freddie for it, so it’s all the same to me’ Jessie declared.  
   
 ‘Crying out loud’ Debbie moaned. ‘Let’s not turn the group into some sort of toxic friendship thing, not like my last one. I can’t get my car repainted again, that was expensive.’ 
   
 Everyone turned. ‘What?’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Annie crept carefully along the corridor. This was her first time at Jenny’s and she didn’t know where she was going, only that she had to find Jenny and make this right.  
   
 She heard voices and she walked to the end of the corridor, taken by surprise when a door opened. A man walked out, a kindly looking guy in granny specs. ‘Ooh, hello’ he said. ‘Are you one of Jenny’s?’ 
   
 ‘Yes. You must be Jonathon?’ Annie guessed. Despite the fact that Jenny was a long-standing member of the group, no one had ever clapped eyes on her husband, Jonathon. Callum sometimes joked that he wasn’t real because who could stay married to someone that judgmental without resorting to murder eventually?  
   
 But here he was, in living colour. ‘That’s me.’  
   
 ‘Erm, I was just looking for Jenny?’  
   
 ‘Oh. She’s in the bedroom. I think she just needs a minute’ Jonathon said and then dropped his voice. ‘It does her so much good, this.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Annie exclaimed, before joining Jonathon in his whisper. ‘But she barely says anything about… About Mary.’ 
   
 Jonathon shook his head. ‘No. But she gets to be amongst people going through the same thing. That’s important. I mean, I try but… It’s hard. We lost the same person. You’d think that would bring us closer, but it didn’t. We could barely look at each other after Mary passed. And then she found you lot and I don’t know, it’s better for her. I think it’s because she gets to see someone else’s grief reflected back without getting it all tangled up with hers. So thank you. It would have killed me to lose both of them. I know Jenny’s not the easiest person, but I need her around.’  
   
 Annie didn’t understand at all. But Jonathon knew his wife and she trusted that if he thought the group did Jenny good, then it did. 
   
 The same door Jonathon had appeared from opened again and Jenny walked out, surprised to see Annie. ‘What are you doing up here?’ 
   
 ‘I just came to see if you were alright’ Annie asked. She turned to see Jonathon had already gone, scuttled off out of the way to allow Jenny her time. 
   
 ‘Don’t be silly. I just needed to check on something’ Jenny said, her face flush. 
   
 ‘Oh, sorry, of course’ Annie apologised. ‘So anyway, I was wondering… What was Mary’s second favourite film?’ 
   
 Jenny smiled. Annie had never seen that before. It was scary. But nice. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jenny and Annie walked back in and everyone stood and started to explain that they hadn’t known, and they were sorry and was there anything they could do? Jenny tutted impatiently and said, ‘Alright, everyone calm down. I don’t need any scenes.’ 
   
 ‘But-’ Callum started, but Annie gave him a look. His voice died in his throat. ‘Sure, yeah.’ 
   
 ‘OK, we’re making this a double bill’ Annie explained to the group. ‘Anyone need to get away?’ No one said yes and Annie finished, ‘Alright, settle in for Dirty Dancing.’  
   
 There was a mixed reaction to that, though it was subtle. Toby and Joel grimaced while Callum looked moderately pleased. Debbie also looked pretty happy while Marion’s mouth turned downward somewhat.  
   
 Jessie was wondering how easy it might be to poison herself. But one look at Annie’s face and she understood. This was Jenny’s choice and therefore, her daughter’s. She slapped her hands together. ‘Right, I think we’re gonna need more popcorn.’ 
   
 ‘There’s more in the cupboard’ Jenny said, going to her DVD shelf.  
   
 ‘I’ll go’ Annie said. 
   
 ‘I’ll help’ Jessie said and followed her. 
   
 A few people started to grin and Jessie shot them all evil looks before she went into the small yet pristine kitchen. Annie opened a few cupboards until she found the microwavable popcorn. She shoved it into the appliance and set it off. ‘This is probably a one-woman job’ Annie said. 
   
 ‘I know’ Jessie replied. ‘I suppose I just wanted to… Debrief.’ 
   
 Annie smiled, confused. ‘Debrief?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah’ Jessie said and blew out a long breath. ‘The thing is, while you were out of the room with Jenny…’ 
   
 ‘Yes?’ 
   
 Jessie scratched her nose and said casually but also very quickly, ‘I sort of told everyone we slept together.’ 
   
  Annie’s mouth fell open. ‘I was only gone five minutes.’ The popcorn began to pop loudly in the microwave, but Annie paid it no heed. ‘I mean, I guess I’m not… It doesn’t really matter to me… I mean, everyone knew anyway.’ 
   
 ‘Debbie was being a pain in the arse and it slipped out’ Jessie explained. 
   
 Annie sighed and shrugged and said, ‘Alright’ and she turned back to the popcorn. Jessie had been expecting more of a reaction. Or was it that she’d wanted one? She wasn’t sure, but she was a little disappointed by the lack of care. It told Jessie that Annie was over it. If she’d ever been under it.  
   
 ‘Hey, does this popcorn sound done to you?’ Annie asked.  
   
 Jessie listened and said, ‘No, needs about another thirty seconds. So you don’t care if people know?’ 
   
 Annie licked her lips nervously. ‘I only lied about it because you did. I thought you were the one that cared if people knew.’ 
   
 ‘I didn’t care if people knew. I mean, I don’t mind. Like, I wouldn’t be embarrassed to admit that’ Jessie babbled. What was she doing? ‘I mean, who would ever feel, I don’t know, ashamed… You’re nothing to be ashamed of, is what I’m saying.’ 
   
 Annie nodded, hoping for a clue on how to proceed. They’d never really talked about this, because that was how Jessie had played things. So why was Jessie the one to bring it up now? It was making Annie feel anxious, nervous.  
   
 But Jessie didn’t notice that. She was looking at Annie and seeing quite the opposite, a cool and collected Annie, while she felt like a crazy mess, prattling about… What? The fact that everyone knew? Or that it had happened in the first place? ‘Look’ she said. ‘I hope you know, it wasn’t… I didn’t want it to not…’ Jessie stopped, in a verbal tangle. ‘I had a good time’ she finished and hated herself immediately. She’d made it sound like some fun but meaningless activity, like they’d gone to a theme park together. And it hadn’t been meaningless, if she was honest with herself. It had been… Sweet. Tender. Lovely. Not to mention, hot. 
   
 But Jessie hadn’t used any of those words. She’d used the words ‘Good time.’ And Annie, whilst agreeing in principal that it had felt very good indeed, could not have used that phrase to describe it, for the same reasons Jessie regretted them. It had felt like more than that at the time. The outcome didn’t change that. And all Annie could do was push down the hurt she felt at Jessie’s words, while Jessie wanted to pull those same words out of the air and swallow them.  
   
 It was around that moment that both women realised just how deep this thing went. 
   
 Ding!  
   
 ‘Oh!’ Annie cried and opened the popcorn to a smoking bag of burnt kernels. ‘It’s ruined.’ 
   
 Jenny suddenly flew in and said, ‘Can I smell burning?’ She went to the microwave and cried, ‘Oh, for heavens sakes. Who burns popcorn?!’ 
   
 Jessie and Annie watched Jenny throw the bag in the sink and run water on it. They didn’t look at each other. They couldn’t.  
   
 Jenny went into the cupboard and found another bag and said, ‘Right. Since you two can’t be trusted, I’ll do this one shall I?’ 



 Twenty-Three 
   
   
 Jessie was all over the place.  
   
 It was a Monday morning and she was sat at her desk, wondering what chaos would befall her next. The day had thus far been a string of accidents. Little ones like spilling coffee on her desk or breaking her bag strap or stubbing her toe on her office chair. She was never usually like this, she couldn’t understand what the hell was wrong with her.  
   
 Worse, Holly had seen it all. She had this very thin smile on her lips while she edited a photo of the police chief speaking at a conference about why his force had fuck-all money. Jessie tried to pretend she hadn’t seen the smile. 
   
 And then Jessie tried to adjust her loose bra strap as discretely as she could in the bustling office. The attempt at discretion was somewhat ruined when her hand slipped, and she slapped herself full in the face.  
   
 The entire office turned to see what had happened and Jessie looked back at them with her red cheek. ‘What? You never seen a bra strap alteration go horribly wrong?’ she asked as nonchalantly as she could manage. Only Holly laughed.  
   
 Jessie wasn’t angry. She’d made a joke and Holly had been amused. Like the old days.  
   
 A while later, Jessie wanted a coffee. She decided to go to the chain place in the lobby rather than the machine in the corner of the office, despite the fact it was free and nearly as good.  
   
 While she was downstairs at the counter, she went to say latte and instead said, ‘Latte and a flat white please.’ The machine didn’t do flat whites and with the drinks in her hands, she could admit to herself that was the real reason she’d come down to the coffee bar. Flat white was Holly’s drink.  
   
 She took the drinks back upstairs and popped one on Holly’s empty desk, sitting back down with her own. She didn’t look as Holly came back from wherever she’d been to find her drink. Just kept working on her story about the rise in muggings in Goldcliffe. Not ground-breaking stuff, it was page three at best, but Jessie was deeply focused on it. In fact, she worked right through lunch.  
   
 And then a sandwich was dropped onto her desk. Tuna. Her favourite. ‘You can’t miss lunch’ Holly said and Jessie looked up at her. ‘Most important meal of the day.’ 
   
 ‘That’s breakfast, dingdong’ Jessie said lightly. 
   
 ‘Yeah, well, they’re all the most important meal of the day. Joint first. All four meals.’ 
   
 ‘Four?’ Jessie said, opening the sandwich and ripping off a chunk. 
   
 ‘I’m counting brunch’ Holly said, sitting back down at her desk.  
   
 Jessie finished the sandwich with deep gratitude. Not for the sandwich itself. Or not exclusively. Holly was being normal with her. And she was being normal with Holly. Was it possible that this might be alright? That they could just roll right over these months of silent resentment? 
   
 Jessie felt sure that they could. And then she decided that wasn’t what she wanted. Not a chance. They were going to talk this fucker out. 
   
 ‘Hey, I need the loo’ Jessie said with a glance to Holly. ‘What about you?’ 
   
 The toilet was right at the other end of the building so Jessie and Holly often made a trip of it together. Though not lately. But Holly said, ‘I guess I could squeeze one out.’ 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie and Holly entered the toilet and both went to a cubicle, not quite ready to get into it. The pee was just a segue, but it eased the situation. They listened to each other’s urine streams, once such a familiar sound. Once they’d both come to a close on the pee-front, Jessie knocked on the adjoining wall. ‘Holly?’ 
   
 ‘Yep?’ 
   
 Jessie paused. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
   
 There was a moment of quiet before Holly said, ‘Me too.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t need to be sorry’ Jessie said. ‘What I did in that bar was on me. I shouldn’t have tried to blame you.’ 
   
 ‘Maybe’ came Holly’s voice through the wall. ‘But you were right what you said about Lily. I’ve been thinking a lot about that lately. I guess I just… I don’t really know how to talk to you about it.’ Holly paused. ‘I do miss her, you know?’ 
   
 Jessie nodded, though Holly couldn’t see it. ‘I know you do.’ 
   
 ‘I don’t want to forget her. She was my friend. Almost as much as you are’ Holly said and Jessie could hear that she was crying. Jessie felt a knot in her throat. She quickly wiped off and opened the door to find Holly had done the same. They went to hug each other and then paused. ‘Should we wash our hands first?’ Jessie said. 
   
 ‘Yeah’ Holly agreed. So they did. And then they hugged. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Later, Jessie and Holly decided to go for after work drinks on the proviso that Jessie stick to the soft stuff and that Terry was most certainly not invited. Nor was anyone else. They wanted to catch up with each other properly. They hadn’t spoken in months, despite sitting a few feet from each other. 
   
 ‘So you’re doing group therapy?’ Holly asked with incredulity. And then she looked guilty. ‘I mean, I’m not… I don’t mean to say you couldn’t…’ 
   
 Jessie shook her head. ‘It’s alright. I find it as weird as you do.’ 
   
 ‘Does it… Does it help?’ Holly asked. 
   
 Jessie was about to make some silly joke but instead she said. ‘I think so.’ 
   
 ‘Actually, it’s obviously working’ Holly noted. 
   
 ‘Is it?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah. You seem like, I dunno, like you again’ Holly explained carefully. ‘What are the people like?’ 
   
 Jessie instantly thought of Annie. And then knocked her drink straight over. ‘Christ’ she yelled, standing up to avoid the liquid seeping onto her jeans. ‘What the hell is up with me today?’ 
   
 ‘That’s what I was going to ask’ Holly said, grabbing a napkin from the bar and mopping up the spill. ‘You’re a bit Keystone Cops today, it has to be said.’ 
   
 ‘I dunno…’ Jessie said as she picked the glass up. But she did know. And the look that flitted across her face as she thought of one particular person was clearly noticeable because Holly said, ‘Hey, hold on.’ 
   
 Jessie kept mopping. ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘Something’s up. What is it?’ 
   
 ‘I told you, I don’t know.’ 
   
 ‘Jessie Laura Downes’ Holly said, putting her hands on her hips while Jessie kept wiping a bone-dry table. ‘What’s going on?’ 
   
 Jessie was in a bind. She didn’t know how to talk about this. She was in a mess, but a different mess than normal. Another layer of extra-special mess. Because this Annie thing was doing her head in. 
   
 She still believed what she’d said from day one. She couldn’t be with her. It was disrespectful to Lily. And even if it wasn’t, it was hazardous to Annie. How could she start something with someone, the way she was now? Grieving and wrecked? Because Annie wasn’t the sort of person you could fling yourself on top of and say ‘Oh well’ if it didn’t work out. Annie was in her own situation. Jessie was pretty sure she couldn’t do anything but pile onto that. So it wasn’t fair. To anyone.  
   
 ‘Hey, Thousand-Yard-Stare!’ Holly said sharply. ‘Are we friends again or not?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah, of course’ Jessie said quickly. 
   
 ‘Then talk to me’ Holly demanded. 
   
 Jessie sat back down with a deep moan. ‘God, I’d forgotten what a nosy cow you are.’ 
   
 Holly wasn’t offended. ‘Hazzard of the job. Now spill.’ 
   
 Jessie felt stupid, but she said it, the words she’d never expected to say. ‘I might have… I might have met someone.’ 
   
 She waited to see the judgment in Holly’s eyes. But Holly clapped her hands together, thrilled. ‘Seriously?’ she cried. 
   
 ‘Don’t be happy for me. It’s indecent’ Jessie chastised.  
   
 ‘Because of Lily?’ Holly said, dropping her tone. 
   
 ‘Yes. Because of Lily. I feel like a shit.’ 
   
 ‘Oh mate’ Holly said sadly. ‘You’re not a shit.’ 
   
 ‘Yes, I am. We were together since I was kid. And she hasn’t been gone a year. I shouldn’t even be thinking about… All that.’ 
   
 ‘This isn’t something you need to feel guilty about. Yes, you loved Lily. And I know you still love her. But that doesn’t mean you have to be alone forever.’ 
   
 ‘But-’ 
   
 ‘Who is this person?’ Holly asked, changing tack. 
   
 ‘Her name’s Annie. I met her in group.’ 
   
 ‘Annie. What’s she like?’ 
   
 ‘She’s going through some stuff too.’ 
   
 ‘But what’s she like?’ Holly pressed. 
   
 ‘Nice. No, better than that. Kind. And stronger than she thinks she is. And easy to talk to. And way too good for me.’ 
   
 Holly tutted and shook her head. ‘Yeah, you’re right. That definitely sounds like someone you need to leave be. I mean, what if she made you happy? We couldn’t have that, could we?’ 
   
 ‘What’s that mean?’ Jessie demanded. 
   
 ‘I don’t mean to be flip about it, Jess, really. But I’ve known you a long time. And I know you’ve decided to be sad for the rest of your life. And I think you think that will prove something.’ 
   
 ‘What am I proving?’ 
   
 ‘That she mattered. And I think you think that if you let yourself be happy again, you’re letting her down. But it’s the opposite. She’d hate this, you know? She’d hate for you to torture yourself like this. Because the way you loved her is the way she loved you, have you thought about that? So imagine it was the other way around. Would you have wanted Lily to be unhappy for the rest of her life if you were gone?’ 
   
 Jessie bit her cheek and shook her head. ‘No. No I wouldn’t.’ 
   
 Holly let that sink in for a moment while she sipped her drink. And Jessie did the sinking. Was it true? Would Lily have wanted her to be happy again? Of course she would have. So why had Jessie fought against that truth? Was it possible to stop fighting it? To let her guard down and let Annie get close to her in all the ways Jessie had worked so hard to pretend she hadn’t secretly craved?  
   
 And beyond that, if it was true that she could be happy again with Annie… Was it too late? Had she already screwed it up with her? 
   
 Holly suddenly breathed deep and said very seriously. ‘I’ve got another question for you. It’s very important so I want you to think carefully. This Annie… Does she have a brother for me?’ 
   
 Jessie laughed and swatted Holly on the arm. ‘You can’t get your mind out of your knickers for a second, can you?’ And then lightening struck. ‘Actually… Have you ever met Clint?’ 



 Twenty-Four 
   
   
 The gravestone read, Lily Cummings. Beloved wife, sister and daughter. Taken far too soon and then the dates of birth and death. There was some moss collecting on the side of the black granite and Jessie wiped it off with her cuff. She was here.  
   
 She knew now why she’d waited to come until today, the anniversary forcing her hand. The funeral, which was supposed to act as a goodbye, had been far from it. It had only fuelled her anger. But this, standing here a year later, this was what she’d needed. Just Lily and her, alone, without a congregation and a priest and a grave digger all getting in the way of a private moment, the last moment between her and her wife. 
   
 Jessie sat down on the grass beside the grave and leaned against the side. ‘So I came’ she said to Lily. Lily said nothing back. This was to be a one-sided conversation. ‘The grave stone’s nice, isn’t it? Clint picked it out and you said he didn’t have any taste, all that bloody black and neon in his house, but I think he proved you wrong. I think you’d be happy to be proven wrong, just this once.’ Jessie picked a blade of grass. ‘Are you angry that I didn’t come sooner? I’m sorry about that. Actually, I don’t think you’d be angry. I think you’d understand it. I really do.’ She threw the grass down and picked a fresh blade. ‘I’m having a bit of a struggle, honestly. And funnily enough, I wanted to speak to you about it. Which is weird, because it’s about… Christ, this is awkward.’ Jessie sighed through her nose. ‘I’ve talked to Clint and I’ve talked to Holly about this. Which is funny, because I always thought I could only talk to you. But apparently therapy has made me a big soft blabbermouth now. I know you’d be glad about that, you always wanted me to be more open with people. People who weren’t you. But I still want to talk to you about this. It seems only right to tell you that I’ve met someone.’ Tears fell down Jessie’s face now and she did nothing to stop them. She let them fall. Because she could, and because she owed those tears to Lily. A final gift. ‘But I’ll never stop loving you. You know that, don’t you? Because I thought there would only ever be you and that’s what I wanted. But fucking life, eh?’ she said sadly. ‘So I hope you don’t mind about Annie. Because she makes me feel better, Lily, like everything isn’t so awful. The same way you did. So I hope you can forgive this. Because I can’t mourn you the rest of my life. Clint and Holly said you wouldn’t want that and I think they’re right. So I’m thinking about making room. That’s the phrase, isn’t it? You make room for someone. You’ve always taken up the whole of me but you might need to budge over a bit. Would that be alright?’ Jessie looked over at the plot. The wind had picked up. Jessie took that as a yes. What else could she do? She was alone in the cemetery and she knew it.  
   
 But she hoped that she didn’t have to be alone forever.  
   
 She stood to leave, kissing her hand and pressing it to the grave, promising to come back more regularly. And she meant it. Now she’d removed the curse she’d placed on this, it didn’t feel so hard. 
   
 She walked down the path, toward the gates that led back out into the land of the living, when she heard a voice calling her name. She turned to see Joel jogging toward her. ‘Hi!’ she said, shocked. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’ 
   
 Joel reached her, panting. ‘I know. Weird, right?’ 
   
 ‘So your brother’s here?’ Jessie asked. Joel wasn’t one of the group’s big talkers. But a little here, a little there. His name had been Micky, he’d been older than Joel and he’d died in a motorcycle accident. They were always competing with each other over anything and everything, although Joel usually lost to his big brother. That’s what had been so shocking about his death. Joel had thought Micky couldn’t lose. Until he did.  
   
 ‘Yeah’ Joel said, and pointed to the opposite side of the cemetery to where Lily was. ‘Over there. Your missus here? 
   
 ‘Yeah. That way’ she said, gesturing in the vague direction. ‘This is actually the first time I’ve come to see her.’ 
   
 ‘Jinx’ Joel said reticently. 
   
 ‘Your first time too?’  
   
 ‘Yeah. I knew I had to come some time. But I’ve been putting it off. Didn’t know if I’d just lose my shit. But it wasn’t like that. I just talked to him. It wasn’t that bad. I mean, not exactly Disneyland, but…’ 
   
 Jessie nodded. ‘Yeah.’ 
   
 ‘So I guess that means we’re like, healing and shit?’ Joel said, glancing to the gate, struggling to make eye contact with Jessie. 
   
 ‘I don’t know’ Jessie said philosophically. ‘But I’m gonna give it a go. I mean, might as well, right? Or life’s gonna get way too long.’ 
   
 ‘You got that right’ Joel said and he looked a lot older than his eighteen years. But Jessie supposed life lived in grief aged you like that. It was like dog years. This one year of her life had felt like five.  
   
 ‘How long you got left on your court order?’ Joel asked. 
   
 ‘As a matter of fact, this Saturday is my last official one’ Jessie told him.  
   
 ‘But you’re gonna keep coming back though? I mean, if only for the pussy, right?’ he said with a wink.  
   
 Jessie gave a shocked laugh. ‘Joel!’  
   
 Joel chuckled to himself, pleased with his joke. ‘Yeah. You’re gonna keep coming.’ 
   
 Jessie shrugged. ‘We’ll see.’ 
   
 They walked out together.  

 




 Twenty-Five 
   
   
 Annie woke blearily and climbed out of bed, rubbing her eyes. It was gone nine. She’d slept right through the night. It had been a while since that had happened.  
   
 She stood and looked out of the window at the garden below. One of the gnomes, her father’s favourite, was being overtaken by a vicious weed. Annie wondered what he’d say about that. She could imagine him speaking in her ear now, telling her to trim the weed back, save his little friend. But Annie didn’t really want to. The gnome was ugly, she’d always hated it. So if she did nothing, maybe it would sort itself out. That was a soothing idea. She wasn’t trying to destroy it. She just wouldn’t save it.  
   
 Annie sat back down on the edge of the bed and wondered what to do today. Unemployment had made the days blur lately. What she needed was a project. But what could she do? She could read a book. But that seemed a little underwhelming. She needed something she could do, with her hands. Her hands that straightened out spines and helped mend bodies, they were going to waste. So what could she do with them? Marion knitted and she was forever trying to get Annie to take it up. But what if she had an accident with the knitting needles and poked one of her eyes out? It could happen. So not knitting. 
   
 She decided to think about it over a cup of tea and she turned from the window without thinking and stubbed her toe on the heavy plant pot next to the bed. ‘Ow!’ she screamed. ‘That fucking plant!’ She felt immediately guilty. She was in her parents’ bedroom and she’d sworn. She felt like one or both of them might be conjured out of the ether to tell her off. 
   
 The plant pot held a spider plant that her mother had become convinced, in the final weeks, was keeping her alive somehow. So Annie had kept it in exactly the same spot, watered it and tended it, despite the broken promise it implied. And about once a week, smashed her toe on it. 
   
 For some reason, this fateful morning, Annie decided that it was the final stubbing. She picked up the plant and moved it downstairs, sticking it on a windowsill in the living room. She stood back to look at it and felt a satisfaction. That plant, the little bastard that had been trying to break her toe for a year, was out of the way and in fact, made a lot more sense sat on that windowsill. It looked fresh and nice.  
   
 Annie went back upstairs and saw something else that had been bothering her. Her dad’s tool belt. It was slung over a chair in the corner because when he died, he’d been talking about repairing the flickering light fixture in the bedroom. But he hadn’t quite gotten around to it before the accident. The light had flickered ever since.  
   
 Annie picked up the belt and was about to put it away, maybe in the garage where it should have been, when she had the revolutionary thought that maybe her dad wasn’t the only person who could fix a light switch. She googled the problem. 
   
 A few YouTube tutorial videos later, Annie was stood on a step ladder, taking the whole thing out. She wasn’t a hundred percent sure she knew what the hell she was doing, but she was determined to give it a go. She ignored the worry about the ladder, the fear she might fall off and break something, maybe even her neck. She ignored the possibility of an electric shock too. It was still there, that fear, but Annie wrangled with it. She was going to do this one thing. Yes, it might kill her. But anything could and would kill her. It was inescapable. Jessie was right. Just by living, she was already dying. She had nothing to lose. 
   
 Later, when she’d repaired the loose wire and screwed it all back in and went to the light switch, putting it on to see uninterrupted light flood the room, she wondered what else she might be able to do in this house? 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Annie came out of the B&Q a bit dazed. She’d just blown about half of her savings. On wallpaper and paint, on furniture, on new doors for the kitchen cabinets, on a new sink and new bath for the bathroom, on a collection of other bits and pieces. She’d arranged to have the big stuff delivered, coming in a day. She’d probably need to book some people to put the bathroom stuff in, because it was rather a large job. But what she had right now was a trolley full of paint and wallpaper. And that was a start. 
   
 On the way home in the car, she started to realise what a big decision she was making. She was going to redo the entire house, make it fresh and inviting to buyers. She wasn’t sure when she’d made that decision, somewhere around the shower curtain section of the DIY superstore. It all felt as though it had happened in some lovely dream where she was decisive and bold. And she wasn’t that, was she? 
   
 She began to panic. Was it too late to go back? She could turn the car around and give this lot back and get her money refunded. It would be a bit embarrassing, but better that than making a crazy mistake. How could she do all that she’d planned as she wandered through the shop? She was a depressed chiropractor on long term compassionate leave, not… She couldn’t even come up with an example of a famous interior designer, that’s how out of her depth she was.   
   
 But by the time she’d gone through this freak out, she was turning into the driveway. She saw the plant in the window. It reminded her of the light fixture upstairs. It reminded her that her parents hadn’t always known best. They’d done what they could, with the house and with her. On both counts, they’d fallen short. Annie couldn’t keep wondering about their mistakes. She had to make her own.  
   
 And she thought, you know what? Maybe this doesn’t have to feel so big. It’s just some paint. That’s all. She was simply going to peel off her parents’ wallpaper and slap a coat of blue on the walls. If she did this one thing at a time, it wasn’t impossible. Little by little, that was the way. If she could do that, if she could look just one step in front of her and stop following the trail all the way to disaster, she might just be able to pull this off.  
   
 She took a deep breath, got out of the car and opened the boot. She began to take the things into the house. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 The next week was spent living in utter chaos. Dust sheets on everything, furniture out in the back garden, a new bath sat in the living room.  
   
 But Annie didn’t mind the madness. Because it was happening. She was refurbishing her parents’ house. Room by room, she was getting it done. She peeled wallpaper and slapped on paint and put together flatpack and replaced all the light shades and hung new curtains, working every second she was awake. Best of all, she had placed a new bed in her parents’ room and thrown the old one out, the one her mother had died in, the place she’d been sleeping ever since. She knew now she should have gotten rid of it months ago.  
   
 People came around to give her estimates on fitting the bathroom and kitchen and she agreed to hire them if they could do it quickly, for which she was happy to pay a bit more. The jobs were done inside a day each, completed that same week. She got a gardener in too, who ripped out weeds, trimmed trees and shaped the lawn into a beautiful, inviting place to sit and enjoy some peace. ‘What do you want me to do with the gnomes?’ he asked. 
   
 It was a tough decision, but Annie had to make it. ‘I don’t think I want to keep them.’ 
   
 The gardener scratched his head. ‘My mother loves gnomes. I’m sure she’d take them?’ 
   
 A good home for the gnomes left Annie without guilt. Someone could enjoy looking at them. Someone who wasn’t her. 
   
 When it was all over, when the paint had dried and the dust sheets were off and the furniture was all in place, Annie walked around the house, taking it all in. The house looked brand new, even seemed bigger for the light colours and modern furniture. Her parents’ stuff was in a storage locker. It had been taken there by some burlier people than her. She’d figure out what to do with all of it another time. But for now, she just wanted to enjoy her work. She was sure buyers would queue up now. She might even get the full asking price. 
   
 Then again… She’d just made this house that belonged to her into quite a beautiful home, ready to fill with fresh memories. It didn’t look like a haunted house anymore. Though there were still touches of her parents - the kitchen still had the original fixtures, now repainted and hung with new doors, her dad’s old comfy chair was re-upholstered and the plant that had kicked the whole thing off still sat on the windowsill – the place felt like hers now.  
   
 So maybe it should stay that way. 



 Twenty-Six 
   
   
 It was Saturday morning. Two women arrived at the Goldcliffe Civic Centre, separately, but in similar states of mind. They felt ready for something. Exactly what was still undefined. But something. 
   
 ‘Hi’ Jessie said as she sat waiting on the front steps of the building, as Annie walked up.  
   
 ‘Hello’ Annie replied politely, trying not to look too pleased to see Jessie. But she was. She always was.  
   
 ‘How’s it going?’ Jessie asked.  
   
 ‘Good’ Annie said, smiling with her teeth on display.  
   
 ‘Yeah?’ Jessie answered. Annie always maintained a cheerful veneer and she’d say she was doing well even if she had half her body in a shark’s mouth. But the woman who had just walked up the steps to go to her therapy, she really meant it.  
   
 ‘Yep. I’m great, actually’ Annie told Jessie. 
   
 ‘I can tell’ Jessie smiled. ‘You look… Did you get laid or something?’ Jessie joked and then realised that if that was the case, she didn’t want to know. She’d faced up to some things lately, but she really didn’t know if she was too late when it came to Annie. And looking at her now, it was easy to believe she’d missed her chance. She was glowing, happy about something. It was nice to see and also it scared Jessie to death. What if Annie had met someone? 
   
 But Annie laughed at the very idea. ‘Oh, God no. This is the good mood of a woman who has refurbished her house.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ Jessie barked in shock. ‘How? When? How?’ 
   
 ‘I started it last Sunday.’ 
   
 ‘And it’s done?’ Jessie goggled. ‘The whole house?’ 
   
 ‘Yeah?’ 
   
 ‘Jesus, did you go on some kind of fix-it-up-in-a-day reality show or something?’ 
   
 ‘God, why didn’t I think of that? I could have sat back and watched Nick Knowles do the lot. Ah well’ Annie said dryly.  
   
 Before Jessie could ask more questions, the rest of the group started rolling up.  
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Freddie looked around at the group. ‘No one? No one wants to say anything?’ 
   
 Everyone looked at everyone else and Jessie got the sense that people actually had a lot of things to say, but that no one wanted to go first. She was certainly feeling that way. She didn’t really know what she was going to say today. But something felt ready to burst to the surface, that much she knew. ‘Very well, then. I guess I can do some admin’ Freddie said with a world-weary sigh. He had crumbs down his front, as ever. ‘So Jessie? It’s your last day today, that right? Thirty sessions complete?’ 
   
 Jessie gave a small grin. ‘Yep. No criminal record. So when I do decide to go on a murder spree, they’re less likely to see it coming.’ 
   
 Freddie nodded along to the joke though as usual, he didn’t appreciate it. ‘So what happens next, legally?’ 
   
 ‘I need to go and visit the judge and he’ll take a statement and then he’ll put it through. Expunged.’ 
   
 ‘And that’s everything?’ 
   
 Jessie was hesitant about revealing the other thing. But she sort of wanted to talk about it. ‘Actually, I decided to write a letter to the guy, the one I hurt.’ 
   
 ‘Did they ask you to?’ Freddie asked. 
   
 ‘No. Just thought it was right’ she said, trying not to sound proud. This whole thing was nothing to be proud of.  
   
 Callum sat up straighter. ‘Read it to us.’ 
   
 ‘Oh, I didn’t really think… I don’t have it on me.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t have a draft on your phone or summat?’ Callum asked. 
   
 Jessie hesitated, and Callum said, ‘You do. Go on. Read it.’ 
   
 Jessie chewed her lip for a moment. Did she really want to read this out? ‘OK, fuck it’ she said at last and got her phone out.  
   
 ‘Dear Harry, my name is Jessie Downes. I’m the woman who knocked you into the table full of glasses and got your arm cut. But I’m sure you know who I am. I’m the reason for a scar on your body, after all. I’m writing to you now, after all this time, to tell that I’m deeply sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. You were caught in the crossfire of my anger and I want you to know, I’ve thought long and hard about that night and why it happened. I know you were told that I lost my wife recently and that I had to go to grief counselling or risk charges of actual bodily harm for the wound you received. But I want to say, as well as giving you an apology, thank you. Thank you for allowing the courts to offer me this chance to turn it around. And although you may not care if I healed from this, I want to tell you that I appreciate the grace and compassion you showed me in a dark time. Because these last months in therapy have proved to be a chance to rebuild myself, a thing I didn’t think I was capable of. I am no longer the angry person I was that night. And that started with you and the decision you made to allow me another chance. And continued with the help of a grief therapy group and its leader. So thank you.’ And then Jessie mumbled, ‘Kind Regards, Jessie.’ 
   
 Jessie stopped talking and looked up to see an astonishing sight. Freddie was crying. ‘Freddie!’ Jessie exclaimed. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
   
 ‘I’m sorry. It’s just… You never know for sure if you’re helping. It’s really nice for me to hear that. I know it wasn’t intended for me, but it meant something, Jessie.’ 
   
 Jessie felt awkward. This was weird, like if your extremely stoic dad suddenly started weeping. But then she glanced over to Annie who was beaming at her. She looked proud of Jessie. Jessie wished she could tell her how much that meant.  
   
 But maybe she could. Maybe there would be no better time than this. 
   
 ‘Hey, look, while I’ve got the floor…’ Jessie started to say while Toby suddenly said, ‘Would it be possible to make my own announcement?’ 
   
 Jessie and Toby looked at each other and Jessie knew the moment was gone. ‘Go ahead Toby’ she said and Toby said, ‘Oh, it’s alright.’ ‘No, really. Please. Go on’ Jessie said, and Toby gave a funny little laugh and then he reached out and grabbed onto Debbie’s hand and she laughed too, and everyone suddenly realised what had been going on right beneath their noses. ‘We just wanted to tell everyone that… Well, me and Debbie have become quite close recently and…’ He didn’t need to finish.  
   
 Jessie was astonished. All this time, all eyes had been on Annie and Jessie. No one had spotted this romance blossom.  
   
  Everyone reacted differently. Jenny had a slightly cynical look but said ‘Happy for you’, while Callum was giving a ‘Get in there, my son’ look to Toby. Joel seemed pretty even about it. Marion was clapping, thrilled, asking if there was a wedding on the cards, to which Debbie replied, ‘Woah! Hold your horses, we’ve only been together a month!’ Jessie looked to Annie, wondering what she thought about it all. And of course, Annie was happy for them because that’s who she was. If you were happy, she was happy for you.  
   
 Jessie smiled and congratulated the new couple. She was truly pleased for Toby and Debbie. They deserved to find some happiness. And she was also completely upstaged, which was less great. She’d been seconds from confessing all. But maybe that was best. Maybe it really wasn’t the moment. Annie was in a good place now. Jessie didn’t know if having a feelings purge all over her might ruin all that. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 After group, Jessie and Annie went for their standing appointment at The Gingham Kitchen. ‘Did you spot it?’ Annie was asking Jessie.  
   
 ‘Nope. So much for journalistic instincts’ Jessie cracked.  
   
 ‘It’s funny, though. I can see it now.’ 
   
 ‘I know what you mean. It fits. He’s quiet, she’s a mouth on legs. Perfect.’ 
   
 Annie shook her head and smiled. ‘It’s all gotten a bit incestuous, though, hasn’t it?’ 
   
 That reference to their history, it jolted Jessie. Automatically, she tried to laugh it off. ‘Does that surprise you? That in the sexually charged atmosphere of the Goldcliffe Civic Centre, people wouldn’t be pulled into its erotic maelstrom? I mean, we’re only human, for crying out loud.’ 
   
 Annie hooted, and Jessie was struck again by the change in her. She looked like her soul had lost about ten pounds. The more she saw that light coming out of Annie, the less certain she was that it was right to mess with it for her own selfish wants. ‘Hey, how’s the dating going?’ she asked. 
   
 ‘I haven’t had the time to even think about it, what with all the house stuff… Oh and I’m going back to work on Monday’ she announced. 
   
 Jessie grinned from ear to ear. ‘Holy cow!’ 
   
 ‘It just feels like the moment, you know what I mean?’ Annie said shyly. 
   
 ‘The moment, yes’ Jessie said. She knew something about the moment. She was pretty sure hers and Annie’s had passed.  
   
 Annie, despite her good mood, had something on her mind, something that had been there since Freddie had mentioned that it was Jessie’s final session. ‘So about you being let off the hook with the group… Do you think… I mean, is there any chance…’ she started. 
   
 ‘Yes?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 Annie took a breath and asked, ‘Now that you don’t have to keep coming, do you think we’ll see you again?’ She worried what the answer would be. Because the group had tied them together. If not for that, what would keep them in each other’s lives? 
   
 Jessie had thought a lot about this question and when she was honest with herself, two facts were plain. One: It was a tough thing to keep doing every week and it would have been the easiest thing in the world to walk away from it and carry on, considering the matter closed. Two: She was better for it. She was better for having this collection of grieving oddballs in her life. Not just Annie, who had become very important to her, either. Even if Annie hadn’t been in the group, she would have come to the same conclusion, she felt sure. They’d become like family. Even Jenny. 
   
 ‘Do I look totally fixed to you?’ Jessie asked. 
   
 Annie smiled and said, ‘You look alright to me.’ 
   
 Jessie tried not to blush as she said, ‘Well, you haven’t gotten rid of me yet. I’m sticking around. For now.’ 
   
 Annie felt relief, deep in her bones. Jessie Downes wasn’t going anywhere just yet.  



 Twenty-Seven 
   
   
 Jessie turned from the bar, a tray of drinks in her hand. Social night had rolled around once again and miracle of miracles, Annie had made a request. And even if some people felt a little uncomfortable about it, they didn’t dare argue because who could say no to Annie now? After all this time, she wanted to have her say. Only a rigid dickhead would have refused her, and their resident rigid dickhead, Jenny, had agreed to it so now they were in Milkshake and it was karaoke night. 
   
 Jessie plonked the tray down at the table and looked at its residents, a very odd collection of people to be at lesbian karaoke. Toby, Jenny, Debbie, Callum, Joel, Marion, they were all present and correct, if somewhat displaced looking.  
   
 Jessie thought Marion might give her some trouble, but she looked oddly excited to be there. She was looking around as though it was her first visit to the zoo. ‘It’s quite normal, isn’t it?’ she said to Jessie. Jessie was tempted to bring up dildos again but instead she let it go. ‘Think you might do a little number tonight?’ 
   
 ‘Oh, no, no, no…’ Marion said, horrified at the thought. But there was a twinkle in her eye. Jessie wondered if she might be a bit drunk already.  
   
 Debbie and Toby were hand in hand, like they always were now, and Jessie thought they looked like they wouldn’t have cared if they’d been on Mars. They were clearly deep in the honeymoon stage. Jessie tried not to be jealous.  
   
 ‘You think they got any Stormzy on the repertoire?’ Joel asked. 
   
 ‘Shouldn’t think so’ Jessie said. 
   
 ‘Alright. Might just do some Adele then’ he said, but he didn’t really look that disappointed.    
   
 ‘Hey, where’s Annie’ Jessie asked, suddenly realising she wasn’t at the table. This might turn out to be a tough evening. Annie had absolutely no trouble at all pulling a top shelf hottie last time they’d visited. Jessie didn’t doubt that it could happen again tonight. But Annie had insisted that wasn’t the purpose of her visit. She’d said, ‘I just like karaoke.’ 
   
 ‘Do you?’ Jessie asked, surprised.  
   
 ‘Yeah. I used to love to sing once upon a time. Not sure when I stopped but I think maybe it’s time to sing again.’ 
   
 ‘I gotta see that’ Jessie smiled. But inside, she was worried. And now she couldn’t see Annie. Was she already locked in the charms of some beautiful woman? Jessie badly would have liked to be cool with that, but she wouldn’t be and she knew it. If that happened, it would hurt like a bitch.  
   
 ‘There she is’ Callum said, pointing at the stage and Jessie turned to see that Annie was in the spotlight, mic in hand. She looked like she was bracing herself. And then the music started. Rainy Days and Mondays by The Carpenters. Jessie sat down to listen, captivated. Annie had pipes.  
   
 Annie didn’t look at Jessie while she sang. She couldn’t. She’d picked this song because she used to sing it all the time, before her parents died. But it had been given new meaning now. And then she got to a particular part of the song. 

 


Funny, but it seems I always wind up here with you


Nice to know somebody loves me


Funny, but it seems that it's the only thing to do


Run and find the one who loves me

   
 Whilst singing this verse, she accidently glanced down. She met Jessie’s eyes. Jessie looked right back at her and something happened, something unexpected, something magical. For a second, they both knew the truth. She feels the same.  
   
 The song finished, and Annie sped off the stage, scuttling back to the table. ‘That was the nuts!’ Callum exclaimed, and everyone was quick to agree.  
   
 Annie was glad everyone was being so nice about her singing. But there was only one opinion that Annie really wanted. She looked to Jessie. ‘Not too pitchy, I hope?’ 
   
 Jessie was feeling a bit overwhelmed. And if she wasn’t careful, she was going to let on. ‘You sing nice’ she said and cursed herself silently. What a wordsmith.  
   
 ‘Hey, that was great’ a woman said, walking over. She was cute, with a fashionable heavy fringe. And she had friends. They surrounded Annie, pouring compliments on her while Annie blushed and said, no, she wasn’t a professional.  
   
 As the mob adored Annie, Jessie was practically pushed back from her. She didn’t fight it. She decided to get some air. She leaned down and said to Toby, ‘Back in a sec.’ 
   
 Toby looked up at Jessie and said, ‘Tell her.’ 
   
 ‘What?’ 
   
 ‘You heard me’ Toby said into her ear. ‘Stop messing about. You should know better than to waste time. You know full well how it runs short on you.’ 
   
 ‘You don’t understand…’ Jessie protested. 
   
 ‘Oh, I don’t?’ Toby snapped. Jessie had never seen this side of him. He was angry. 
   
 ‘Look, I’m really glad it’s working out between you and Debbie, but we don’t all get the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, Toby’ Jessie explained, trying to be patient.  
   
 ‘But you know she likes you, don’t you?’ he demanded. 
   
 ‘Looks like a lot of people like her right now’ Jessie said, glancing up to see the gaggle of women surrounding Annie. Annie gave Jessie a brief yet full smile. Then the woman with the fringe leaned in close to her ear and Annie turned to listen to whatever she said. 
   
 ‘An idiot would know she only wants you’ Toby shrugged. ‘But do what you like’ he finished and he turned back to Debbie, asking her if she wanted a drink.  
   
 Jessie stood watching Annie, wondering who the idiot was. Maybe Toby was right. Maybe she still had a shot with Annie. And maybe she knew that. But part of her was still terrified to do anything. Even after everything she’d gone through, how she’d let go of so much of her fear and grief and pain and anger, she still didn’t know if she had the strength to love someone again. To love Annie. She was scared to death to try. 
   
 But then Annie looked over from the group, right at Jessie and gave a sort of sweet what-the-hell-is-happening-and-how-do-I-get-out-of-it smile. Jessie understood it immediately. And the understanding was what moved her. She got Annie and Annie got her. How many times does that happen with someone? She’d thought just the once. And she was getting another shot. 
   
 Another chance to have everything. 
   
 Jessie took a deep breath, picked up Toby’s beer without him noticing, took the deepest swig, put down the beer, walked over to Annie and said, ‘You wanna dance?’ 
   
 The women surrounding Annie looked at Jessie like she was a fox that had crept into the hen house and was trying to make off with an egg. But Jessie didn’t notice and nor did Annie. ‘OK’ Annie said nervously and followed her to the small dance floor. A middle-aged lady was on the stage singing Fly Me to the Moon. Jessie put her arms around Annie’s waist and Annie didn’t hesitate to slip hers around Jessie’s neck. And they danced, slowly. And then Jessie looked into Annie’s eyes and smiled timidly. Annie felt that second of eye contact and she knew there wasn’t a moment to lose. She kissed Jessie, a small soft touch of the lips. Jessie almost swooned into it. 
   
 ‘Wooh!’ came a collective yell and they turned to see the group watching.  
   
 Jessie and Annie grinned, embarrassed. ‘I love that lot’ Annie whispered into Jessie’s ear. ‘But I really think we need to get the hell away from them right now.’ 
   
 Jessie agreed wholeheartedly. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Escaping the group had been made simple by Annie telling an abysmal lie. ‘I think I’ve got food poisoning’ she declared and Jessie quickly added, ‘Don’t worry, guys. I’ll drive her home.’ It was pretty obvious that not a single person had believed either of them, but they’d let them go anyway, choosing to stay at the club as the night was just starting for them. Joel had Rumour has it booked in anyway. ‘Have a good evening’ Callum called, grinning lasciviously. Jessie gave him the finger. 
   
 And then on the way out, Jessie and Annie walked past Marion, talking to the woman who’d sung Fly Me to the Moon. They looked very close. Jessie and Annie gaped at each other and Annie said, ‘You don’t think…’ Jessie shrugged and laughed. They kept walking. For once, group drama was secondary. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 At Annie’s house, Jessie wondered at the changes. ‘You did all this?’ she said, running her hand down fresh blue paint on the wall of the living room. 
   
 ‘A lot of it, yes’ Annie said with pride. 
   
 ‘It looks so comfy now’ she said, running her hand along a cosy looking chair. 
   
 ‘You should see the bedroom’ Annie said without thinking and then laughed, ‘That sounded like the worst come on ever, but I didn’t mean…’ 
   
 Jessie grinned. ‘Yeah, it did sound like a come on. But you know what? It worked’ she said and grabbed Annie by the hand, taking her to the stairs, Annie happy to follow. But as they went up the stairs, Annie felt compelled to ask, ‘Jessie… This isn’t going to be like last time, is it? I’m not going to wake up alone again?’ 
   
 Jessie paused on the stairs. ‘No. It won’t be that. I want to stay this time. If you want?’ 
   
 Annie nodded. ‘I want you to stay.’ 
   
 In the bedroom, Annie kissed Jessie and they moved slowly to the bed. They were both a little nervous, even though it wasn’t the first time. But this was different. They were going forward, together. 
   
   
 *** 
   
   
 Jessie was indeed still present when the sun came up the next morning. She was holding on to Annie, wrapped around her when she woke. She yawned lightly and looked at the woman next to her. Annie. She couldn’t believe this was happening. 
   
 Annie woke not long after and realised she was being held by Jessie. She didn’t think she’d ever felt so content and safe in her life. 
   
 ‘Hello’ Annie said, rolling over to face her.  
   
 ‘S’up’ Jessie replied with a jock nod.  
   
 Annie laughed and gave her a light shove in the arm. ‘Look at you, acting all casual.’ 
   
 Jessie looked at Annie, deciding to be serious. ‘There was nothing casual about this.’  
   
 Annie tried not to beam, but it happened anyway.  
   
 Jessie smacked her lips. ‘God, I’m thirsty.’ 
   
 Annie immediately snapped into action, jumping from the bed. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’ Jessie watched as she put her brand-new robe on. ‘What should we tell the group?’ 
   
 ‘God, I don’t know. Maybe we don’t tell them anything’ Annie said, now slippered, hands on her hips in the doorway.   
   
 ‘They’ll figure it out’ Jessie told her, sitting up. ‘You know they will.’ 
   
 ‘What will they figure out?’ Annie asked with a lazy smile. 
   
 ‘That I love you’ Jessie said simply. 
   
 Annie’s smile slipped. ‘Do you?’ 
   
 ‘Is that alright?’ Jessie asked, biting her lip. 
   
 Annie walked back to the bed and sat down on the edge. ‘It’s better than alright’ Annie replied. She wondered if she should say it back. For a second, panic flooded her system. That old feeling, for a fleeting second, back for a visit. What if Jessie only loved her because other people had wanted her last night? Or because she’d sung a song? What if she only had Jessie’s attention for a moment. What if telling Jessie she loved her back broke the spell and Jessie lost interest. What if… 
   
 But when Annie looked into Jessie’s eyes, the consequences stopped seeming quite so big and unmanageable. She knew Jessie. She wasn’t like that. If she said it, she meant it. ‘I love you too’ she told Jessie. They were the easiest four words she’d ever said. 
   
 Jessie smiled and grabbed hold of Annie, pulling her back into the bed and disrobing her quickly. ‘What about the tea?’ Annie muttered as Jessie kissed her neck. 
   
 ‘Forget the tea’ Jessie said, as she moved down Annie’s body. And Annie did.  
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