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Year One

August 2006 - The Globe Inn (Leeds)

The hall was large and empty, filled with chairs chosen for stackability rather than comfort. People began to file in without enthusiasm. The crowd had no common denominator. They ranged in age, sex and physical attributes. If you could apply any commonality to them, it’s that most of them had a vaguely beaten down look.

Except for one woman. Her name was Jess Cooper. She had jet black hair, olive complexion and a modest Mancunian accent. As a PE teacher, she was usually in sports gear and this day was no different. She wore a black tracksuit. Somehow, she rocked it. Though not conventionally good looking, there was something appealing about her strong features. She had a more determined look than the rest. Some might say that at twenty-two, she was simply too young to be downtrodden yet, that it would come with age, as it had to everyone else at the Teachers’ Union Conference. Maybe that was true, maybe not. Time would tell. 

But for now, she was not beaten. Simply bored. It was her first time at the conference and she had every expectation that it would be a complete snooze. She wasn’t wrong. It proved deeply dull for the most part.

Every year the delegates flocked to the conference, with varying degrees of willingness, to discuss the issues that affected them and to vote on courses of action. It was dull, but not without its perks. Because although the three-day conference was filled with a lot of lacklustre speakers, there was fun to be had during the two nights. That’s when everyone cut loose. 

And if you’d never seen several hundred teachers on a free jolly… Well, it was quite a sight. 

But Jess didn’t know about that yet. She just wanted to put in her time and go home. She wasn’t expecting to have any fun at all. In fact, she’d started to wonder if it had been a bad idea to volunteer for this. 

She had started the school year at the rowdy Edgewood comprehensive school in her hometown of Manchester full of piss and vinegar, eager to take on the world. And when an opportunity to get involved with the union came up, she jumped at it. She wanted to make a difference.

But now she was sitting there, doubts were surfacing. She could have been doing, well, she wasn’t sure exactly, but something better than sitting in a drafty hall, trying to suppress a fart.

After everyone was seated, they awaited the first speaker, who was set to talk about issues of holiday pay. No one was exactly jazzed to hear her.

Suddenly, the door at the back of the hall exploded open.

The entire hall turned to see who had crashed in. They saw a slight, bespectacled woman with thick auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail creeping into the hall. Her name was Chloe Price. She was twenty-two years old and an English Literature teacher. She tended to speak quietly, her working class southern background hidden in a received pronunciation accent, the result of many years of practise. Her pretty freckled face was currently beetroot red. She had been hoping to sneak in, but the door was lighter than expected and she’d just made a hell of an entrance.

Jess checked her out reflexively. ‘Cute’ she thought simply. And then turned back in her seat.

Chloe trotted down the aisle and quickly found a seat. She looked down at the floor until she was sure everyone had stopped staring at her. Unlike Jess, she was not ambivalent. She categorically didn’t want to be here. But the teacher she replaced at her school, Mrs Jacobs, had also been a union rep. So when Mrs Jacobs retired and Chloe came to supplant her as the English teacher, fresh from her PGCE qualification, everybody seemed to expect her to take on that role too. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to do it, but she was new so she accepted it without much of a fight. She didn’t want to make waves.

The other teachers had assured her that it was really just a figurehead role anyway and that the older teacher she was paired with, Sue Whitson, would take on most of the work, which didn’t tend to be a heavy load. Life at the private school that Chloe taught at, Oxford’s exclusive Redmond School, tended toward the undramatic. There was the occasional affair that went on between teachers that might need mediation once it turned ugly, but other than that, it was a place where the pay was decent and the kids were relatively obedient. At least to the extent that there weren’t any sizeable drug problems or violence that went beyond the odd bitch slap meted out to some meat headed rugby player by his overly suspicious girlfriend.  

The biggest problem they had at Redmond was the entitled air some of the kids, not to mention the parents, approached their educational life with. Any pressure that came from the administration was strictly to do with keeping grades on point. As long as you could manage that, it wasn’t a bad place to work. And so far, Chloe was producing decent results. Which was fortunate because she was a nervy creature. Any real heat would have been too much for her fretful disposition. 

The Conference leader stepped up to the mic.

‘Good afternoon everyone. Welcome to the National Teachers’ Union 2006 conference.’ 

Everyone clapped for the minimally polite length of time.

 

It had been a long day of speechifying and voting. Jess was tired, but she needed to eat and the conference had laid on a buffet for the first night. She wasn’t looking forward to mingling with the other teachers. From what she’d gathered so far, they weren’t really her crowd.

Still, free food is free food.

As she travelled down in the elevator, she thought about her ex-girlfriend, Elly. 

They’d only broken up three weeks ago. It had been Jess’s decision. She’d gotten tired of feeling like she came last on Elly’s list of priorities. Elly was a busy type, her life always filled with commitments and people that needed her. Her family, her job as a nurse, her friends who always seemed to be in some drama or another, it became too much for Jess. After eight months together, she had begun to feel that it was never going to change because Elly didn’t really want it to. What she really wanted was to feel busy and needed by the people in her life. Jess began to realise she’d always come last.

When she finally had the conversation with her about wanting to finish things, Elly had been shocked to discover that Jess felt that way. She promised she’d do better. But it was too little and too late for Jess. She’d already checked out.

So she was single again. Not that she was thinking about the possibilities of that yet. In fact, she’d begun to worry that she’d made a mistake. Perhaps she should have given Elly another chance. She had felt comfortable with her. Maybe she’d been too quick to discard that, she worried.

Or maybe she’d simply saved herself some wasted years with someone who couldn’t prioritise her, she argued with herself. That was Jess in a nutshell. She jumped into decisions abruptly. Only after the fact did she ever worry about whether it was the correct one.

As the elevator landed on the ground floor, she was conflicted. She thought maybe she should send Elly a text, just to get a sense of how she felt about her now, whether she was amenable to opening the discussion about a reunion. She got her phone out as the doors opened and began to compose a message as she drifted out of the lift.

 

At the other end of the hotel, on the patio, Chloe was on the phone. She was currently in the midst of a similar situation. But she was on the other end of it. She was getting the boot from her girlfriend, Laura. 

‘I can’t believe you’re doing this to me over the phone, now, while I’m away.’

Most people would have realised Laura had actually chosen this moment quite carefully. But in her shock, Chloe was blind to the fact.

 ‘I’m sorry Chloe, but I don’t want us to waste any more of each other’s time.’

Chloe was shocked.

 ‘But, I thought… Laura, we’re engaged! You proposed to me!’

 ‘I know, I know, I know…’ she said with sadness. The sadness was for herself. She hated having to do this. It made her feel like a dick, which she thought was unjust. 

 ‘Why? Just tell me why.’

 ‘I’ve just felt this gap growing between us since we got engaged.’

 ‘That was only three months ago’ Chloe said, outraged.

 ‘It’s just felt off. Haven’t you felt that too?’

Chloe considered the question. Maybe things had seemed a little wrong since the engagement. Laura had become distant. But she’d thought that would pass once they were married. They loved each other, she thought. That was what mattered. Whatever was up with Laura, they’d get through it.

And then it clicked.

 ‘Have you met someone else?’ she asked tensely.

 ‘NO!’ cried Laura quickly. But it was too late. Chloe might have been a doormat but she was far from stupid. And it was all rapidly adding up. 

Laura taking her phone into the shower. Laura’s laptop suddenly having password protection when it never had before. Her suddenly taking up hockey, which meant she was now busy on Sundays yet refusing to let Chloe come and watch.

 ‘You have, haven’t you?’ Chloe asked, a lump rising in her throat.

 ‘Chloe, don’t be ridiculous’ Laura said, as though dealing with a petulant toddler.

Chloe found herself taking the phone away from her ear and modestly pressing the call cancel button. She stood on the patio for a second, looking out at a pond on the grounds. She very calmly approached the pond and then pitched the phone into it as hard as she could. It made a satisfying sploosh sound as it hit the water.

She turned and walked back into the hotel, pushing down the feelings of anger and sadness that were trying to climb out of her. 

By the time she walked into the hotel, her exterior showed no sign of the fact that her engagement had just blown up in her face.

 

Jess was still composing her text message to Elly while she stood in line for food.

‘Hey Elly, how’s it going?’ she wrote. And then deleted. The message was a bit nothing.

‘I miss you. Do you miss me?’ she wrote and then rapidly deleted again. Way too needy.

‘Elly, how are you doing? I was hoping maybe we could talk?’ she wrote and then paused. Was it too much as an opening gambit? Should she play it slightly cooler? 

She was still considering whether to send it when she saw Chloe get in line behind her. It was a good chance to get a better look at the girl that she had only seen from a distance. It confirmed Jess’s first thought. She was definitely cute, in a bookish kind of way. The glasses, the tight ponytail, she definitely had that hot librarian thing happening. 

Jess had a sudden image of the hair coming down and the glasses coming off. It made her feel a little heat in her cheeks. She turned back to her text message, determined not to get distracted from her emotional conflict by a pretty face.

Meanwhile, Chloe was absently piling food onto her plate. She’d yet to notice Jess. She was still thinking about Laura. She couldn’t understand how things had gone so wrong in so short a time. Three months ago, the proposal. The month after that, the engagement party. Then the planning had begun. Before she’d left for the conference, she’d had a discussion with Laura about the menu for the wedding. She’d said she wanted the main to be a fish course. She hadn’t said she was about to break it off. Not so much as a hint. Until Chloe was at the other end of the country. 

The coward, Chloe thought, tears springing to her eyes. And then she pushed it back down. She didn’t want her emotions to spill out. Not here, amongst perfect strangers. If she broke down in the middle of the welcome buffet, she’d be the talk of the conference for the remainder of the weekend. And she didn’t want to become ‘That Girl.’

She couldn’t even go to her room, because she shared it with Sue. She was a nice enough woman, but Chloe wouldn’t say she was a friend. Certainly not someone she was prepared to weep in front of.

No, what she would have to do was stamp the feelings down. She’d wait until she got home. And then she’d cry her eyes out, just like her mother taught her.

She considered all this while holding a dry sandwich. She didn’t realise that to an outside eye, she was staring at the sandwich like it had run over her dog.

That outside eye was Jess. Her finger was hovering above the send text button, when she found her gaze slip back to the Hot Librarian. The woman looked like there was a lot going on behind her eyes. And it was taking her attention away from Elly, she found with relief. She wondered if she should say something. If it had been some middle aged hairy man stood next to her in a state of distress, the answer to that question would have been no. But funnily enough, this beautiful woman seemed to merit Jess’s compassion. 

‘Hey, are you alright?’

Chloe looked up sharply.

 ‘What? Why? Yes. Why?’ she asked at speed.

Jess felt like she’d just taken a series of verbal bullets in the face. The woman was seriously edgy. But Jess was an ‘In for a penny, in for a pound’ type of person. She pushed on.

 ‘You just look a bit-’

 ‘A bit what?’ she asked nervously. She was a little shocked. She thought she’d been putting a brave face on things and this woman had seen though it like a wendy-house window.

 ‘Err, upset?’ Jess said quietly

 ‘I’m fine’ Chloe said quickly.

 ‘Are you sure?’ Jess asked boldly. ‘Because I think you might be the saddest person ever to contemplate a cheese and pickle sandwich.’

Chloe couldn’t help it, she let out a short bark of laughter. She immediately regretted it.

 ‘Well, I’m fine.’

Jess shrugged.

 ‘Ok, then’ she said and walked away, taking her plate to the nearest empty seat.

Chloe watched her go, wondering if she’d been kind of a bitch to the stranger. She was just trying to be nice. Chloe hoped she hadn’t offended her. 

But as she watched Jess eating her food, she didn’t look particularly put out by Chloe’s moodiness. She seemed really into some olives she was pushing into her mouth. Chloe felt a pang of envy. The stranger had just shaken the moment off with ease. Chloe had never been able to do that. She tended to give all human interactions intense port mortems. 

Meanwhile, Jess had indeed forgotten Chloe’s rejection of her sympathetic inquiries. She was back on the Elly problem. Yet still, she didn’t send the text.

 

Later, most of food had been consumed and people were moving onto booze. Chloe desperately wanted to go to her room, but she knew that Sue was probably already installed in bed, curled up with a bad book. She’d made those threats on the train up and as Chloe hadn’t seen her all evening, she’d obviously made good. Chloe didn’t want to go up until she was sure that Sue was fast asleep. She’d probably have to wait a few hours.

But that was becoming difficult. There was a lanky Maths teacher called Dan who had clearly targeted Chloe for seduction. He’d been pestering her for the last twenty minutes, offering her drinks which she politely refused, making jokes which Chloe felt obligated to laugh at. It was annoying but she was stuck with him. Whatever turmoil had given her the courage to be brusque with the oddly confident black-haired woman had evaporated. She was stuck being Chloe again.

And then she thought of Laura. She had been charming her for the last year, forcing her love on her until she returned it. And once she had it, she’d obviously gotten bored and needed to do the same to someone else. 

Chloe wondered who the mystery woman was. Her masochistic mind conjured an image of her. She was a gorgeous, tall, thin, successful model who travelled the world attending glamorous photoshoots and parties. Her name was Adrianna. She was everything Chloe felt she wasn’t. When Chloe considered herself next to Adrianna the imaginary goddess, all she saw was a shy bookworm, a mouse who’d let Laura walk all over her. 

But Dan didn’t seem to see that person, Chloe realised. In Dan’s slightly drunk eyes, Chloe was an ‘Adrianna’. 

‘If it’s still alright, I think I’ll have that drink now’ she said to Dan. He immediately scuttled off to get it.

Jess was at the other end of the room. She was three drinks deep and talking to a very serious religious education teacher called Emma, who was explaining why, despite her discipline choice, she was an atheist.

 ‘Yeah, so, people are always surprised when I tell them I’m an atheist. But that’s the thing about teaching religious education. It’s like any academic subject when you get down to it. It’s anthropological, historical….’

Jess was not exactly enamoured with her. She was a bit too fond of her own voice. But she was stopping Jess from sending the much considered text message. And Jess was beginning to notice that Emma was kind of haughtily good looking. 

And as Jess kept drinking, she thought maybe she caught a twinkle in Emma’s eye. Maybe she’d misunderstood the situation here. Maybe Emma wasn’t just looking for an ear for her strong opinions. Was she actually trying to chat her up?

She couldn’t be sure. But if this did turn out to be Emma’s somewhat off-putting seduction technique, Jess thought it might not be the worst thing in the world to let herself have some casual fun, as long as the woman could keep her trap shut once things got physical. It was certainly one method of preventing herself sending what could be an ill-advised late night ex-text. Maybe Emma wasn’t her first pick, Jess thought as she glanced across the room to see Chloe laughing politely at some guy’s joke, but it was what was on the table right now.

Chloe and Jess were both moving toward the same decision, around the same time. They were both giving serious consideration to some uncomplicated sex with people who were available and simple, and ready to provide the distraction and self-esteem boosts they respectively needed.

 

Thirty minutes later and Jess was sure that Emma wanted more than a conversation. She’d barely left her side. And she kept putting drinks in her hand. Jess had found herself getting quite amenable to the idea of sleeping with Emma as the night wore on.

Meanwhile, Desperate Dan was working hard to win over Chloe, who he knew full well was out of his league. But Chloe didn’t seem to care. Something had switched in her. She wasn’t ordinarily one for casual sex, far from it. But this wasn’t an ordinary night. And now Chloe was just about ready to make a mistake with a stranger.

She was wondering when Dan was going to make his move when she noticed the woman from earlier, whose name she still didn’t know, now talking to someone who was clearly giving her quite the lecture. She looked a bit bored. Chloe suddenly wished she was talking to that woman instead of Dan. But Dan was what she had and Dan would have to do.

And then Dan spilled his beer down the front of Chloe’s dress.

‘Oh!’ she cried as the cold amber liquid splashed across her chest, soaking her through.

Dan was mortified. 

 ‘Oh god, I’m so sorry. Let me get you a napkin.’

But the situation was way beyond the capabilities of a napkin. Chloe was soaked. And she couldn’t go to her room to change. Not with Sue still potentially awake. She’d have to use a tap and hand dryer in the public bathroom if she was going to save her dress.

 ‘I’m just going to clean myself up in the toilets.’

 ‘OK, I’ll get you another drink!’ Dan called anxiously after her as she ran from the bar.

Jess, meanwhile, was about to let Emma snog her. She could tell Emma was thinking about it because she’d quietened down a bit. Jess was able to get a word in edgewise.

 ‘So…’ said Jess. And then found she didn’t have a word to say to her. ‘…I’d better use the bathroom’ she finally finished, just for something to say.

She walked away from Emma, glad of a chance to regroup. She thought that when she got back to her, she might just try cutting to the chase. The whole ‘come up to my room for a nightcap’ routine should progress the situation without any further need to try and make conversation. All she wanted now was for Emma to stop bloody talking and take her clothes off.

As she opened the bathroom door, she heard the hand dryer working noisily. She walked in to see Chloe holding the fabric of her dress up against the dryer. 

Chloe looked up to see that woman from earlier. That’s all I need, she thought. More sympathy from someone who probably thought she was incapable of functioning properly in a social setting without being close to tears or wetting herself. 

She decided to pre-empt any questions.

‘Someone threw a beer on me’ she declared nervously.

Chloe raised an eyebrow.

 ‘Why? Did you insult their mother?’

Chloe couldn’t help but smile.

 ‘He’s just a bit of a clutz.’

 ‘That sounds fun.’

Chloe sighed.

 ‘Yeah. I’m guessing he’s about as fun as that woman you were chatting to?’

Jess was surprised that the Hot Librarian had noted her partner for the evening. 

 ‘Yeah, she’s a bit of a talker. Kinda sexy though, in a cold way.’

Chloe gave a surprised ‘Oh’. 

Jess shrugged. 

 ‘Yeah, I’m a big old lesbian. Shocked?’

Chloe was irritated. This woman had seen her talking to Dan and simply assumed she was heterosexual. It was always happening to her. And Chloe wasn’t sure what label she was going to choose for herself in the long run, if at all, but it certainly wasn’t for a stranger to plonk one on her. 

The actual reason she’d been surprised by Jess’s admission of attraction to that woman was because it hadn’t looked like that kind of conversation. Not much sexual tension from where she was standing.

And now her toilet buddy was presuming she was some kind of backwards homophobe. 

 ‘Not particularly shocked, no. I’m not really what you’d call straight myself.’ 

Jess shook her head at herself. If she opened her mouth a bit wider, she thought, maybe she could get the entire foot in there next time. 

 ‘Sorry. I saw you talking to that guy and…’

She stuck her hand out.

‘You know what, if I’m going to keep offending you, I should probably give you my name. It’s Jess. Jess Cooper.’

Chloe hesitated for a second and then accepted the hand.

 ‘Chloe Price.’ 

They shook and dropped their hands.

 ‘So, are you planning to sleep with the beer chucker?’

Chloe was amazed at Jess’s plainness. Did this woman have no boundaries?

 ‘Err, well… Possibly. I don’t know.’

 ‘You don’t sound that excited.’

 ‘Are you excited to sleep with yours?’ Chloe heard herself say.

Jess laughed.

 ‘Any port in a storm.’

That made Chloe think about her own particular storm. She felt fresh anger at Laura.

 ‘I think we could probably both do better’ Jess said with a frown.

Chloe gave her a hard look. And then, quite without warning, Chloe took a step toward Jess. Suddenly, Chloe’s lips were on hers.

Jess was surprised, but not unpleasantly so. She leaned into the kiss with enthusiasm. So the cliché was true, it turned out. Bookish types. They had a wild side.

The kiss suddenly broke and Chloe stepped back. She was horrified at what she’d just done. What had possessed her?

 ‘I’m so sorry!’ she cried.

 ‘Did I seem like I minded?’ Jess said.

 ‘No I suppose not.’

They stood staring at each other in silence for a second.

‘I’d better go’ Chloe stuttered. 

And she flew out of the bathroom, leaving Jess thunder struck.

 

Chloe walked up to the doorway of the hotel bar and looked in at the room. Dan was standing near the bar, looking shame faced. Chloe felt no enthusiasm at the thought of resuming their evening. 

Jess walked up just behind Chloe and saw that she had yet to go in. She looked beyond her to Emma. She felt the same level of ambivalence. 

She leaned into Chloe’s ear and whispered ‘Why don’t we ditch them? Come up to my room instead.’

Chloe turned to look at her and Jess thought she’d just made an error in judgement. Was she about to get a slap in the face?

But Chloe wasn’t angry. She was thinking maybe it would be wise to trade up. If she was going to shag a stranger, it might as well be a hot one. She felt bad for Dan but he didn’t have whatever it was that Jess had. The kiss in the toilets had been… stirring. It was a last minute decision but maybe for once she didn’t have to over think something. Maybe she could just roll with the punches.

 ‘Alright. Let’s go’ Chloe said.

Jess was amazed. It had been a serious punt she’d just taken. And despite the odds, her horse had come in. She grabbed Chloe’s hand and pulled her toward the elevator.

 

In Jess’s room, things were quickly awkward. Jess and Chloe stared at each other blankly for a moment. Whatever she’d thought downstairs, Chloe was beginning to think she’d been fooling herself. This wasn’t going to work.

‘Look, I’m not sure -’

 ‘Wait!’ Jess cried suddenly. ‘Don’t do it.’

Chloe broke off, surprised. 

 ‘Do what?’

 ‘Freak out and run.’

Chloe was amazed. Jess had pretty much just read her mind.

‘There’s no need to panic, Chloe. I’m not expecting… anything. I mean, obviously, I was hoping to sleep with you, I’m not gonna lie. But there’s no pressure. Let’s just have a drink and see what happens. OK?’

Chloe smiled, relieved. Jess’s words had quelled a panic that was rising. She felt it wash away.

 ‘OK then.’

 

Twenty minutes later, Jess and Chloe were onto their second mini-bar vodkas. They’d done the preliminary facts. What subject they taught, the location and type of school, it had all been covered. And then somehow, Jess had gotten onto the topic of Elly. Chloe was listening with great interest.

‘It’s not that I didn’t like her enough. Or even that I felt like she didn’t like me enough. I just, I don’t know…’ Jess trailed off, realising that she should probably change the subject. She knew she was in dangerous territory by talking about her ex. Safer bets than this had been derailed by such a thing. And Chloe was a clear flight risk. Jess knew she should have been engaging in some sexy banter. But Chloe seemed absorbed in her romantic problems.

 ‘Do you think you might get back together?’

Jess shrugged. She really should stop talking about this.

 ‘What about you, anyway. What’s your situation?’ Jess asked.

Chloe hadn’t been able to talk to anyone properly since she’d had that terrible phone call earlier. It was all too embarrassing. But the thought of talking about it suddenly felt necessary. And Jess’s confessions about her own relationship blow up made her feel like it wasn’t a total humiliation to admit the truth.

 ‘Actually, I’ve just broken up with someone. Well, no, that’s not quite true. She broke up with me. We were supposed to get married but I guess she found someone better.’

 ‘That’s shit. When did it happen?’

Chloe looked at the time on her watch.

 ‘Err, about three hours ago.’

Jess’s mouth fell open.

 ‘You split up with your fiancée a few hours ago?’

 ‘Yep. She did it over the phone.’

Jess shook her head, disgusted. Then something occurred to her. 

 ‘Oh, that explains everything.’

 ‘What do you mean?’ Chloe asked.

 ‘That tall twat you’ve been talking to all evening. He was supposed to be revenge sex, yeah?’

Chloe began to stutter out a protest. But then she realised that Jess was right. It was a revenge move. She certainly hadn’t fancied Dan.

 ‘I suppose so. Is that terrible?’

 ‘I don’t know, but it seems pretty human’ Jess said and then she realised something. Chloe was with her now. Had she gotten the job of revenge sex partner?

‘So, will I be filling in for Dan now?’

Chloe thought about that. This situation wasn’t quite like Dan. There was something about Jess she actually liked. But maybe she didn’t really want to have sex with her. Maybe she’d just needed to talk to someone.

 ‘I don’t know. I think maybe that would be a bad idea.’

Jess sighed, disappointed.

‘Sorry’ Chloe said, embarrassed. 

Jess waved a hand, dismissing the apology.

 ‘It’s OK.’

They sat in silence for a second. Chloe felt she’d just made things too awkward to come back from. She’d come here on the pretext of sex and now she was backing out. However nice Jess was being about it, she felt bad.

 ‘Maybe I should go’ Chloe said.

Jess didn’t really want her to go, sex or not, but she wasn’t about to try and talk Chloe into staying if she didn’t want to.

 ‘Alright.’

Chloe stood and walked to the door. Jess stood and followed. 

‘Well, I guess I’ll see you around the conference.’

 ‘I’m sure you will’ Chloe said, turning.

She stuck out a hand. Jess found it amusing, but she suppressed her laughter and accepted the hand.

As they shook, they both realised they were having an unusually long handshake.

And then, before Chloe even realised what she was doing, she’d pulled Jess toward her and they were kissing, deep and hard. Hands were suddenly everywhere, clothes being pulled off, glasses falling to the floor.

 

The next morning, Chloe awoke blearily. She realised two things with dismay. One, she didn’t know where she was and two, she was naked.

She turned over to see black hair spilled across a pillow and everything came back. Her name was Jess and she’d had somewhat drunk sex with her. Immediate regret engulfed her. Jess stirred slightly and Chloe knew she needed to get out of the room before she woke. 

She slipped out of the bed and grabbed her clothes, getting into them as quickly and quietly as she could.

When Jess woke a couple of minutes later, there was no trace of Chloe except for a few auburn hairs on the pillow next to her. She sighed. She hated it when this happened.

 

At the first conference session of the day, Jess kept a discreet eye open for Chloe. When she finally spotted her, she was at the farthest possible seating point from where Jess sat. She couldn’t have gotten further away without leaving the room. Jess was disappointed. She knew what was up. Chloe had clearly woken up with a case of buyer’s remorse this morning and now she couldn’t face her.

It made Jess a little angry. It didn’t have to be like this. But this was how it was. 

‘Have it your way’ she thought.

 

And Jess had it exactly right. Chloe was trying like hell not to have any interaction with Jess. She just couldn’t face it. It was her first one-night stand and she had no idea what the protocols where. But she knew, whatever you were supposed to do in this situation, she probably shouldn’t creep out like a criminal. It was rude to Jess. And Jess had been nothing but kind to her.

Chloe was ashamed. Part of her truly wished she were adult enough to have just said ‘Thanks for last night. See you around’ and left it at that. But that wasn’t Chloe. She’d never had that kind of casual cool. It wouldn’t have been like that. She’d have gone into nervous sputtering and no doubt said more than one stupid thing. And embarrassment was Chloe’s mortal fear. She’d do anything to avoid it. That meant avoiding Jess all weekend if it was possible.

Chloe was an experienced avoider. She’d have to be creative, stay in her room as much as she could, Sue be damned. But if she put her mind to it, she could dodge Jess for the remainder of the conference. And Dan, too, while she was at it.

 

It had been a long two days for Jess. The boring discussions were bad enough, but feeling constantly aware of someone trying not to run into her was somehow very exhausting. 

But it was over now. She’d could take her bruised pride and go home.

But as she was leaving, she spotted Chloe at the checkout desk, standing with a middle-aged woman who was burbling away next to her. Luckily, Jess had already checked out, so she would be saved the awfulness of having to stand next to her while the hotel staff dealt with them both.

But as she walked past, Chloe happened to turn. Jess and Chloe caught each other’s eyes. Chloe hadn’t been expecting to see Jess and she was caught off guard, her eyes widening with fear. But Jess wasn’t about to give Chloe the satisfaction of seeing any emotion at all. She simply looked away and kept walking. 







  
 

Year Two

August 2007 - The Spectrum Hotel (Nottingham)

 

Chloe stepped through the doors of the dumpy city hotel, her phone in her hand.

‘That sounds nice, when do you think we should do it?’ she was saying to her girlfriend of three months, Jo.

 ‘Err, maybe the weekend after next? We could go up Friday night and stay until Sunday?’

 ‘Yes, possibly.’

Jo, on the other end of the line, smelled Chloe’s hesitation.

 ‘Would you rather just stay one night?’

Chloe was relieved. She was meeting Jo’s parents for the first time and she wasn’t sure if two nights was a bit much. What if it went badly? What if they didn’t like her?

 ‘That might be better.’

Jo laughed and Chloe joined in. At that moment, someone walked past her. It was Jess.

‘I’ll call you later’ she said quickly and stepped back out of the hotel, keeping watch through the window while she watched Jess check in. She’d gotten lucky, Jess didn’t seem to have noticed her.

Once she was gone, Chloe walked back in. She’d been hoping that maybe Jess wasn’t going to be here this year. It had been a fantasy, she realised now. A way not to feel so scared about the prospect of seeing her.

It was silly, Chloe realised. She wasn’t going be like that. She could be cordial with Jess. What would that really cost her? She was an adult, for crying out loud. It wasn’t going to be like last time, her scuttling about the hotel like a terrified mouse. She wasn’t the mess she’d been last year, a person whose life had just collapsed on her. She’d managed to climb out of the rubble since then and dusted herself off. She had found Jo, a laid back chef who was sweet and treated her right. Someone who didn’t walk all over her. 

Chloe didn’t want to be someone who crept through life like she was scared of her own shadow. The next time she saw Jess, she’d say hello, Chloe swore to herself.

Just as she made that promise, she saw Jess coming away from the ID table with her delegate identification. Chloe ran behind a potted plant.

 

Jess walked into the hotel bar for the opening night buffet. She was starving. She’d just been working out in what the hotel laughingly called a gym. It was basically a tiny room with a treadmill and a spin bike. But Jess was in training for a marathon that was coming up in six weeks and she couldn’t afford to slack off.

She heard her phone beep and checked her messages. She had one from Elly.

‘Miss you already xxx’

Jess smiled at the text. 

When Jess had come back from the conference, she’d decided to ask Elly if they could try again. However indecisive Jess had been feeling last year, the events of the conference had pushed her straight back to Elly. If being single involved feeling that used, Jess didn’t want it. It wasn’t that she thought having sex with Chloe had to mean anything huge. It was that Chloe had so little respect for her, behaving as though she wasn’t even worth speaking to once the deed was done. It had made Jess feel pretty crappy. So back she’d crawled to her ex.

And things had been better with Elly since. Not perfect, certainly. It was still difficult to get her full attention. But Elly was trying, Jess thought. And that was better than nothing.

As Jess walked by the food, checking out the sandwiches, she saw a familiar face at the other end of the long table. It was Chloe. She didn’t seem to have noticed Jess yet. Jess observed her unseen for a second while she had the chance. Chloe looked good, better than last year, happier perhaps. 

Jess was not prepared to spend the next few days feeling weird. She was just going to have to bite the bullet and say hi to her, be normal. Then they could both go their separate ways, knowing they could be in the same room without Chloe doing the hundred-yard dash.

‘Chloe?’

Chloe looked up startled, dropping a Wotsit crisp in the process.

 ‘Jess, hi’ Chloe warbled tremulously. And then she seemed to shake something off. She conjured a smile. ‘It’s nice to see you again’ she said. It sounded like it might even be genuine.

 ‘Yeah, you too.’

They stood there awkwardly for a second and then Jess decided they’d had their greeting. It was time to go.

But as she turned, Chloe had a strange fluttering in her stomach. She felt something rise up her throat. She assumed it was vomit. But it wasn’t.

 ‘I’m sorry!’ she spat at Jess’s back.

Jess turned back to face her.

 ‘What?’

 ‘I wanted to say that I’m sorry for last year. You were really nice to me and I behaved dreadfully.’

Jess sniggered softly to herself. Chloe wasn’t sure what that meant. She was afraid Jess was about to tell her where to stick her apology.

 ‘Don’t worry about it’ Jess said with a shrug.

 ‘So you’re not angry with me?’

Jess heaved a sigh.

 ‘I didn’t love that you fled my room like it was on fire, but… It doesn’t matter now. Apology accepted.’

 ‘Great’ Chloe said with relief. This adult stuff was a lot easier than she’d thought. ‘Can I buy you a drink, maybe?’

Jess raised an eyebrow.

‘No, no, not like that! I’ve got a girlfriend now’ Chloe said quickly.

Jess laughed at Chloe’s embarrassment. 

 ‘Me too. So now that’s settled, you can get me a vodka and orange.’

 

Jess and Chloe sat down at the table, and began to nibble their bad food. On the next table, some other teachers were talking heatedly. They were tired looking people having arduous political debates, the same ones they’d had the year before. 

‘Do you ever worry you’re going to end up like them?’ Jess asked Chloe.

Chloe was surprised by the question. It was apropos of nothing. But she vaguely remembered that Jess was like that. She just launched into things. 

 ‘Well, I don’t know. It depends, I guess.’

 ‘On what?’

 ‘On whether I keep teaching’ Chloe admitted.

Jess was shocked.

 ‘Don’t you like it?’

 ‘I think so. I mean, I really love it at times. But some of the kids…’ she shook her head, thinking about how much shit she had to take from some of the more entitled fourteen year olds in her literature class, who treated her like a serf.

 ‘I know what you mean. I’ve got some right little fuckers in my class. But you just have to learn how to keep ‘em in line.’

Chloe would have loved to know how to put a kid in in his place when he was telling you that his father had explained to him that Shakespeare ‘didn’t even write his own stuff and that we should just read Christopher Marlowe because he was probably the real author.’ But she’d yet to figure it out. She tended to simply ignore comments that were ill-mannered, in the hopes they’d back off. So far, the tactic was varied in its success. But what bothered her the most was that Chloe had a horrible feeling that when she didn’t respond, the kids were somehow beating her.

 ‘You teach PE, don’t you?’

Jess nodded.

 ‘You see, there’s supposed to be loads of yelling in PE. But literature… I don’t know, I wouldn’t feel comfortable raising my voice in class.’

Jess laughed.

 ‘It’s not about shouting. It’s ‘The Look’ you give them, that’s what stops them in their tracks.’

 ‘The Look?’

Jess put down her drink.  She looked at Chloe and something dark began to drift across her face. She fixed Chloe with a shadowy glare, completely different to Jess’s usual relaxed expression. It was almost devoid of humanity.  And once that look was in place, she said, very softly ‘Chloe, if I catch you with gum in your mouth again, you’re going straight to detention.’

Chloe felt a chill go down her spine. Jess was right. It was effective. 

 ‘You’ll have to teach me that one.’

Jess’s face dropped back into its usual resting position. There was no trace of ‘The Look’ left. 

 ‘Nothing to it. Just picture someone you hate. Imagine you’re trying to channel all that hatred in one expression.’ 

Laura sprang immediately to Chloe’s mind before she pushed her quickly away. But Jess noticed the anger flit across Chloe’s face.

‘I can see that wasn’t too hard’ Jess said.

 ‘Oh, no, no, I don’t hate anyone’ Chloe said quickly.

 ‘Liar. Who were you thinking about just then?’

Chloe groaned.

 ‘Well, I may have thought about my ex. Do you remember? The one that proposed and then left me for someone else?’

 ‘Of course I remember. That’s how you ended up in my bed, as I recall’ Jess said without thinking.

Chloe immediately began to blush.

‘Whoops’ Jess said apologetically. ‘I guess I’m not supposed to bring that up, am I?’

Chloe was still uneasy from the sudden mention of the elephant at the conference, but she didn’t want to seem prudish. After all, they had had sex with one another. It was bound to come up.

 ‘You can say whatever you like’ Chloe said, quietly. 

Jess started to laugh very loudly. 

 ‘Are you laughing at me?’ Chloe asked with trepidation.

 ‘No, more at the situation. I mean, what is it about sleeping with someone that makes things this weird? If we’d been on a rollercoaster together a year ago, we wouldn’t care now, would we?’

Chloe cocked her head to the side cynically.

 ‘It’s a little bit different.’

 ‘Well, there’s a lot of screaming and sometimes you get wet, so I’d say it’s not without similarity.’

Chloe laughed. But the joke hadn’t deterred her from the point she wanted to make.

 ‘It’s intimate, though. In a way few things are.’

 ‘One time when I was twelve I wet myself on a rollercoaster and the pee got on my friend. And then about an hour later, she went to the toilet and caught some of her pee in her hand and wiped it on my hair. We spent the rest of the day stinking of each other’s urine. It doesn’t get more intimate than that,’ Jess retorted.

Chloe was revolted, although somewhat amused. But she realised they’d gotten off point yet again. 

 ‘You’re good at that.’

 ‘Good at what.’

 ‘Distracting. Deflecting.’

Jess blew out a whistle. She was impressed.

 ‘People don’t usually catch that so quick. Kudos. But I guess we all have our ways of deflecting. I make a joke, you run screaming into the night.’

Chloe nodded with a small smile. She’d been caught out too. But she didn’t mind. 

 ‘I guess that’s fair.’

There was a silence for a moment. Chloe felt she needed to break it.

‘So, tell me about this new girlfriend.’

 ‘Old girlfriend, technically. We got back together.’

 ‘Oh, the one from before?’

 ‘The very same.’

 ‘So you decided to give it another go.’

 ‘Yeah. I realised I’d been a bit hasty.’

Chloe would have liked to ask for more details, but she didn’t want to be rude. They were still kind of strangers, after all. Despite the fact they’d ‘knocked boots’ as her mother called it.

‘What about you? I hope your new girlfriend is an upgrade on the last one.’

Chloe smiled as she thought about Jo. She was nothing like Laura. In fact, she couldn’t think of two more dissimilar people. Laura had been extremely selfish and self-involved. Jo couldn’t do enough for her.

 ‘She’s definitely much nicer.’

Jess made a face.

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘She’s nice?’

 ‘What’s wrong with nice. I like nice’ Chloe said defensively.

Jess could see she’d wandered into a potential landmine. She’d have to keep her feet very still to avoid setting it off.

 ‘OK, good. If you like nice, then I’m glad you found it.’

Jess looked down at her food and began to eat again. Chloe considered pressing the issue. She felt like Jess had somehow criticised her new relationship, without actually saying it. Chloe didn’t want to create drama if there didn’t have to be any. She’d only just cleared up the trouble from last year.

But it was too late. Chloe felt the situation had soured. She didn’t know how to not feel angry at the comment and she didn’t have it in her to simply ask for an apology.

 ‘Well, I’m tired. I think I’m gonna turn in.’

Jess was not exactly surprised, although she had hoped that Chloe wasn’t going to do another one of her famous flits at the first sign of trouble. But it was clearly who she was.

 ‘Sleep well, then.’

And off Chloe went.

 

The next day, Jess spotted Chloe in the conference room, seated a few rows over. They waved hello. And that was it.

 

Sunday morning, everyone turned up to breakfast before they fled to various parts of the country, their duties done for another year.

Chloe spotted Jess eating a bowl of muesli and a fruit plate. She was sitting alone. Chloe thought about sitting with her, but she wasn’t sure if she should. They hadn’t spoken since the first night. Chloe thought that was probably her fault. She’d gotten a little defensive. And what had Jess said, really? In the analysis Chloe was now performing on the conversation, it didn’t amount to much. Not enough to leave things on bad terms, anyway.

She’d failed at being an adult the first time around. And the second. This was a chance to correct that.

‘Mind if I sit with you?’ 

Jess looked up from her ridiculously boring breakfast to see Chloe hovering nervously near her. 

 ‘Go for it.’

Chloe sat down, pleased that Jess wasn’t holding her little strop against her.

The waiter came over and Chloe quickly ordered a fried breakfast. She wasn’t usually one to go big on breakfast but she had a long train ride ahead of her and she needed fortification if she was going to deal with the terrible public transport system.

Before the waiter had gotten four steps from the table, Jess spoke.

 ‘I’m sorry about what I said about your girlfriend. I don’t even know her. It was a stupid thing to say. Of course nice is good.’

Chloe began to laugh softly. She was starting to get used to Jess’s lack of segue ways. It wasn’t Chloe’s way of doing things at all, but that was what made it sort of fun. It was a break from the politeness that was the usual ball and chain around her ankle.

 ‘That’s alright. I was being overly sensitive.’

Jess was relieved. The tiff had been bothering her all weekend. It had been like a rash that she couldn’t ignore, making her brain itchy.

 ‘We seem to spend a lot of time apologising to each other, don’t we?’ Jess said.

 ‘I suppose we do.’

 ‘Maybe we should stop saying sorry to each other. Think of another word for it.’

Chloe liked the idea.

 ‘How about ‘Pineapple?’ she asked.

 ‘Perfect. So, everyone is very pineapple and there’s nothing more to say about it’ Jess exclaimed as the waiter brought Chloe’s breakfast over. She looked at it with envy, cursing her sensible marathon diet.

 ‘Bloody hell. What I wouldn’t give for a sausage right now’ she said as Chloe began to eat.

 ‘Why did you order that then?’

 ‘I really don’t know anymore’ she said, and reached over, snatching one of the two sausages from Chloe’s plate.

If anyone else had done it, Chloe would have been shocked. But Jess had a sausage-snatcher way about her. 

 ‘Hey, get your own!’

But Jess was already eating it. 

 ‘I’m sorry, my body hasn’t had grease in a month. You’ve only yourself to blame for putting fried food in a five-foot radius of me.’

Chloe sighed and went back to her plate. 

 ‘I guess I did have a spare.’

Jess smiled and kept eating.

 

Later, everyone was filing out. Jess and Chloe stood near the exit, saying their goodbyes.

‘OK, so you have my number now, just in case you’re not here next year. Which I hope you are, by the way’ Jess said.

Chloe shrugged and said ‘I guess we’ll see. Maybe ‘The Look’ will change everything and my kids will start to fear me.’

 ‘Wouldn’t that be nice?’

They stood for an awkward second. Was this a hug moment? Neither was sure. But true to form, Jess decided to go for it. She put her arms out. Chloe hesitated for a split second and then leaned forward to accept the embrace.

They held onto each other for a moment and then released. As they let go, Jess went to kiss Chloe on the cheek. As Jess’s lips neared Chloe’s face, something like a madness gripped her and she made a sharp detour. She pushed her lips onto Chloe’s.

Chloe felt the kiss happening and the part of her brain that should have stopped it stayed quiet. 

Before either of them knew what was happening, they were making out pretty intensely in the lobby of the crappy hotel as people walked past, pretending not to notice.

Chloe suddenly broke the kiss and stepped back sharply.

 ‘We shouldn’t… I can’t… erm…’ Chloe spluttered. And then she simply grabbed her bag and ran from the hotel without a backward glance.

Jess watched her go, thinking ‘Why the hell does this keep happening?’







  
 

Year Three

July 2008 – Sleep Tight Hotel (Liverpool)

Jess sighed as she pulled the car up to the hotel. Another year, another shitty hotel.

She wondered if she’d see Chloe this year. She kind of hoped not. When she thought of Chloe, all she felt was shame. Because the kiss that had happened last year had been cheating. And Jess wasn’t a cheat. Or at least, she didn’t think she was. But she’d been weak.

So she’d gone home and given some serious thought to the situation with Elly. She concluded that the relationship obviously wasn’t enough for her if she could slip like that. 

So she broke up with her. Again. 

Elly had wanted a reason but Jess didn’t want to tell her about the errant kiss. It felt like insult to injury. It was bad enough that she was leaving again. So she didn’t tell her. She’d stuck to the usual clichés. It’s not you. I just don’t think I can be with somebody right now. Etc, etc. 

And she’d been single since then.

She’d dated a bit, but she’d found that her job was taking up more and more of her time. One of the other teachers in her department had quit and was not permanently replaced. So at the times that a supply teacher wasn’t available, she found herself juggling more classes than normal. She’d have the first years up one end of the football pitch and the fourth years up the other. It was ridiculous and wearing.  Added to the union work that seemed to keep piling up, Jess’s scheduled was slammed. And romance fell off her radar.

Jess was knackered from it all. And now one of her precious free weekends was taken up by this bloody conference again. Jess just prayed that Chloe wouldn’t be here this time. She didn’t need the drama. 

 

But Chloe was indeed attending. And for once, she was pleased to be going. She wanted to see Jess.

Chloe had had quite a year. Firstly, work was going better. At the beginning of the last school year, Chloe had tentatively begun work on her own version of ‘The Look.’ It was different from Jess’s. It had less of the black void that Jess put into hers and more of a seething rage edge to it. At its premier unveiling, it had stopped a fourteen year old girl mid-sentence. And after that, Chloe felt less scared of the classroom.

And then Chloe had broken up with Jo. Not right away. They’d lasted another four months after she’d kissed Jess, a fact she’d felt very bad about but decided to pretend hadn’t happened. After all, she wasn’t going to do it again.

But after she’d moved past it, allowing things to get more serious, she began to understand what Jess had meant by the ‘nice’ comment. The more time Chloe spent with Jo, the more she realised there was something kind of blank about her. All she ever wanted to do was what Chloe wanted to do. She liked whatever Chloe liked. In the fifth month of their relationship, she began to realise that she had no clue who Jo actually was. It took two months after that to pluck up the courage to end it. 

Jo had been devastated. And Chloe had hated being the dumper. She just wasn’t used to it. She’d always been the dumpee in the past. It was uncomfortable to see things from the other end.

‘Why? What have I done wrong?’ Jo had cried.

And Chloe didn’t have a good answer for her. Because the real answer was ‘Because you don’t have your own personality’ but there was no way that Chloe was going to say that. It was far too cruel. So, remembering Laura’s breakup speech, she simply said ‘I’ve just felt this distance developing between us. I think we’ve outgrown each other.’

It was a crock of shit. And Jo knew it. But there it was.

Chloe was single again. That made her freak out. She felt she was better with someone than without. So she’d decided to hit the dating apps. 

At first it had been nerve wracking. She wasn’t really a social person and she felt a horrible pressure on the first few dates. She’d found herself clamming up, tongue tied by the anxiety of meeting a new person.

And then she’d noticed something very interesting. The people she was meeting were interpreting her silence as disinterest. And they loved it. 

The less she talked, the more interested her date got. They loved to talk about themselves anyway and the mute sitting across from them became a great place to project whatever they were after. She’d get a lot of calls and texts from her dates after the fact. The less she answered them, the more they came. 

Being socially awkward was working for her. And she was starting to have fun with it. She thought that maybe there wasn’t any rush to find someone right. Maybe she could just see what happened.

So Chloe had looked forward to this conference, and to seeing Jess again. She hoped that she could tell her about how her life felt like it was beginning to open up, possibly even thank her. After all, she owed Jess a lot. Her advice had made a real difference in Chloe’s life.

 

Jess was still sat in the car park. She couldn’t seem to get out of the car. Suddenly, there was a tap at the window. Jess jumped.

‘Hi’ Chloe said, peering in at her with a cheeky smile.

Jess wound the window down.

 ‘Hello’ Jess said, a little uncertainly.

 ‘I just parked up over there and I saw you.’

 ‘Yeah, I was just, err, taking a second to…’ Jess tailed off. She didn’t know why was sitting here.

 ‘Are you alright?’ Chloe asked hesitantly. 

 ‘I’m fine’ Jess said quickly. She opened her door and climbed out while Chloe watched. 

Chloe was a little thrown. Jess seemed different than she remembered. She seemed tense.

Jess slammed the car door and went to the boot. She started to pull out a small wheelie case, asking ‘How are you doing?’

 ‘Oh, you know, swings and roundabouts.’

 ‘Great, good’ Jess said as she shut the boot. ‘You going in?’

 ‘Yeah.’

 ‘OK, let’s go’ and she began to move away from the car.

 ‘Hey, you forgetting something?’

Jess looked around, confused.

 ‘You left your window wound down.’

Jess looked round to see her car window was indeed wide open. Thank god Chloe had noticed, Jess thought. That’s all she needed now, for her newish car to get nicked. 

 ‘Christ. I don’t know where my head’s at at the moment’ Jess said and went back to the car, unlocking it and shutting the window.

Jess began to pace quickly toward the hotel, Chloe following, wondering what kind of year Jess had had.

 

They sat next to each for the opening speech. It was running late. Chloe leaned into Jess.

‘I didn’t get a chance to find out how you’re doing these days?’

Jess turned and whispered one word.

 ‘Busy.’

Chloe had tried an ice breaker, but Jess hadn’t really gone for it. The ice remained uncracked.

She began to wonder if Jess simply didn’t want to speak to her. The last two conferences had gotten a bit dramatic between them. Chloe had considered texting Jess to apologise for running off again after the kiss. But she didn’t know how to say it. So she said nothing. She thought Jess would understand, possibly even be grateful that she’d let the situation cool. She no doubt had her own relationship to think about.

But Jess was being so jittery with her, maybe she’d gotten it wrong. Chloe was perplexed.

 ‘How’s Elly?’ she asked tentatively.

 ‘No idea. Haven’t heard from her in months’ Jess said, really not wanting to get into it.

Chloe was horrified. Was their kiss responsible for Jess’s relationship breakdown? Had Jess gone home last year and confessed all? And then gotten her marching orders?

Chloe wondered how she could find out.

 ‘Oh dear’ was all she could come up with.

 ‘Yeah’ said Jess with an enigmatic sigh.

Chloe was none the wiser. 

Then the speaker finally stepped onto the make-shift stage.

 ‘Good afternoon all. Welcome to the National Teachers’ Union 2008 conference.’

Chloe and Jess clapped respectfully.

 

Later, it was the usual crap buffet. 

Chloe and Jess had walked out together after commencement and then Jess said something about going to the whizz palace and vanished. Chloe hadn’t seen her since. She hoped she’d catch up with her later. 

 

When she went into the buffet, Jess was already there. She was talking to an older teacher, Brenda, according to her name tag. Chloe vaguely remembered that she was a drama teacher.

‘People can talk all they like, if they don’t have the support of department heads, management’s never going to take it seriously’ Jess was telling Brenda.

‘Hi’ said Chloe.

Jess turned, said ‘Hi’ and then turned back to Brenda, saying ‘Heads need to stop worrying about keeping their jobs and start standing up for their staff.’

Brenda shook her head.

 ‘Are you saying that teachers en masse have less power than a few individuals? Because that’s actually the larger problem’ Brenda said irritably.

 ‘I’m not saying their voices don’t matter…’

Chloe listened for a few more seconds before realising that Jess was not interested in talking to her. She obviously blamed her for splitting her and Elly up. Which was completely unfair. Jess had kissed her, she thought angrily. Maybe Chloe hadn’t exactly pushed her off, but that didn’t mean she was to blame.

Chloe decided to go back to her room. She’d bought a stack of marking with her anyway. Sue was sick this year and she had the room to herself so she could just be alone. And if Jess didn’t want to talk to her, she didn’t want to try and find someone else to talk to. What was the point? 

Chloe had been looking forward to seeing Jess. But clearly, the reverse was not true.

 

By Sunday, Chloe and Jess had not exchanged any further words. They weren’t avoiding each other as such. But they never acknowledged each other beyond a brief smile or polite wave.

By checkout, Chloe knew that Jess had zero interest in being her friend. They’d just become people that had slept together once.

Jess was more grateful than usual to be able to leave. Seeing Chloe was like being confronted with her own shortcomings, a reminder that she’d been a shit to Elly. It was unfortunate, Chloe had seemed cool when they’d met. And if they hadn’t slept together, maybe they’d be friends now. But they had. So they couldn’t.





  
 

Year Four

 

June 2009 -  Piffington Hotel and Conference Centre (Croydon)

 

It was the second day of the conference. Jess had voted on numerous issues, gotten into several pretty intense rows and was absolutely sick to the back teeth of everyone. 

She could scarcely believe she was here for a fourth year. She’d had enough of repping for her school. It felt as though she’d just become an ear for complaints that she couldn’t actually do anything to fix.

A few months ago, she’d talked to her regional organiser about the possibility of stepping down. But he’d told her in no uncertain terms that if she did, her school would have no union representation unless she could find a replacement. And by god, she’d tried. But no one wanted the thankless task. She couldn’t really blame them.

Technically, she could still leave if she wanted. But some prideful part of her couldn’t walk away. Because she wasn’t sure how much difference she was making with the administration, but she worried that the skinny line of defense she represented still mattered. Even if she couldn’t make things better, how much worse might things get if she wasn’t there?

She didn’t know. So here she was again.

Would she see Chloe this year? Maybe. But she was over the drama of the last few years. It all started to seem a bit silly. So they’d slept together. So what?

She saw the woman who usually accompanied Chloe to the conference, Sue, but she seemed to be alone. Jess wondered what had become of Chloe. She had yet to see her. Maybe she’d quit the union? Or maybe even teaching? She’d mentioned the possibility once, Jess recalled. 

If that was the case, it was kind of sad. Jess would probably never see her again. It was weird to imagine. She’d become a sort of fixed annual point to Jess, for better or worse.

Oh well, she thought. I guess that’s that. And she carried on with her day.

 

Later, on a session break, Jess was having a cup of tea when she spilled some of the hot liquid down her front, dropping a loud ‘Fuck sakes!’ in the quiet room. She ignored the looks she was getting and went to the bathroom to clean herself up.

She splashed water onto herself and then held her top under the dryer. And then, quite without warning, the vivid memory of that first year flashed in her mind. Chloe in the bathroom, drying herself off because some fool had spilled beer down her. And then the kiss. It was a sexy memory, if Jess was honest with herself.

And that decided it. Jess still had her phone number from the second year. Instead of wondering where she was, she was just going to ask. She sent Chloe a text.

‘Hey Chloe, it’s Jess. Remember me? It conference time and you’re absent. I hope you’ve got a note from your mother, young lady.’

Twenty minutes later, Jess’s phone beeped, mid vote. A few people shot Jess a disapproving look. After the looks began to vanish, Jess subtly got her phone out.

 ‘Hi Jess, of course I remember you. We went on that rollercoaster, didn’t we?’

Jess laughed out loud, earning a few more looks. The message was surprisingly flirtatious for Chloe, she thought. It had cheered her up no end.

She messaged her back instantly.

 ‘That we did. And now I’m stuck at the theme park alone. What’s that about?’

The reply came though seconds later.

 ‘I’m taking a year off of teaching. Travelling the world. Currently in Australia.’

Jess was surprised. And then envious. And then pleased for Chloe.

 ‘Well, I’m in a hotel in Croydon. Don’t be jealous, there’s always next year.’

Beep.

 ‘Save me a place. You never know…’

The text messages went back and forth like that all day. Badinage with a slight edge of flirtation. It was the best possible distraction from the hassle of the conference. The same faces every year, the same issues, the same conversations. But somehow, Jess was having more fun that she’d had in a while.

Before Jess knew it, the conference was over. But the texts kept coming.







  
 

Year Five

 

August 2010 - The Kwick Break Inn (Sheffield) 

 

Chloe was waiting in room twenty-two of the un-ironically named Kwik Break Inn. She was in the bathroom, putting some final touches to her makeup, all the while checking the time on her phone.

She had the room to herself this year. Sue had finally passed her the torch of representing the union solo. It was bittersweet. On the one hand, Chloe didn’t know if she wanted sole responsibility. On the other hand, she didn’t have to share a room. And that was lucky this year. Because she was expecting a guest. And sharing with Sue would have seriously put a hitch in Chloe’s plans. 

There was a rap at the door. Chloe took a deep breath and went out to answer it.

She opened the door to Jess and took in the sight of her. Her black hair was longer than the last time she’d seen her two years ago. Now it flowed half way down her back. She looked like she’d dropped a bit of weight too. Her cheekbones were really popping. Chloe thought she looked edible, despite the fact she looked a little tired.

And Jess looked at Chloe, who’d put a little weight on, and thought she looked pretty delicious too. She’d always thought Chloe could do with a little more meat on her petite frame and she’d been right. It made her look healthier. And her red hair was cut in a stylish bob now. It suited her. The only thing that was a little disappointing was that she seemed to have ditched the glasses.

‘Hey, what happened to the specs?’

 ‘Contact lenses. I haven’t worn glasses in quite a while.’

 ‘Damn. I always liked them. You were like a hot nerd.’

 ‘I’m still a nerd.’

 ‘You’re still hot too.’

Chloe laughed shyly.

 ‘Are you coming in are you just going to stand there?’ Chloe asked coyly.

Jess walked in and shut the door behind her.

Now they were standing in front of one another, the year of flirty texting they’d just had made them both feel a little embarrassed. They’d been safe behind their screens, able to push the limits with each other, get pretty dirty. And now there was eye contact.

Jess began to laugh. 

‘What’s so funny?’ Chloe asked, confused.

 ‘It’s just that thing again. The rollercoaster problem.’

Chloe smiled and sat down on the edge of the bed. Jess sat down next to her.

 ‘Maybe we should just stop talking.’

Jess pulled Chloe toward her, kissing her softly on the lips. Chloe thought maybe she was right. The time for words was over.

 

A couple of hours later, Jess and Chloe finally ran out of steam. They collapsed back in the bed, tired and content. After a peaceful moment, Jess looked at Chloe.

‘You seem different.’

 ‘They’re just glasses’ Chloe said with an eye roll.

 ‘It’s not that. You’re less…’

Chloe waited but Jess couldn’t find the word.

 ‘Less what?’

 ‘I don’t know. You just seem different than I remember.’

Chloe didn’t like the sound of that.

 ‘Are you disappointed?’

 ‘No. Just adjusting my image of you.’

 ‘It’s only been a couple of years? How different can I really be?’

But Chloe was different. And she knew it.

The last two years had been intense for Chloe. Once she’d begun to settle into teaching, she still didn’t know for sure if it really suited her. It wasn’t that she didn’t like it, it was just that it was all that she’d known. She felt like there was still a lot of things she wanted to do with her life and she didn’t want to get to middle age not having done them. She’d spent her youth immersed in books, reading about life. She wondered if she’d missed out on actually living it in the process. 

And everyone always said that travelling was the thing. She decided to go for it. She’d asked for a sabbatical from school, worried they wouldn’t grant it and that they’d give her the sack instead. But Chloe was a good teacher and her school knew it. They were alright with letting her leave on the proviso that she came back.

She spent six months zipping around the world, from country to country, continent to continent. She’d seen a lot of things, met a lot of people, spent a lot of money. And when it ran out, home she came, tired but pleased to see England again. To resume her life.

And that’s when she discovered with a new certainty that education was where she wanted to be. She’d missed that feeling of giving something important to the kids, her love of literature, the thing that had always meant so much to her. Even if they didn’t always know it, Chloe knew she was shaping them with ideas that would feed into their thoughts for the rest of their lives. And that occasional glimmer in a student’s eye, that look of comprehension and the excitement that came with it, Chloe loved that look. She wanted to keep seeing it.

So she’d been content to come home and back to her job, so she could keep getting her fix.

And Jess had begun to feel like an added bonus to coming home. She’d been so pleased to hear from her last year, hoping that finally they could try to be friends. But somehow, it hadn’t progressed like a friendship. They’d been pushing the limits, little by little. 

And by the time the conference came around, they both tentatively agreed that since neither of them was seeing anyone seriously, it was time to see if that first year could be recreated.  

So far, it seemed that it could. With bells on.

Chloe took a drink of water from the bottle on the bedside table. She was seriously dehydrated from the athleticism of the last couple of hours. Jess was extremely limber. Chloe had barely felt like she could keep up at times.

Jess, who was still waiting for her legs to start working again, watched Chloe carefully as she took a long swallow. 

‘I think I know what’s different. When I first met you, you were a bit shyer.’

Chloe looked over at Jess, her face showed displeasure at the memory of who she used to be.

 ‘God, don’t remind me. I don’t want to think about the kind of girl I was back then.’

Jess shook her head.

 ‘I liked that girl.’

Chloe smiled sadly.

 ‘I’m glad you did. But it was very hard being her.’

Jess was going to reply, but thought better of it. Instead, she simply sat with the thought.

 ‘You’re different too, you know’ Chloe said hesitantly. 

 ‘How so?’ Jess asked.

Instead of answering that question, Chloe said ‘How are you doing at the moment?’

Jess considered.

 ‘I’m fine.’

 ‘You look a little tired.’

Jess gave a short laugh.

 ‘Jesus, I should look tired after the workout you just gave me!’

Chloe cocked her head, looking at Jess quizzically.

 ‘Are you doing that thing where you make a joke and hope I don’t notice you didn’t really address what I said?’

Jess’s head dropped back on the bed and she let out a groan.

 ‘Yes I am. Could you just let it go?’

Chloe considered arguing. But old habits die hard. She didn’t want it to turn into a thing. Better to leave it.

 ‘OK’ Chloe said and then glanced at her phone. She abruptly sat bolt upright. ‘God! We were supposed to be in the main hall ten minutes ago.’

Jess and Chloe scrambled out of bed, hastily throwing their clothes on. 

 

After the commencement speech, Chloe and Jess went around the corner from the hotel. Neither had any desire to eat the usual crappy sandwiches and mix with the other teachers. They both liked the taste they’d gotten of each other, they wanted more.

They sat in an old, fusty pub, filled with old men drinking quietly, little to say to one another.

‘This isn’t really a sexy environment for a first date, is it?’ Jess said looking around. ‘It’s like a wake in here.’

 ‘There’s not a lot of options around here. Maybe we could go a bit further afield, get a cab into the town centre?’

Jess considered. 

 ‘Nah. Don’t worry about it, it’s not worth-’

 ‘Is this a date?’ Chloe interrupted, only just realising what Jess had said.

Jess’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t believe she’d called it that. They’d been very careful not to put a label on this thing and she’d gone and dropped the ‘D’ word.

 ‘Err, well, I don’t’…’ Jess trailed off. There was no point backpedalling. She’d said it now. ‘What do you think? Is this a date?’ Jess asked with trepidation.

Chloe smiled slowly.

 ‘I wouldn’t mind if we called it that, I suppose.’

Jess raised an eyebrow.

 ‘Aren’t you the cool customer these days?’

Chloe laughed. 

 ‘I’m really not. I’m just following your lead.’

Truth be told, Chloe wasn’t feeling all that cool. In fact, she was starting to feel a little nervous. She’d thought the word date before Jess had said it. But she wasn’t sure what this was. Or what she wanted. They didn’t live in the same parts of the country. She was South, Jess was North. Where could this realistically go?

She didn’t want to think about it. Over thinking was an Old-Chloe problem. And Old-Chloe had been given her walking papers a while back. New-Chloe was all about consequence-free fun, she reminded herself.

‘If you like, we could just take this party back to my room?’ Chloe said.

She fully expected a resounding yes to the offer. But Jess’s face dropped slightly.

 ‘What, we can’t even talk to each other for a few minutes? Am I really that boring?’

 ‘What? No, no…’ Chloe stuttered. And then she cried ‘Pineapple!’

Jess’s eyebrows shot up.

 ‘Are you having a stroke?’

Chloe shook her head.

 ‘Don’t you remember? We said once that we weren’t going to say sorry to each other anymore, and we picked the word pineapple instead.’

Chloe rubbed her temple anxiously.

‘I was so sure that was going to be a cute moment that would diffuse the tension.’

Jess suddenly snorted with laughter.

 ‘Now that’s the Chloe I remember!’ she said though her laughter.

Chloe couldn’t help it. She laughed right along with her.

 

On Saturday, Jess woke up in her own hotel room, alone. She’d told Chloe it was because she was a snorer. But that wasn’t it.

She’d been single for a long time. She’d gotten into what she tended to think of ‘situations’ with women over the last few years, but she couldn’t seem to make anything stick. She thought it was something to do with the job. It was sucking something out of her but she wasn’t sure what. Maybe it was as simple as joy.

Although she had pretended not to, Jess had understood immediately what Chloe had meant when she told her that she was different. That’s what was great and terrible about the situation. Chloe remembered the person she used to be. Perhaps that was the appeal of her. It was like reconnecting with that old person she’d been. But the problem with that was that the change in her was also more glaring to Chloe. 

The whole thing was a catch twenty-two.

That’s why Jess had needed some space. She could feel certain newer, more negative traits floating to the surface. Jess was likely on the verge of saying something impatient and mean to Chloe, if she hadn’t done so already.

She had to shake this off.

 

Chloe tapped gently on Jess’s door.

‘Hey, sleepy, you missed the morning session’ she called through the door.

There was no answer.

She tapped again and listened at the door. No sound.

 

By the afternoon, Jess had yet to surface. Chloe was worried. She’d called Jess a few times but she didn’t pick up.

 

In the later afternoon, Chloe walked out of the hotel to try calling Jess again. She wandered up the street, knowing she probably wasn’t going to get a reply and wanting some privacy to leave Jess a voice message.

But as she got up the road, she glanced across the traffic to a tiny park that was pushed in amongst the bustling roads. Jess was sitting on a bench, feeding part of a sandwich to a horde of pigeons. 

Chloe dashed across the road, throwing the gate open.

‘Jess! Where have you been?’

Jess looked up from the pigeons in surprise.

 ‘Where’d you come from?’

 ‘I’ve been looking for you. Didn’t you see my calls?’

Jess looked surprised. She pulled her phone her of her bag and looked at it.

 ‘I guess I forgot to charge it. Sorry.’

Chloe was suddenly aware that Jess seemed a little off.

 ‘Are you OK?’ she asked carefully.

Jess shrugged.

 ‘I’m alright. I just needed to think about some things.’

Chloe sat down next to her on the bench. Jess handed her some bread.

‘Throw that. It’s fun to watch them go nuts.’

Chloe wanted to ask more but she decided to do as she was asked instead. The pigeons were obviously giving Jess something that she needed at the moment.

Chloe chucked the bread onto the grass and watched as the pigeons scrabbled about like lunatics. One pigeon in particular, a bit larger than the rest, seemed to be shoving all the other pigeons aside, using its fatness to gain advantage.

Chloe watched it for a few seconds. Then she turned to Jess.

 ‘So, what’s… What’s… Err…’

 ‘If you want to ask why I’m having a meltdown, would you just ask?’ Jess said sharply.

Chloe was stunned.

 ‘Shall I just go?’

Jess sighed.

 ‘Oh fuck. I’m sorry’ Jess said, and then added softly ‘Pineapple.’

Chloe turned to Jess and placed her hand gently on Jess’s. Jess took the hand. They sat like that for a few minutes, silently holding hands, watching the pigeons.

 ‘This isn’t about you, you realise that?’

Chloe laughed ironically.

 ‘I wouldn’t flatter myself that it was. Can I ask what it is about?’

 ‘It’s about… I don’t know’ she shrugged. ‘Everything.’

Chloe wished more than anything that she had the perfect thing to say, something that would offer even a modicum of comfort. But she was smart enough to know she was too stupid to be able to help Jess with whatever was going on in her head. Jess was alone with it. And when Chloe really considered it, they didn’t really know each other. She was the wrong person to try to help.

All kinds of thoughts flooded her head as they sat there. She wanted to tell Jess something, anything that might give her even a moment of happiness. She fleetingly thought about telling her how much she liked her, that she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her all year and that she didn’t want this conference to be the end of them. But she was scared. She knew it was an unwise impulse.

They’d agreed this was a casual one off situation. Chloe wasn’t going to be the one to break that agreement. And now was really the worst possible time for her to even try. Jess was sad. She would probably just be annoyed if Chloe brought any of this up, like she was trying to make this all about her. And, she told herself, there really wasn’t any way this was going anywhere. She had to let it be what it was and nothing more.

All she could do was sit on the bench with Jess. That’s as much as she had to offer. She felt pathetically inadequate.

But Jess didn’t agree. She had nothing further to say and she was completely grateful for the peace that Chloe was allowing her to have. That’s why she’d left the conference. She felt like she didn’t have anything to say to anyone that had any point or value. Even Chloe, who’d been a bright spot of the year, someone who made her smile to see her phone beep with a fresh text, was too much. It was all too much.

‘I shouldn’t have suggested this’ Jess said.

Chloe looked around at Jess. And even though she knew that this situation was not supposed to be about her, she couldn’t help feeling that in some way, it was. She was deeply hurt.

 ‘Because I’m not…’ Chloe began but couldn’t finish.

 ‘You’re not ‘not’ anything. I’m the one who’s ‘not’.’

She gave Chloe the first smile of her day.

‘You’re great. I’m a mess.’

Chloe smiled back.

 ‘Well, I’m a mess too. Maybe a different kind of mess, but still.’

Jess slid her hand out of Chloe’s, giving it a brief pat as she extricated. 

 ‘That’s a sweet thing to say.’

Chloe wondered if it was a good moment to gently prod for a little more information.

 ‘Maybe we could talk about what’s-’

 ‘No’ Jess said firmly. ‘I think I just need to go home and think about what I’m going to do next.’

Chloe looked down. She’d been right, she was utterly out of her depth. And some selfish and ugly part of her was beginning to feel a little resentful about it. She hadn’t been expecting any of this. She’d been promised a fun weekend. And instead, Jess had made her feel like some kid trying to talk to an adult about something she didn’t get. 

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help. It was that she didn’t know how to. And if she couldn’t, then Jess shouldn’t have dragged her into it. And whether she meant to or not, that’s what she’d done.

Chloe wouldn’t make the mistake of trying again.

 ‘OK, well, can I pass anything onto the conference organisers?’ she said, a shade more coldly than she intended. 

Jess felt the slight wind chill of Chloe’s words. But she understood it. She’d been an emo tit with someone who was, to all intents and purposes, not much more than a friend with benefits. Maybe not even that. Perhaps ‘warm acquaintance with benefits’ was nearer to it. 

She had to at least try to find something of old Jess to end this on, since she thought there was a very good chance she’d probably scared Chloe off. If she’d been on the other end of this situation, Jess thought she might have considered herself pretty high maintenance. She didn’t want this to be the last time they spoke. 

 ‘No thanks. I’ll email them later; tell them I came down with explosive diarrhoea. That ought to hold them.’

A surprised giggle slipped from Chloe’s lips.

 ‘Couldn’t you just say tummy trouble?’ she said through her laughter.

 ‘Nah, I’m telling you, if you want to get out of something, those two words ‘Explosive’ and ‘Diarrhoea’ are a magical combination. They make anyone hearing them immediately embarrassed. They can’t stop the conversation quick enough. And if you tell them it happened in public, even better. I once told someone in charge of my jury service that I’d shit myself on the bus and that was that. She practically begged me not to come in. It was brilliant.’

 ‘You lied your way out of jury service?’ Chloe asked, impressed.

 ‘That’s the thing. It wasn’t a lie. How do you think I learned this trick?’ Jess said, grinning. ‘The hard way.’

Chloe would have been revolted if anyone else had told her that story. But somehow, coming from Jess, it tickled her. Chloe let her laughter flow freely. If Jess had decided that Chloe was ill equipped to help, then she could at least let her know that they were alright. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

The laughter pleased Jess. It reminded her of their beginning. When she’d been younger, dumber, easier. Jess wished to be that girl again. She felt some resolve begin to creep into her bones. She would be that girl again, she promised herself.

 

Chloe watched as Jess threw her bag into the boot of her car. Jess shut the boot and turned to her.

‘I guess this is it.’

Chloe smiled thinly.

 ‘I hope not.’

Jess was surprised.

 ‘Do you?’

Chloe nodded. Jess sighed.

 ‘Me too.’

She stepped toward Chloe, and Chloe’s arms opened immediately. They hugged, lingeringly. Jess suddenly broke it saying ‘Alright, I think I’m done being a big drama queen.’

Chloe released her and Jess got into her car. She snapped her belt across and gave a brief wave before pulling quickly out of the car park.

Chloe watched the sharp exit, relieved and disappointed all at once.







  
 

Year Six

 

June 2011 - The Prince George Hotel (Brighton)

 

Chloe was leaning over the railings of the pier, eating chips from a cone and looking out at the lazy ocean. For once, the conference had taken her somewhere she could see something pretty. The last five years of conferences had been in cities she’d never want to visit and shithole hotels. But this year, they’d stretched the budget to something a bit nicer. Chloe was thankful. It was likely the only break she’d get this summer.

As she stared out at the water, she sighed heavily. She had to head over to the hotel soon to register her presence, to her supreme annoyance. She wanted to stay right where she was. She swore she’d come right back here as soon as the afternoon was done with. It would be light until around nine tonight and she wanted to squeeze in as much time as she could near the water. There was something about looking at the ocean that gave her peace. 

She wondered why humans were so pulled to big bodies of H2O. Maybe it was that when the beginnings of humanity had crawled out of the ocean millions of years ago, they’d lost the option to go back. That our DNA missed our first home, even if our brains couldn’t remember it. 

As Chloe let her mind wander along such lines, she heard a sudden terrible screech and saw a flutter of wings from the corner of her eye. Before she could fully turn, she felt a wrench in her hands. A huge gull was stealing her chips.

‘Oy, come back!’ she cried out in surprise but the gull and his prize were long gone. She watched as he flew off, irritated. It had been nice there for a while, Chloe thought. Sodding greedy bird.

 ‘You should be more careful’ a voice said from behind her. ‘I hear those birds steal unattended Chihuahuas sometimes.’

Chloe turned with a smile to see Jess standing there, smiling shyly. Before she could think twice about it, Chloe grabbed Jess into a hug. 

Jess took it gratefully. She hadn’t been sure what kind of reception to expect from Chloe. They hadn’t been in much contact the last year, the most recent communication being a text eight months ago. It had been from Jess, a reply to a lengthy enquiry after her wellbeing and it had read ‘I’m fine. Hope you’re well.’ Chloe had seen the brevity and vagueness as a kiss off. She hadn’t texted back.

But here they were again, both pleased to see each other, both able to see that pleasure in the other. It was a relief. 

 ‘How did you find me?’ Chloe asked.

Jess made a slightly awkward face.

 ‘I wasn’t actually looking for you. I guess we both had the same idea, heading for the pier.’

 ‘Oh’ said an embarrassed Chloe.

 ‘But I’m glad I ran into you’ Jess added quickly. ‘I was just about to go back to the hotel when I heard someone shouting. And I thought, ‘Who the hell would try to reason with a seagull? Chloe Price would, as it turns out.’

 ‘It took me by surprise! I didn’t think I was going to talk it into bringing my chips back or anything.’

 ‘Even if you could, would you really want them at that point?’

Chloe shrugged and said ‘Good point.’

A silence fell on them, as they realised that another twelve months had changed them both a little. 

The biggest change was that Chloe was no longer a redhead. She’d gone honey blonde a while back. So far, the saying about blondes and fun had turned out to be a fallacy. She was having only the standard levels of it. 

Jess, on the other hand still looked pretty similar, but somehow healthier. Less exhausted. The rings were gone from her eyes. There was a light in them that had gone out the previous year. Chloe was delighted to see it again.

 ‘I guess we’d better head over to the hotel’ Jess said and they walked back down the pier. 

‘So, it’s been a while’ Jess said, ‘What have you been up to? Have you gotten married? Had a child? Killed a man just to watch him die? Give me all the gossip.’

 ‘Well, I haven’t quite done any of those things. But I am seeing someone.’

 ‘Oh yes? Let’s have the details.’

 ‘Well, she’s another teacher from my school, teaches art, her name’s Freya. She’s been there a couple of years but we never really talked. Honestly, I thought she didn’t like me. And then it was the Christmas party and we got talking and it turned out we had a lot in common. We liked all the same books and plays and, well…’ She threw her hands up, an ending to her homily.

 ‘And you’re serious?’

 ‘Yeah. I think so. It’s still kind of new but, yeah.’

She bit her lip with trepidation. She hoped it wasn’t hurtful to Jess that she was seeing someone. But she didn’t want to assume anything either. Maybe Jess wouldn’t care.

 ‘I’m glad you found someone. A catch like you shouldn’t sit on the shelf’ Jess said quietly.

Was she genuinely pleased for her? Or was there a note of regret in it? Chloe couldn’t tell.

 ‘How about you? Are you, err, seeing anyone right now?’

 ‘Actually…’ she held up her hand to display an engagement ring, demure but tasteful.

 ‘Oh!’ cried Chloe, almost walking into a lamppost in her shock.

 ‘Watch yourself!’ Jess said, grabbing Chloe, yanking her of harm’s way.

The two-woman procession ground to a halt. Chloe immediately grabbed Jess’s hand to inspect the ring further.

 ‘How…’ Chloe trailed off.

 ‘…Did I manage to get someone who’d have me till death do us part? Obviously, there was a certain amount of blackmail involved.’

 ‘Oh, stop it! Tell me everything’ Chloe said quickly, stamping down some unpleasant tummy rumbles. They both had someone. That was good. 

Chloe wanted to be pleased. She would be pleased.

 ‘Well, I’m sure you remember last year, I wasn’t in such a great place’ Jess muttered, embarrassed to have to mention it. But it was part of the story. It had to be acknowledged. 

Chloe nodded.

‘OK, so I decided that I needed to sort myself out, change all the things that were making me unhappy. The job was top of the list. Terrible hours, terrible pay and we’ve been down a staff member in PE for ages, supply teachers coming and going, it wasn’t cutting it. We were in such a state. I went to my head and told her that I wanted to quit.’

 ‘What?’ Chloe screeched.

 ‘But! She refused to take my resignation. She said she couldn’t lose me. She offered me department head.’

 ‘Oh my god!’

 ‘Yep. The old one had taken early retirement a few weeks before and I’d thought about going for it, but there were people that had been there a lot longer than me. I didn’t think I had a snowball’s chance, but it turned out the Head had me in mind the whole time. So I said I’d take it on the proviso they made room in the budget for a new permanent teacher in the department. I didn’t want to take the job to still be snowed under. No pay rise is worth that. I’ll be honest, I thought I was pushing my luck. But I don’t think she realised how bad things really were, I guess the old department head had been keeping quiet about it, coasting out his time till retirement. When I told her what a mess we were in, she put it to the front of her list. We got the new staff member about six weeks later and I moved up about the same time. Her name was Claire. And she was gorgeous.’

 ‘You ended up with the new teacher?’

 ‘Yeah. Sometimes it’s just easier to be with another teacher. Which I guess you know too.’

Chloe nodded.

 ‘You work the same hours, know the same people, have the same problems...’

 ‘Exactly.’

Chloe blew out dramatically. 

 ‘That’s quite a romantic story.’

 ‘Isn’t it, though? From dreadful things, beauty grew.’

 ‘Very poetic.’ 

 ‘Not really. But for a PE teacher, I’m practically an intellectual.’

Chloe gave Jess a gentle smack on the hand.

 ‘Don’t do yourself down. You’ve never really been the dumb jock.’

 ‘And I suppose you’re not the shy bookworm anymore’ Jess said with a raised eyebrow.

 ‘I guess we’re growing up’ Chloe agreed.

 ‘I guess we are.’

They turned at that and began to move toward the hotel again.

 

Jess and Chloe were seated next to each other listening to the commencement speech. Jess was furtively texting Claire, telling her what the Union General Secretary was saying, moment by moment, with her usual comic spin on it. Claire’s replies came thick and fast. Eventually, the conversation turned in the direction that every prospective newlywed couple’s eventually does.

‘I miss you so much. Can’t stop thinking about your bum’ Jess texted.

 ‘My bum misses you too. So does the rest of me’ came the reply.

 ‘What are you doing right this second?’

 ‘Looking at wedding stuff on the internet.’

 ‘Anything in particular?’

 ‘Honeymoon, obvs. That’s the best bit.’

 ‘Then let’s skip the wedding. We can elope and go straight to the good stuff.’

 ‘We can’t. My Dad is expecting to give me away. He’d kill you and then me, in that exact order.’

 ‘Sigh. Alright. Guess I’ll just have to marry you then.’

 ‘You mean you’ll have to Civil Partner me, don’t you? Whatever you call it, you promised me forever and you better deliver.

 ‘Easy promise to keep.’

And on it went.

Chloe couldn’t help but notice what Jess was doing. It was making her tummy feel a bit odd again. 

She quickly got out her phone and began to text Freya.

 ‘Hey, what are you up to?’

The reply came a few minutes later.

 ‘Nothing’

 ‘I’m just sitting in the commencement speech. Very dull.’

A minute went by with no reply. Chloe tried again.

 ‘Are you still coming to mine on Sunday night?’

 ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ zipped back the text.

 ‘No reason. Just checking.’

 ‘If you’d give me a key, I could be waiting for you.’

That gave Chloe pause. She wasn’t sure if it was really key time yet. She’d hadn’t lived with anyone since Laura, her very former fiancée. Maybe it was just a piece of metal that opened a lock, though. It didn’t have to mean anything else.

 ‘OK, I’ll get one made for you.’

 ‘Really?!’

That worried Chloe. Freya wasn’t really a question mark/exclamation mark person. There was something a little too excited about the text.

Chloe thought for a few minutes about what she could say back. Something that would make it clear that the gesture was not enormously significant. Certainly not ‘moving in’ significant.

 ‘Yes. It’s no big deal’ was the composition she landed on.

Three tense minutes passed before Chloe’s phone lit up.

 ‘Maybe it could be.’

Oh god. She hadn’t gotten the hint.

 ‘How so?’ Chloe replied as though utterly ignorant of the conversation she knew full well was about to happen.

 ‘Well, my tenancy is coming to an end. I was considering whether to renew it. But maybe I shouldn’t?’

Chloe wanted to give herself a sharp slap. She’d actually started this conversation. Why on earth had she started texting Freya in the first place? If she hadn’t done that, this wouldn’t be happening.

Then she looked over at Jess and remembered exactly why she’d done it.

Jess, meanwhile, was still engaged in some heavy text badinage. The smile on her face was creeping ever wider.

Chloe watched and thought about how Jess was moving forward with her life. She’d gotten a promotion and gotten engaged. And at twenty-seven, Chloe was exactly where she was when they’d first met at twenty-two. 

 ‘I’m not growing up at all’, she thought. ‘I’m just growing sideways.’

‘I think you definitely shouldn’t renew that tenancy.’

A few minutes later, Freya replied.

 ‘Great. I’ll let my landlord know. Is there any space where I could work? Maybe we could turn your little spare room (your ‘Library’) into my studio? We could move out the books, keep them elsewhere. Also, I’m going to need you to clear your closet out, do a purge to make room for my clothes. You know me and my scarf collection.’

Chloe read the message and sighed heavily. Jess heard it and leaned in.

 ‘You alright?’

Chloe quickly gave her the thumbs up. But her internal thumbs were not at all up. All Chloe could think was ‘What the hell have I done?’

 

Chloe was back at the sea, this time watching it from the pebble beach. It was around six but people were still out in force. Teenagers, dog walkers, lovey-dovey couples, they were all over the beach, enjoying the evening sun. Chloe wished they’d piss off.

The texts from Freya had been coming steadily. Questions about moving dates, bill splits, the rearrangement of furniture, they wouldn’t stop. Chloe had stopped replying five texts ago but it wasn’t slowing Freya down a bit.

Eventually, Chloe simply switched the phone off. If Freya asked questions later, she’d say she forgot to pack her charger and ran out of juice.

‘We really can’t keep doing this’ a voice said behind her.

Chloe turned to look up, shielding her eyes from the sun. All she saw was a silhouette but she could tell it was Jess.

 ‘Sit down. Join me.’

Jess plonked herself down with a slight yelp.

 ‘I really wish this was a sandy beach. A pebble just hit me square in the coccyx.’

 ‘Well, we can’t have everything, can we?’

 ‘I don’t know about that. I like to think we can.’

Chloe smiled sadly at Jess.

 ‘That’s because you do have everything.’ 

Jess squinted at Chloe through the low sun, regarding her.

 ‘Right now, I guess that’s true. And then one day, maybe it won’t be. If I’ve learned anything this year, it’s that your fortunes can turn on a sixpence.’

Chloe started to laugh, charmed by the old-fashioned expression.

 ‘Your fortunes can turn on a sixpence? I don’t think I’ve heard that one.’

 ‘My grandma always says it. It’s only recently that I’ve started to see what she means. What she’s really telling me is to enjoy it while it’s good and not to panic when it’s not. It’ll change.’

That brought Freya to mind. Chloe knew she was indeed panicking about her moving in. But was it because she knew in her heart that living with Freya wasn’t a good idea? Or was she just scared of this big change? It was hard to know.

She was sick of thinking about it, sick of thinking about herself and her ridiculous, self-created problem. 

 ‘Tell me more about Claire, anyway.’

Jess looked out at the water, thinking about Claire.

 ‘Well, she’s a very calm type of person. Unflappable, I guess you could say. It makes me feel calmer just to be around her.’

Chloe thought she could with some unflappability. Freya wasn’t like that at all. She was a tad frenetic.

But that had its place too, Chloe realised. She moved things forward. She was doing it right now, pushing them both onto another level of the relationship. Perhaps in the way that Jess needed calm, maybe what Chloe needed was someone who knew how to shake her out of her tendency to overthink, to hesitate. To keep nudging her forward so that she didn’t get stuck in the mud of her own uncertainty. 

It was something to ponder.

 ‘Hey, I think the amusements are still open on the pier. Do you want to go and waste your money on games that are almost definitely rigged?’ Jess asked suddenly.

 ‘More than anything’ Chloe replied happily. Mindless fun was just what she needed.

 

‘Bugger!’ Jess yelled as she watched her ten pence coin slip right on top of a pile of change in the coin pusher. ‘That should not have happened! I timed that perfectly.’

 ‘Apparently not or you would have won.’

 ‘Whose side are you on here?’ Jess said as she slipped another ten pence into the slot, holding it, waiting for the moment the machinery would align in her favour.

 ‘I can’t believe you’re putting more money in that thing. What was that you were saying before about rigged games?’

 ‘That was before this got personal. I’ve invested two pounds fifty in this thing. If I turn away now, it wins. I cannot let that happen’ Jess said as she released her coin.

Jess’s coin dropped through the slot, falling cleanly through the obstacles, landing in a good position. Jess and Chloe observed tentatively as it pushed a few coins onto the next shelf down. They were on absolute tenterhooks as several ten pence pieces slipped over the final lip with a satisfying clink.

‘Yes!’ cried Jess. 

 ‘How much did you get?’

Jess collected her coins and counted up.

 ‘One pound and twenty pence.’

 ‘That’s less than half of your original investment.’

 ‘I’m prepared to count that as a win. Let’s walk away now before I change my mind.’

They began to wander around the arcade, wondering what machine to try next. Then Jess spotted just the thing.

‘Oh my god. They’ve got Time Crisis.’

 ‘What’s Time Crisis?’ Chloe asked.

Jess’s mouth dropped open.

 ‘Are you kidding me? Only the best game ever. Come on’ she said and grabbed Chloe’s hand, pulling her toward the machine.

She pulled out the two guns from the holsters on the front of the game and handed one to Chloe.

 ‘What do I do with this?’

 ‘What do you think you do?’ Jess said with a lazy smile. ‘Point and shoot.’

She shoved a pound into the machine and the game sprang to life. The general plot was explained in a few seconds, some silly thing about rescuing the president’s daughter, and then they were thrown into the action, with characters popping up and firing in the direction of the screen. Chloe realised it was just a slightly more sophisticated duck shoot type of game. She began plugging bad guys with a precision that shocked Jess.

 ‘I thought you’d never played this!’ 

 ‘Like you said, it’s just point and shoot’ Chloe said as she knocked off three thugs in as many seconds.

 

Twenty breathless minutes later, the game finally ended. They hadn’t reached the end, but they’d gotten further than Jess ever managed before. She slid her gun back in its holster with a deep satisfaction.

‘Good work, sharp shooter’ she said and held up her hand. Chloe high fived it, knowing she’d achieved a certain level of respect in Jess’s eyes. It felt good.

‘I’m starving’ Jess professed. ‘How about you?’ 

 ‘I could definitely eat. The buffet should be starting soon’ Chloe said, looking at her watch.

 ‘Sod that. It’s not worth the price’ Jess said with a puckered brow.

 ‘It’s free.’

 ‘Exactly.’

Chloe rolled her eyes and said ‘Alright then, what are you in the mood for?’

Jess thought for a second and then her face lit up as she declared ‘Mexican.’

Chloe considered the suggestion.

 ‘I think I could probably be talked into a burrito’ she said.

 

A little later, Jess and Chloe were shovelling some of the best Mexican food they’d ever eaten into their faces. From the outside, the place had looked little more than a shack, and Chloe had been doubtful. The name ‘Burrito Hut’ hadn’t done much to sweeten its appeal. But Jess had liked the fact that they wandered down a back street and come upon the place by accident.

‘It’s written in the stars, Price’ she’d said. And how could Chloe do anything but follow her in after that?

And Jess had been right. The place was amazing.

‘Isn’t this the best guacamole you’ve ever had in your life?’ Jess said as she scooped a load of it into onto a tortilla chip.

Chloe’s mouth was full so she simply nodded with enthusiasm.

‘You know what, we’ve been talking so much about me and all my news, we haven’t talked about you properly yet’ Jess said.

Chloe nearly choked on some salsa.

 ‘Oh, well, my year hasn’t been as exciting as yours.’

 ‘I’ll be the judge of that’ Jess teased. ‘Come on, how’s about this new girl then. Art teacher did you say? Is it true what they say about art teachers?’

Chloe’s brow knitted together in abject confusion.

 ‘What do they say about art teachers?’

Jess shrugged.

 ‘I don’t really know but I thought you might fill in the blanks on that. Maybe spill a filthy secret or two.’

 ‘Chancer!’ Chloe spluttered.

 ‘You never try, you never get. My grandma says that as well.’

 ‘Wise grandma.’

 ‘She has her moments. She’s eighty-seven and she’s had four husbands. Outlived them all. Calls herself the ‘The Black Widow’.’

Chloe smiled at the thought of Jess’s northern grandma, full of wisdom and self-deprecating humour. It made sense that Jess would have a gran like that.

 ‘She sounds fun.’

 ‘Usually. I wouldn’t cross her though. She’s got the sharpest tongue.’

Jess shook herself.

‘Listen to me, I’m doing it again. Bloody tricky, you are.’

Chloe raised a surprised eyebrow.

 ‘Me?’

 ‘Yeah. We started talking about you and somehow, you deflected it.’

Chloe realised Jess was right. 

 ‘Sorry. It’s an old habit.’

 ‘Then I’ll be sure to check you on it in future.’

 ‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that.’

 ‘Well, you’ve been known to catch me out on my little deflective ways in the past. It’s really only fair.’

 ‘I did?’

 ‘Yep. The only difference is that you caught on a few years quicker’ Jess said as she took another forkful of food. ‘So what’s with the evasion?’

Chloe pushed a blob of refried beans around her plate with her knife.

 ‘I don’t know. It’s just a slightly tricky topic just at the minute.’

 ‘Trouble in paradise?’

Chloe shook her head vaguely. 

 ‘It’s not, I don’t…’

 ‘OK, OK, I’m backing off.’

Chloe gave Jess a penetrating look. 

 ‘Don’t take this the wrong way but I’m surprised you’re so interested.’

Jess was astounded.

 ‘Why wouldn’t I be? We’re friends, aren’t we?’

Chloe’s mouth dropped open, a soundless expression of surprise. 

It was weird, after all this time and the ups and downs of her relationship with Jess, she’d never realised that’s what they were now. They’d taken the long route around it but it was obviously true. Jess was her friend. 

Whatever stomach-based conflicts Chloe had about Jess, the thought of a real friendship with her felt pretty great.

 

The following day, the votes were in session and Chloe and Jess were glued to each other all day, quietly giggling during the talks, chattering away during tea breaks. They were actually pleased to be at the conference for once. The beach delivered a beautiful view and they both provided an abundance of laughs for each other.

Chloe found that it was taking her mind off The Freya Problem. In fact, it was pretty easy to ignore it all together. 

So when Chloe switched on her phone on Sunday morning, she expected a full inbox and various voice messages asking her what the hell she was playing at. She expected it because it was a fair response to her avoidance. She knew it was childish to have switched her phone off like that. But it was just so easy to do. 

However, as every experienced avoider knows, the longer you stick your head in the sand, the more you risk a wrath falling on you when you do eventually pull your head back out. 

But when Chloe switched her phone back on, there was only one message.

‘Hi C, I’m sure you’re really busy with the conference but I just wanted to say…  sorry about the text bombardment. I think I just got a bit overexcited. Obviously, we can’t make real plans until we see each other, so we can talk it all through properly. Hope you’re feeling as happy about this as I am. I think it’s going to be great. Love you, F xxx’

You could have knocked Chloe over with a feather. For once in her life, refusing to engage with a problem had solved it. Freya had obviously had some time to think and realised she was being way too full on. 

Chloe immediately texted back.

 ‘Of course I’m happy. I think it’s going to be great too xxx’

And she meant it. Maybe this could work out after all.

 

At breakfast, Chloe practically skipped into the dining room. She spotted Jess eating a banana and staring out of the window.

‘Hey!’ Chloe said as she bounced into a seat across from her.

 ‘Hi’ Jess said suspiciously. ‘Are they putting amphetamines in the cereal today by any chance?’

 ‘What, I can’t be in a good mood?’

Jess sat with a raised eyebrow, not buying it. Chloe caved.

 ‘I’m happy because I’ve decided to move in with Freya, if you must know.’

 ‘Wow.’

Chloe nodded.

 ‘I know.’

 ‘Big move.’

 ‘Not as big as marriage.’

Jess nodded and said ‘True enough’. She picked a jug of juice from the table and poured it into two glasses, handing one to Chloe and grabbing the other for herself.

‘To us and our big serious relationships.’

Chloe clinked her glass against Jess’s.

 ‘To us’ she said.

They both took a sip.

A twinkle crept into Jess’s eye.

 ‘To think, it could have been you and me.’

Chloe smiled coyly.

 ‘Doubtful.’

Jess was mock offended.

 ‘Why not?’

 ‘I just think we’re a bit too different.’

 ‘When did that ever stop anyone’ Jess said with a soft snort of laughter.

Chloe sighed, wondering if she should say what she was really thinking. It was risky, but they were proper friends now, weren’t they? Honesty was important.

 ‘I’ll admit; I’ve thought about it. But there was always something in the way, wasn’t there?’

 ‘Yeah’ Jess said thoughtfully. ‘There always was.’

 ‘But I’m glad there was. Because now I get to have you as my friend.’

Jess’s smile was wide.

 ‘Me too.’

Chloe raised her glass this time. Jess clinked it.

 

As they parted an hour later, Jess swore that this year, they’d keep in contact with each other regularly.

‘Maybe even a visit?’

Chloe nodded with enthusiasm.

 ‘Absolutely. We have to do that.’

And then they hugged each other, Jess squeezing Chloe way too hard, and off they went, in opposite directions. 







  
 

Year Seven

 

August 2012 -  The Gatehouse (Manchester)

 

Chloe poked her head out of the cab to see that it was absolutely pissing it down.

‘What the hell kind of August is this?’ thought Chloe as she hopped out of the car. It made her feel grateful to be a southerner if this was a Manchester summer’s day. How did Jess live with here without getting a serious case of SAD?

 ‘Chloe?!’ a voice from behind her implored. Chloe turned quickly to see she’d left Freya struggling with the bags.

 ‘God, sorry. I don’t know where my head was.’

 ‘Just grab one, would you?’ Freya said, half throwing an overnight bag at her as she stepped out of the cab. 

They went into the hotel, which Freya surveyed with a cynical eye. Chloe could tell she was unimpressed. She hoped that if Freya was about to complain, she’d do it quietly.

Luckily, Freya’s mind seemed taken up with other things.

‘What time are we meeting your friends, anyway?’ Freya asked as Chloe was handed the key at reception.

 ‘Friend, not friends’ plural. I’ve never met Claire. But Jess wanted us all to get together’ Chloe explained. They headed toward the lift.

 ‘You see, that’s the bit I don’t understand’ Freya said as Chloe pushed the call button. ‘I don’t know why people can’t just be friends with each other without dragging their girlfriends into it.’

 ‘Look, they got married a couple of months ago and I couldn’t go because it clashed with your show, so this seemed a good way to alleviate some of the guilt. I don’t want her to think I’m not interested in meeting her wife. Or for her to meet my partner, for that matter.’

Freya shuddered as the lift doors slid open.

 ‘Please don’t use that word.’

 ‘What word?’ Chloe asked, stepping in and pushing the button for the fourth floor.

 ‘Partner. It sounds like we’re taking out a business loan together.’

Chloe sighed.

 ‘What would you prefer to be called?’

A few seconds of silence as the lift juddered up the floors.

 ‘How about Sex Puppet?’ Freya finally said with a cheeky grin.

The doors pinged open and Chloe laughed. The tension that had been building up between them on the way up north seemed to dribble away.

They walked down the hall, looking for room 417.

 ‘Look’ Chloe said with an indulgent smile ‘It’s just dinner. You get the rest of the weekend to yourself. You can go mad on Manchester High Street while I’m stuck at the conference.’

Chloe slid the key into the lock and opened the door, standing aside for Freya to walk in.

 ‘You have yourself a deal, partner’ Freya said dryly as she waltzed past Chloe into the small beige double room.

 

Ten minutes later, Chloe headed back down to reception to register for the conference. She spotted Jess chatting with a young guy with a middle-aged guy moustache. 

She crept towards them to wait politely for the conversation to conclude.

‘So what exactly do you plan to do about that?’ Bad Moustache asked.

 ‘Greg, the conference is starting in a minute. Can you come back later? I promise you can rake me over the coals completely.’

Greg harrumphed and walked away. Jess watched him, shaking her head.

 ‘What was that about?’ Chloe said from behind Jess.

Jess turned in surprise.

 ‘Price! Where did you appear from, you wizard!’ 

She grabbed Chloe in a bear hug.

 ‘I know. I don’t usually get the chance to creep up on you’ Chloe said into Jess’s hair.

Jess pulled back and gave Chloe a look of assessment.

 ‘Let’s have a look at you. Oh, you’re red again!’

Chloe touched her hair self-consciously. 

 ‘Yeah. I never really took to being a blonde.’

 ‘You completely rocked the blonde but it’s nice to see the old ginge back, I must say.’

Chloe began to blush.

 ‘What about you, let’s see if anything’s different’ she said, wanting to push the focus off herself.

 ‘There’s obviously one difference’ Jess said, holding out her hand to show Chloe the new silver band on her finger. Chloe was immediately contrite.

 ‘I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it.’

 ‘That’s alright Price. Don’t sweat it.’

 ‘It’s not that I didn’t want to be there…’

 ‘Don’t start apologising again. There’s only so much I can take of that.’

Chloe shrugged shyly.

 ‘OK, well, I’ll just say pineapple and we’ll leave it at that then.’

Jess was filled with nostalgic pleasure.

 ‘Pineapple accepted. Plus, you sent that pan set.’

 ‘I’m glad you liked them.’

 ‘They were one of the last things to go off the list and one of the first things we picked out, Claire was worried we wouldn’t get them, so believe me, we were very pleased to get them.’

 ‘How was the day itself?’

 ‘Nice.’

 ‘Nice?’

 ‘If I’m honest, it was knackering. Everyone makes such a bloody big deal of it. My mum was permanently down my neck for the whole six weeks before. ‘Did you remember the flowers?’ ‘Yes mother, I remembered one of the most basic things that every wedding has.’ She was doing my head in. I was pleased to get married just so she’d stop ringing me and asking stupid questions. I get enough of that at work’ Jess said with a head shake.

 ‘Is that what that was before?’

 ‘Oh, that. No, not exactly. It’s a valid complaint he’s got. I just can’t help him as quickly as he wants. Anyway, I’ll leave it at that. But suffice to say, being a department head is a whole new set of headaches, especially when you combine it with me being the union rep.’

 ‘Tricky tightrope?’

 ‘Putting it lightly. Anyway, how’s it going at fancy pants school?’

 ‘Fancy pants school is good. We have problems, but I think they’re different from the problems you have.’

 ‘Like ‘Which jodhpurs should little Tarquin wear for his horse riding lesson?’

 ‘I wish. It’s more along the lines that when people pay for their kids’ education, they tend to have a lot of opinions about what I’m teaching their progeny.’

 ‘Please tell me that the opinions are hilariously stupid.’

 ‘Sometimes, yes.’

Jess clapped her hands together in anticipatory delight.

 ‘Tell me the stupidest thing a parent has ever said to you. I could do with a laugh.’

Chloe cycled through the year she’d had, but she didn’t have to travel far in her memory time machine.

She affected a deeper, more manly voice and said ‘Do you really think you’ve got the life experience to be able to teach the kids about To Kill a Mockingbird?’

 ‘Brilliant. What was your reply?’

 ‘I told him maybe I didn’t but that I did use to live in a tree, so I had that going for me.’

 ‘You did not!’

Chloe tutted and said ‘No, I didn’t.  But I seriously thought about it.’

Jess laughed with her head thrown back.

Chloe felt a flush of pleasure at having made Jess laugh. Not that it was hard to do, but still, it always felt good.

‘So, where’s the missus? She here?’ Chloe said looking around.

 ‘No, she’s at work. But you guys are still coming tonight, aren’t you?’

 ‘Wouldn’t miss it. Freya can’t wait to meet you’ Chloe lied.

 ‘Where is your squeeze, come to think of it.’

 ‘She’s upstairs, having a lie down. It was a long journey.’

 ‘Car?’

 ‘Train. I couldn’t do that long a drive solo. And Freya doesn’t drive.’

 ‘Oh well, long as she’s easy on the eye, who cares?’

 ‘Ha! True.’

People began to mill in the direction of a set of double doors at the end of the hall.

 ‘That’s our cue’ Jess said and they began to shuffle along with the crowd.

 

Jess lifted the lid from the pan and sniffed the contents suspiciously.

‘I think we should have just gone out to eat.’

Claire, a tall blonde lithe creature with a Scandinavian look about her, was sitting at the table, reading on her laptop. She didn’t seem to hear.

Jess, who’d been hoping Claire would pour praise on what Jess thought of as her somewhat inconsistent cooking skills, tried again.

‘Claire? Don’t you think this chilli smells a bit like a full nappy?’

Claire finally looked away from the screen.

 ‘What? Oh. Don’t be silly. It smells exactly like chilli’s supposed to smell.’

It wasn’t the ringing endorsement that Jess had been hoping for. It was little more than a nod toward the basic adequacy of the food. But Jess didn’t want to push for more. If she had to fish for a compliment, what was the point of it?

 ‘Great’ she said simply. 

The flat’s buzzer rang sharply.

 ‘Would you let them in?’

Claire looked up sharply.

 ‘I’ve never met them. I think you should probably do the whole meet and greet bit.’

Jess rolled her eyes.

 ‘Fine. Can you keep an eye on the food then?’

 ‘Of course’ Claire said, making no move from the table.

Jess walked out to the hall and picked up the phone on the intercom.

 ‘That you, Price?’

 ‘Yeah.’

Jess hit the open door button.

 ‘Come on up.’

She heard a click down the intercom and went to the flat’s front door, sticking it on the latch. She could hear Chloe and Freya coming up the three flights, but before they got all the way up, Jess smelled something burning.

‘The chilli!’

She ran into the kitchen to see Claire guiltily trying to scrape burnt chilli out of the pan.

 ‘I think we can save most of it?’ she said with ‘please don’t be too mad at me’ grin.

Jess was about to reply when she realised that Chloe was suddenly amongst them, with a person that had to be Freya. Her immediate and involuntary assessment of Freya was that she looked mean. Pretty-mean, but mean all the same.

 ‘Hi’ Chloe said nervously.

Jess turned to them.

 ‘Hi! How does everyone feel about Chinese takeaway?’

 

Forty slightly awkward minutes later, everyone was in the living-cum-dining room, sat around the table, passing around foil trays filled with food.

‘Honestly, this might be a blessing in disguise. I’m not exactly known for my culinary prowess.’

 ‘I’m sure it would have been lovely. But this works too’ Chloe said quickly.

 ‘So, Freya. You teach art, right?’ Jess asked of her so far pretty mute guest.

Freya bit into a spring roll, chewed it for a full ten seconds, then and only then said ‘Yeah.’

Jess thought there might be more so she paused. There was no more.

Chloe, sensing Freya’s social lack, tried to fill it.

 ‘She’s just teaching until her own work takes off. She’s an amazing artist.’

 ‘Oh yeah?’ Jess asked Freya.

Freya shrugged. 

 ‘I don’t know. I just do what I do.’

 ‘She’s being modest’ Chloe added. She felt a slight look coming from Freya. She realised she was doing that thing again. Nervously trying to fill conversational gaps. Freya had asked her several times not to do it, to simply let Freya speak for herself. 

The problem with that was, Freya didn’t always want to speak for herself. So that left Chloe in a bind. Risk her wrath or sit in an embarrassing silence. 

But she’d just had a sharp look flung her way so Chloe decided to use every ounce of her will to let the next conversation attempt die if that’s what Freya wanted to happen.

 ‘What medium?’ Claire suddenly asked, surprising everyone. She hadn’t spoken in fifteen minutes or more.

 ‘Oil paint.’ 

 ‘What kind of stuff?’ Jess asked, trying to keep the flow, such as it was, going.

 ‘I’m mostly into abstract right now.’

And with that, Freya seemed to be done. 

Jess felt she’d done her best. If this woman couldn’t put the effort in, she couldn’t be arsed trying to coax her. It was too much like teaching. Some sullen little teenager refusing to acknowledge you because you represent authority, the worst thing in the world. Freya had that vibe. Perhaps it was because she considered herself, as an artist, above the company of a couple of PE teachers.  

Well, if that’s how it is, Jess thought, sod you. She turned her attention to Chloe.

 ‘How do you think you’ll vote tomorrow on the strike thing?’

 ‘Well, it’s a tough one. I don’t know.’

 ‘You’re kidding. We have to do it.’

 ‘I don’t know if creating a big hoo-ha is-’

 ‘Hoo-ha is the whole point, Chloe.’ Jess broke in. ‘To remind the people at the top that they don’t hold all the cards, that we have power and that we’ll demonstrate it if they force us to.’

Chloe considered letting it go. After all, there wasn’t much chance she’d turn Jess around to her way of thinking, that she’d end up agreeing that this wasn’t a simple issue with an easy solution. Most likely, they’d both come out of this debate with the exact same views they’d gone into it with. But she thought Jess was being a little narrow sighted, refusing to see the complexity of the situation. 

 ‘But you’ve got to admit, it’s disruptive.’

 ‘What, for kids who get a day off? They’ll cope’ Jess said dryly.

 ‘What about pupils who’re in their GCSE year? Not to mention parents who rely on schools to look after their kids so they can go to work.’

Jess knew all about that. She knew it better than Chloe did, with her rich school and its wealthy parents. Jess’s kids had parents who were genuinely broke. And the fact Chloe was trying to lecture her on this topic was hypocritical and patronising. 

Jess began to feel a heat creeping up her neck, never a good sign.

 ‘I’m well aware of the struggle some parents have. I see it every day. But that doesn’t mean I’m willing to kowtow to a government that doesn’t care about what teachers have to put up with to do a job that is frankly essential in keeping things running, to keeping society itself running’ Jess said, her voice beginning to rise. ‘And if people want to demonstrate for better help with childcare or a decent minimum wage or any other worker’s rights for that matter, I’ll be right there. We all have to hold each other up or we all lose!’ 

Chloe could see that Jess was angry. She’d never seen her so het up. Or, strictly speaking, she had seen her this angry, but never at her. But she didn’t care. Because she was angry too. She was getting a sermon from someone who thought their views were more important because they were from a working class perspective. 

But Jess was missing a key piece of information. Chloe, despite working with privileged kids, had not come from money. Far from it.

 ‘Well, next time I see my mother, who raised me by herself with absolutely no money or help, I’ll be sure to mention that!’ Chloe barked.

Jess heard the statement with surprise, but she was past the point of being able to hear it with any compassion. She was too far gone into her own anger.

The room froze as Jess and Chloe glared at each other across the table. Freya and Claire, as the people in the room not currently angry, exchanged a look of brief alliance. 

Freya put her hand on Chloe’s.

 ‘And that’ said Freya ‘is why you never discuss politics or religion with friends.’ 

Chloe shot her a brief look of annoyance. Freya quickly turned away from it, taking a sip of her drink. She’d tried.

 ‘Hey’ Claire said softly. ‘Maybe we should change the subject.’

Jess turned to Claire, about ready to bite her head off. She hated it when people couldn’t handle a bit of tension. It was wimpy.

But before she could let fly, Chloe stood up.

 ‘Thanks for dinner’ she said quietly ‘But I’ve got to be up early. Don’t want to miss the vote’ she added, almost imperceptibly emphasising the word ‘vote’. But Jess caught it.

As Chloe picked up her bag and began to get herself together, Jess felt horrible. It had all gotten away from her so quickly. The dinner and her temper. What the hell had gotten into her?

She stood, ready to make some kind of amends.

 ‘Chloe, I-’

 ‘See you at the conference’ Chloe said and fled the room. Freya was briefly left with Jess and Claire. She gave a shrug and said ‘I guess that’s my cue. See ya’ and quickly followed after Chloe.

And with that, the evening was done. It had lasted less than an hour.

Jess didn’t even look at Claire. She started grabbing dirty plates and taking them through to the kitchen.

After a minute’s hesitation, Claire scuttled in after her. She walked in to see Jess angrily scraping burnt chilli into the bin, taking half the surface of the pan with it.

 ‘Careful. Those were from the registry. They weren’t that cheap as I-’

 ‘Is that all you care about?’ Jess exploded.

But Claire wasn’t about to take the bait.

 ‘No, I care about you actually. What happened in there?’ she asked softly.

The tenderness in Claire’s words finally began to sooth the angry beast that had risen up in the last twenty minutes.

 ‘I don’t know.’ Jess said remorsefully. ‘How was I supposed to know she’d been bought up by a single mum? She never mentioned it.’

 ‘Did you ever ask?’

Jess felt another rage flare up at the question, laden as it was with accusation. But instead of flying off the handle, Jess took a deep breath. It was something she’d learned in the weekly therapy sessions she’d been having for the last few months. It had been a long time coming. She needed a place to vent, blow off some of the steam that tended to build up at work. It became too easy to get angry these days. So she’d decided to go to therapy, rather than wait till she ended up strangling a pupil who was ignoring her whistle. So far, the sessions had helped. She’d go in there and vent, and then come out feeling less of a tightness in her chest. She was letting go of something. 

But still, you can never fully cure a quick temper. And that’s how she’d come to rely on deep breaths when it all became too much. And it was pretty effective. Jess just wished she’d deployed it ten minutes ago instead of letting herself go off the deep end at Chloe.

 ‘Not as such’ she replied to Claire’s question. ‘It never really came up.’ 

Claire didn’t say anything to that, leaving Jess alone with the thought.

 

The next morning Jess walked into the lobby, fighting the urge to creep through like a criminal. She looked around for Chloe but she didn’t see her.

Jess wasn’t sure how to play things today. She’d been tossing and turning all night, thinking about the argument. She’d moved between feeling like she’d been the arsehole to feeling like the wounded party. Right now, she was somewhere in the middle.

She walked into the conference room, choosing a seat on the back row. She kept a watchful eye out for Chloe, but she didn’t immediately spot her. Had she sacked it off, Jess wondered?

But then she saw her. She was near the front, sitting straight backed in her seat. There was something in that rigid posture that was very un-Chloe like. It made Jess a little nervous.

A woman in a colourful dress with a bleating, loud voice addressed the crowd to tell them about the subject vote, as if everyone didn’t know about it. It was the only topic of the day. To strike or not to strike. It was a topic that got Jess’s blood boiling with righteous ire ordinarily, feeling that it was clear what they should do. But now, the subject was laden with embarrassment, shame and fear. 

That didn’t change Jess’s views, however. Whatever had erupted with Chloe, she still felt essentially the same. She would vote as intended.

 

Later, Jess was getting a cup of tea and a muffin from the coffee shop next door to the hotel. She told herself that it was better than the free tea available for the delegates, but the truth was, she was hiding. Jess liked to think of herself as forthright however, so she preferred to tell herself it was all about the English Breakfast and baked goods.

But, in immediate karmic retribution, Chloe suddenly walked in the door just as Jess had sat down and taken a mouthful of muffin. They locked eyes. 

Chloe, who’d come in for exactly the same reason Jess had, to avoid her, suffered a small panic when she saw her. She almost turned and ran, with the ridiculous idea that that maybe Jess hadn’t seen her. But it was madness. They were five feet away from each other, close enough for Chloe to see the muffin crumbs on Jess’s chin.

‘Oh. Hi. How are you?’ Chloe asked robotically.

Jess put down the muffin and brushed the crumbs from her chin.

 ‘I’m fine. And you?’ Jess replied in an unnaturally mannerly tone.

 ‘Yeah. Ya know…’ she trailed off.

For Jess, that was as much politeness as she could reasonably be expected to tolerate. She wanted to say something real. 

Unfortunately, the only thing she could think to say was ‘So how did you vote?’

Chloe stiffened.

 ‘I’d rather keep that private, if you don’t mind.’

Jess raised an eyebrow.

 ‘Well, we all know what that means.’

 ‘We do?’ Chloe asked coldly.

 ‘Yeah. People only want to keep their votes private when they know it’s an unpopular choice.’

Chloe looked as though she were about to say something, but changed her mind. She glanced out of the coffee shop window.

 ‘I’d better go. I’m meeting Freya for lunch.’

And she left.

Jess wanted to kick herself. Why did she keep talking to Chloe like this? Why couldn’t she stop?

 

‘Greg, calm down. I’m not the enemy. I’m here to help you.’

Greg, he of the bad moustache, was not so easily consoled. He’d come to Jess, in the almost privacy of the bar, looking for answers that Jess didn’t have. And now he’d reached breaking point.

 ‘Really? Because that bastard is making my life hell and so far, all he’s had is a slap on the wrist.’

 ‘I’m not in charge of the disciplinary action the Head decides on.’

 ‘No, but it’s up to you to push for a just outcome. And I feel like you’re not doing it.’

 ‘I’m really doing my best here. It just takes time.’

But Greg wasn’t really listening.

 ‘I guess all Heads of Department look out for each other, is that it?’

Jess was offended. 

 ‘Greg, we’ve known each other for five years. Is that how you really see me?’ she said angrily.

Greg sighed. He shook his head.

 ‘No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’

Greg looked so forlorn she couldn’t help but immediately forgive him. She understood how hard it was when work was bad, how it could infect your whole outlook. The man was simply frustrated. And Jess was frustrated too. His boss, Robert Naylor, Head of Science, was about as mean as they came and had been putting the screws to Greg for quite some time. People said he hadn’t started out like that but Jess didn’t know if that was true or not. All she’d ever known was a bully who smelled of whisky most mornings.

Greg was right. Robert deserved more than a slap on the wrist. But these things took time. There was a procedure to follow. Even Robert, bastard that he was, was entitled to his rights, the same as Greg.

Still, that was no good to poor Greg. The man was in rough shape. And he’d talked about quitting more than once. For Jess, that was the worst possible outcome. A good teacher leaves while his incompetent drunk arsehole of a boss stays? Jess could not bear the idea of a world where that happened.

 ‘Just hold on, Greg. Please, hold on. I’m doing my best for you. I want that fucker out too. I just need a bit more time.’

Greg nodded gently and then turned and left the bar. Jess watched him go, feeling worse than useless.

Suddenly, she felt a hand on her arm.

 ‘You. Come with me’ said a firm voice, a voice made of iron.

Jess turned, not knowing who the hell had just spoken. Was she getting robbed right here in the bar of the Gatehouse Hotel?

But she turned to see that it was actually Chloe. Or possibly her evil twin. She had a steel in her eyes that was unrecognisable. 

‘Are you coming or not?’ Chloe asked.

Jess, utterly befuddled, muttered ‘Alright. Where we going?’ as she was pulled out of the bar and escorted to the lifts.

 ‘My room.’

 ‘Jeez, buy a girl a drink first’ Jess said, trying for a light tone. But Chloe was having none of it.

 ‘No, stop that. No jokes’ she said as they got in the lift.

 

The door to Chloe’s hotel room opened and Chloe stomped in. Jess shuffled in after her, wondering what the hell she was walking into. Chloe was being quite forceful and direct. Jess wondered if whatever she’d taken to illicit this personality change was available over the counter.

But Chloe was not chemically enhanced. She was just angry. She’d had about twenty-four hours to stew on what had happened, on Jess’s words. And she regretted only one thing. Walking out before she’d really had a chance to say what she thought.

Freya hadn’t helped in soothing Chloe’s anger. Partly because Chloe had insisted that she’d shaken off the incident. But that really wasn’t an excuse. It was the duty of the person who loved you to know when you were lying about being OK, to call you on it. But Freya didn’t do that, it wasn’t her way. She preferred to let people work their stuff out on their own. She felt it was more respectful than dragging stuff out of them. If they wanted to talk, they would. 

But Chloe had needed to have things dragged out of her. It was how she’d always been. And she’d needed it last night. But it hadn’t happened. They just sat in the room together, watching TV, tiptoeing around one another. 

It was an unfortunate incompatibility issue for Chloe at this moment. Because she couldn’t remember being quite so angry as she’d gotten at Jess, not in some time. It might have passed if she’d talked it through. But even though that hadn’t happened, Chloe thought that it would fade anyway, given time. Even as she fumed in that coffee shop, she’d still believed that, that it was better to walk away. But ten minutes ago, she’d seen Jess from the doorway of the bar and she knew that for once in her life, she needed to have it out. She couldn’t find peace any other way.

‘We need to talk’ Chloe began.

 ‘Yes, I think we do’ Jess replied, with more confidence than she felt. But life had taught Jess to go in on the offensive, then figure out if you were actually right later on. 

And it worked. Chloe was momentarily knocked off her righteous perch. She’d felt so worked up, played out what she would say in her head so many times during the night, it hadn’t occurred to her that Jess wouldn’t play the role she had been given in Chloe’s imagination. Chloe had decided that Jess would be utterly contrite in the face of Chloe’s anger. But she wasn’t quite living up to that fantasy.

Still, Chloe was down but not out.

 ‘Have you got something you’d like to say?’ Chloe said, her voice coming out higher than she meant.

 ‘Hey, I’m not one of your second years. Don’t talk to me like that.’

 ‘Like what?’

 ‘Like some kid you caught cheating on an exam.’

Jess was right. Chloe was out of her depth here. Confronting other adults was harder than she’d hoped.

 ‘Look, I really feel you owe me an apology.’

Jess thought that was most likely true. But pride, her eternal Achilles heel, reared its ugly head.

 ‘Maybe you owe me one.’

Chloe gaped.

 ‘How did you arrive at that conclusion?’

 ‘Because you’re the one that walked out of the flat mid conversation.’

 ‘Because you insulted me.’

 ‘I didn’t insult you, Chloe. Nothing I said was personal.’

 ‘No, it was just patronising.’

 ‘I was being patronising? How’s about you lecturing me on the finer points of strike action. Like I hadn’t considered them myself.’

 ‘You were acting like you hadn’t. It was all so black and white.’

 ‘That’s because thinking in black and white terms is how things get done. I’ve given thought to it, of course I have. But you can overthink things till the cows come home. When something needs to happen, you have to just move forward, pick a side. Do something!’

 ‘So that means acting like a bull in a china shop?’

 ‘Sometimes it does! If we do decide to strike-’

 ‘Do you really think I’m angry that you want to strike?’

Jess stopped dead.

 ‘Yes, I do.’

 ‘Jess, for god’s sake. I voted to strike.’ 

It was Jess’s turn to gape.

‘But that’s not your business. And it’s certainly not why you should apologise.’

 ‘Well, I’m getting whiplash from all these turns so I guess you’re just going to have to lay it out.’

 ‘It was never about political beliefs. It’s your bloody arrogance that makes me so angry.’

 ‘What’s your problem here, exactly. We’re on the same page, aren’t we?’

 ‘No, we’re not. You’re not listening to me…’ Chloe faded out. This was pointless. There was a moment’s silence as Chloe thought about whether to keep doing this or walk away.

 ‘Is this about Freya?’ Jess abruptly said.

 ‘What?’ Chloe asked, stunned.

 ‘She doesn’t like me, is that it?’

 ‘What are you talking about?’

 ‘She was being kind of a bitch last night.’

That word, ‘bitch’, took Chloe to a new level of anger. It reinvigorated her. She had been about to ask Jess to leave, but now the gloves were coming off. Chloe was reaching a zenith of anger that was beginning to feel good.  She felt free to say whatever mean thing she wanted.

 ‘How dare you talk about her like that! At least she actually spoke.’

 ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

 ‘I think you know.’

 ‘If you’ve got something to say, just say it.’

Chloe didn’t need any encouragement. She’d had her finger on the trigger already. She pulled it.

 ‘Claire’s boring.’

Jess’s mouth fell open in shock and offence. 

 ‘Just because she doesn’t talk for the sake of it? Who the hell do you think you are to talk about Claire like that!’ Jess cried, her throat raw with the volume that had leapt out of her.

 ‘Who am I? You just called my girlfriend a bitch!’

 ‘I said she was being a bitch, that’s not the same.’

 ‘Yes it fucking is!’ 

Jess had never actually heard Chloe drop an F-bomb before, but amidst the angry avalanche that was currently engulfing them both, rolling them both down a mountain that they might never be able to climb back up, it was small potatoes.

 ‘No, it’s not. And she was acting like one. You know it as well as I do. That’s why you’re pissed off. Because I’m right.’

 ‘Aren’t you always?’

Jess felt a sudden desire to walk out of the room. This had gone past the point where anything was going to be resolved. She turned to leave.

‘Hey, where do you think you’re going?’ Chloe demanded. 

 ‘I’ll talk to you later. I can’t deal with this right now.’

 ‘Because you’re losing?’

 ‘Because you…’ Jess couldn’t quite find a retort. ‘Because, because-’ she sputtered.

It was satisfying to watch Jess stutter like this. Chloe was always the one on her back foot. But she’d let Jess have it and she was winning for a change. 

Later, she’d realise that in that moment, she’d forgotten that she hadn’t been trying to win. She had wanted to sort out a problem with her friend. But that had gotten lost, eaten by all the anger that had built up between them in those few awful minutes.

Finally, Jess said ‘You know what? Fuck this.’ 

 ‘Oh, very eloquent. Is that what they teach in PE, throw a tantrum when things don’t go your way?!’

Jess’s eyes went wide with astonishment. A plethora of possible retorts came to her mind. Jess knew she could really hit Chloe, even harder than she already had. 

But she was done. She walked out.

Chloe was left staring at the air where she’d been. The feeling of victory was sweet for a couple of seconds. She’d gotten the last word, after all. But it soon faded. Because it had been a pyrrhic victory. ‘The last word’ had just cost her a friend.

 

Jess went straight home, where Claire was waiting with some of the heated up leftovers from the previous night’s abandoned dinner. She’d been hoping that Jess had spoken to Chloe today, that the air had been thoroughly filtrated so they could have a nice evening without more misdirected anger. 

But seeing Jess’s face when she walked through the door popped that bubble pretty quickly.

‘Christ, who died?’

Jess slumped in an armchair, throwing her bag in the corner.

 ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Claire walked over and sat on the arm of the chair.

 ‘Are you sure?’

 ‘Yep. I feel like I’ve said enough today.’

Claire slipped gently from the arm onto Jess’s lap. Jess didn’t seem to mind so she leaned into her neck. Jess’s hand found Claire’s and squeezed it.

 ‘I don’t think me and Chloe are friends anymore.’

Claire sighed deeply.

 ‘I’m sorry.’

Jess’s arms slid around Claire’s waist and she held onto her tightly. At least she had this, she thought. And what did Chloe have? There was no chance someone like Freya was a comfort in times like this.

 

Back at the hotel room, Freya walked into the room, laden with shopping bags, to see Chloe sitting on the edge of the bed, biting her nails nervously.

‘Oh God. What’s happened now?’ she said with a roll of her eyes.

Chloe looked over at her girlfriend, already bored with her before she’d even begun to speak, and she wondered if Jess had a point about Freya. But that wasn’t a thought she could give much credence to right now. It was very important to think that Jess was wrong about everything. If she was, then it was OK. She’d simply realised that they didn’t work as friends because Jess was arrogant and patronising and an arsehole. 

If it was wrong, she’d just fucked up a friendship for the dumbest of reasons. Pride.

But she was down one relationship today. There was no way she was going to give any weight to the doubts that Jess had tried to plant in her mind. She would prove her wrong instead, by giving Freya a real chance to help, something she’d never really tried before.

 ‘I’ve just had a massive row with Jess.’

 ‘Again?!’ Freya cried incredulously.

 ‘Yeah. It just sort of snowballed. One minute it was the strike, then it was other stuff…’ she tailed off. She wasn’t going to mention the ‘bitch’ comment. Nor did she want to go into the fact she called poor Claire boring. It wasn’t that Chloe didn’t think she was indeed dull as toast, it was that she’d had no right to say it. Jess obviously loved her so what did it matter if Chloe found her boring? Claire hadn’t really deserved that. She’d been collateral damage. 

Jess had started it though, Chloe remembered. But Chloe knew, she’d been the one to finish it, with her vicious dig about Jess’s occupation. She shouldn’t have let things get that far. But she’d been high on her own rage. There had been a minute when it had just felt so damn good to shout at Jess. 

But doubts were creeping in now. Maybe she should call Jess and…

 ‘Fuck Jess’ Freya said angrily.

It cut Chloe’s remorseful thoughts right off at the knees.

‘If she doesn’t see what a dick she was being, you’re better off without her! I mean, who the fuck needs friends like that? She didn’t care what you went through when you were a kid. It was all about her and her soapbox. You lived that shit!’ Freya ranted angrily.

Chloe nodded gratefully.

 ‘Yeah, I did! She never even mentioned that today.’

 ‘I bet she didn’t. Because it didn’t fit in with her argument. No, everything you said was right on the money.’

Chloe was amazed. She’d never seen Freya get this angry on her behalf before. For the first time ever, she really felt like Freya was in her corner. Somehow ‘Fuck Jess’ was the most romantic thing that Freya had ever said to her. 

Chloe stood and walked over to Freya, planting a kiss on her cheek.

 ‘Thanks’ Chloe said.

Freya liked the surprising kiss but she had no idea where it had come from.

 ‘For what?’

 ‘For being on my side.’

Freya shrugged.

 ‘Where else would I be?’ she asked with a bemused smile.

Yeah, maybe she’s a bitch, Chloe thought. But she’s my bitch, she realised lovingly.







  
 

Year Eight

 

July 2013 - The Imperial Hotel (Birmingham)

 

The name of the Imperial Hotel had, over time, become a tongue-in-cheek joke. It had seen better days, that was clear. The red drapes looked as though they’d once been plush, but now were threadbare. The wooden oak floors were warped from too many years of sharp heels trampling over them. And the staff looked like they were simply waiting till the place fell down around their ears. Until then, they would continue to turn over rooms, serve underdone breakfasts and argue with customers over their bills.

But the place was cheap and big. And it had been able to accommodate the conference at the last minute after the hotel that had originally been booked had a health violation which had shut it down for a few solid weeks, clashing with the Teachers’ Union conference it had been set to host. So now the conference was stuck at a truly terrible hotel, an armpit of a place that you wouldn’t send your worst relatives to for an out of town wedding.

But nonetheless, they all rolled in, teachers from all over the country, here for their annual obligation.

Jess and Chloe were, as usual, among them. 

Jess arrived first. She didn’t look happy to be there. Not that she was ever ecstatic, but this whole thing was coming at a bad time for Jess. She had a lot going on. And then there was the whole Chloe mess. Jess had thought about Chloe a lot over the past year, wondering how she was doing, if she was happy, if she ever thought about her and the stupid row they’d had, how she felt about it now. She had nothing but questions because they hadn’t been in contact since the incident. So all Jess could do was imagine the answers. 

She’d thought about texting her, even typed it out a few times. But she’d never quite found the confidence to hit send. And now here they were, at the conference, yet again. Soon enough, they’d be eyeball to eyeball. Jess wasn’t sure what she’d say when it happened, but she prayed for something brilliant and charming.

Jess thought that once she’d delivered her devastating opening line, maybe she should try and patch it up with her, starting with an abject apology. And if Chloe returned it, felt as bad as she did, it might be alright between them. But Jess really didn’t know if that would happen. It was probably way too late.

All in all, this weekend was going to suck just a little more than usual.

 

Chloe had thought that she’d dread this weekend too, but on the train up, she’d felt a strange elation. She found she was relishing the chance to talk to Jess again. But it wasn’t to mend fences. 

Chloe had had a year to consider what had happened, running back and forth over those two and a half arguments (she was counting the coffee shop as the half), over and over again, turning it this way and that, trying to figure out what had happened and who should shoulder the lion’s share of blame for it. 

There was no doubt in her mind that there had been no hero in the situation. Chloe knew she’d played her part. She’d been inexperienced at being an out and out arsehole but she’d made a good job of it, she thought. Certainly worthy of a B+ for effort.

But Jess? Jess was a veteran, way above Chloe’s paygrade at acting like a prick. Which was why she’d been the one to start the whole thing in the first place. Natural dick-ishness. That was something Chloe had clung to over the year, that Jess had incited the whole stupid mess with her big Northern mouth. Then there was the other thing, the cherry on top of the shit sundae. Jess had called Freya a bitch.

That was what really stuck in Chloe’s craw. That particular insult had been a low blow. Jess had no right, after knowing Freya for less than an hour, to slap that title on her. Sure, Chloe had returned fire with her dig at Claire; she’d cop to that. But Jess’s remark had been the turning point, Chloe had come to believe. Jess, newly and smugly married, taking pot shots at one of the few things Chloe had going for her. Even if it was true, it hadn’t been right.

And especially now that Chloe had gotten engaged to Freya. They were getting married in September. And she really wanted to rub that fact in Jess’s face. 

With this new title, fiancée, Freya had become something more than a girlfriend. The engagement proved it. They were for real and Jess had tried to topple them. So now, in order to make it clear that Jess was the villain here, Chloe was going to make sure she knew what she’d done, that she’d insulted the person who was going to become her wife. Now that they were engaged, Jess’s crime was infinitely worse. 

She pictured how she’d do it. They’d meet, maybe they’d make some kind of amends and then Chloe would say, uber casually, ‘I’m so glad we’re friends again. Now you can come to the wedding. Oh, didn’t I mention? I’m marrying Freya in a few months.’

And then she’d watch Jess’s face fall in shock. Quickly followed by some fake congratulations while Jess seethed inside, knowing she was bang in the wrong. 

Chloe couldn’t wait.

So she loitered in reception to wait for Jess’s arrival, in an old chair that creaked dangerously beneath her, next to a plant that seemed in serious need of some pruning. She kept batting the leaves away but somehow they kept finding their way back to her neck, tickling at her skin.

Jess wandered through the reception area, taking in its depressing shabby décor. Then she spotted Chloe in the corner, apparently fighting with a potted plant. 

She considered whether to go over and say hello. On balance, it was not an appealing thought. But an acknowledgment was inevitable. Better to get it over with. 

‘What did that Ficus ever do to you?’

Chloe turned surprised. She was inwardly livid. Jess had gotten the jump on her yet again. She’d been planning to be so cool and poised. And look at what she was doing the second Jess walked in. Acting like a crazy person. Bloody typical.

Chloe stood quickly and smoothed down her skirt.

 ‘Hello’ she said neutrally. 

 ‘Hi’ Jess said breathily, managing to imbue the single syllable with heavy meaning.

They stood for a second in silence. It felt right for both of them. A moment’s silence for a dead friendship.

 ‘So…’ began Jess. ‘How’ve you been.’

 ‘Engaged’ blurted Chloe. She took a deep breath and tried again. ‘I’m engaged now.’

One of Jess’s eyebrows raised by a fraction of an inch.

 ‘To, err…’ she trailed off, Freya’s name on the tip of her tongue.

 ‘To Freya, yes.’

Jess nodded in approbation.

 ‘Congratulations’ she said with a small smile.

 ‘Thanks’ Chloe replied uncertainly. And when there appeared to be no further comment on it, she said ‘How are you?’

 ‘Busy, you know’ Jess said with a shrug.

 ‘Of course, yeah.’

It was all beginning to feel a little depressing. This wasn’t at all the triumph Chloe had been hoping for. She couldn’t take anymore.

 ‘I need to get to my room. The train journey up was a bit packed’ she burbled ‘and I think I’ve got other people’s sweat on me so I’d better have a shower’ she said and turned even before Jess could finish the word ‘OK.’

Chloe walked up to the lift feeling awful. That hadn’t gone to plan at all.

Jess watched her go, wondering why she hadn’t been able to say she was sorry.

 

A crowd of teachers were sat in the pub next to the hotel, not wanting to spend any more time in the Imperial than they strictly had to. It was the same faces Jess saw every conference, with very few roster changes. As Jess watched all the little squabbles and flirtations she saw every single year, she realised sadly she was simply one of those faces now too.

She noticed Chloe at the other end of the bar, talking to someone who looked vaguely familiar. She was a tall, haughty type. Jess realised with a small jolt that she’d almost had sex with her at her first year at the conference. ‘Emma’, she thought her name was. Emma hadn’t been to the conference since that first year so it was quite a shock to see her. And the fact she was talking to Chloe heightened the weirdness. What on earth did they have to talk to each other about? 

Jess had the horrible thought that they were discussing Jess herself, talking about what a cow she was. After all, Chloe had managed to find the one person here who might also have a gripe with her. 

Which was precisely what Chloe wanted her to think. Their earlier meeting had gone completely off-piste. So she was forced to improvise a plan B. And when she’d spotted Emma in the bar, sitting alone, it all came together. She knew this would annoy the crap out of Jess.

There was a small voice inside Chloe that was crying out ‘What are you doing? You’re almost thirty and you’re behaving like a stupid teenager with a grudge. She was your friend. Just swallow your pride and make it up with her!’ 

But Chloe couldn’t help herself. She had this horrible desire to hurt Jess and she couldn’t shake it off. It was making a petty monster out of her and she knew it. She hated herself for that. 

And yet, when she glimpsed Jess watching her talking to Emma whilst biting her lip nervously, she felt a tiny thrill.

Emma, who was still the self-important fool she’d been eight years ago, didn’t see any of that.

‘Yeah, so, people are always like, amazed when I tell them I’m an atheist. But that’s the thing about teaching religious education. It’s like any academic subject when you get down to it. It’s anthropological, historical….’

Chloe nodded robotically as Emma droned on.

Jess, watching from her corner, heard a beep from her pocket. It was a text from Claire.

‘When you get back, I think we need a serious talk about what we’re going to do.’

Great, thought Jess. Now I can really look forward to getting home.

Chloe, still listening to Emma’s lengthy monologue, flicked a glance at Jess to see if she was still looking. But she wasn’t. She was staring at her phone, misery etched deep on her usually placid features. Chloe noticed for the first time that a new line had appeared in Jess’s forehead, a mark of age certainly, but an indication of something else too, something sad. 

For the first time, Chloe stopped thinking about her own resentment and began to wonder how Jess was doing.

 

Jess was in the pub toilet a few hours later, throwing up. She was drunk.

She’d latched onto a group of teachers that she hated but with whom she found it easy to engage with because she could argue with them all night about politics. It wasn’t exactly a pleasurable way to spend the night but it was better than thinking about other things. And the booze she’d been pouring down her neck made the whole thing easier.

But now she was paying the price.

‘Vodka’ she mumbled to herself after a particularly spectacular heave. ‘You don’t buy it, you only rent it’ she finished and giggled hysterically. Then another wave of vomit rose in her throat and she leaned back over the bowl.

 ‘Jess?’ a voice called through the door. It was sort of familiar but she couldn’t quite place it.

 ‘What do you want?’ she asked the stranger.

 ‘Open the door, would you?’

Jess still had no clue who was giving her such hassle while she was quietly trying to throw up, but she was feeling fairly malleable so she unlocked the door.

Chloe opened the toilet door and looked at the scene in the cubicle. Jess was a mess.

‘Oh’ Chloe said sadly.

Jess’s eyes came into focus, taking the two women that were spinning all over the place and putting them together to create one recognisable Chloe.

 ‘Oh great, it’s you. You must be loving this’ Jess slurred.

Chloe sighed heavily.

 ‘I don’t love this even slightly. How did you get yourself in this state?’

Jess shrugged.

 ‘There’s anti-union government agents who have conspired to undermine my integrity by giving me too much booze. They work behind the bar but you can tell they’re union busting moles by the secret hand shake’ she said, ending the lecture with a loud hiccup.

 ‘I see booze does nothing to dent your sense of humour’ Chloe said dryly. ‘Come on. Let’s get you back to the hotel.’

 ‘No!’ Jess shouted. ‘I’m not going anywhere with someone who hates me.’

Chloe was shocked.

 ‘I don’t hate you Jess. I’ve been angry with you, yes-’

 ‘Whatever, I don’t need your help. I can get back to my room without you.’

Jess tried to stand while Chloe stood back to give her room. It was an agonisingly slow progress to watch.

 ‘Look, you can abuse me all you want, I don’t care. I’m taking you back’ she said and gently took hold of Jess’s arm, helping her up. Jess let it happen. She was too tired to keep arguing.

When she was steadier and they’d stepped out of the cubicle, Jess suddenly broke into a smile.

 ‘Hey, do you remember that first time we were in a toilet together?’

Chloe was amazed at the sudden left turn. Jess drunk was a fairly perplexing experience. 

Chloe was in no mood to reminisce about that right now. But she wanted to keep Jess happy so that she’d allow herself to be escorted back to her room. If she had to take a trip down memory lane to keep Jess compliant, she’d just have to do it.

 ‘Of course I do’ she said as they left the toilet. The evening was winding down in the bar. Most of the teachers had gone, thankfully. 

Chloe pulled Jess out of a side door into the cool night air.

 ‘You lunged at me. With your lips’ Jess said.

 ‘I did’ Chloe agreed, tugging Jess by the hand down the dark street. ‘And you didn’t mind it, as I recall.’

Jess stopped suddenly and yanked around Chloe to face her.

 ‘I really liked you. And you treated me like nothing after we slept together in Leeds, like I wasn’t good enough for you. And then you just wanted to use me for sex in Sheffield.’

Chloe’s face fell. They’d never really talked about that first year before, not really. Or the subsequent fling they’d had a few years later. Was that what Jess really believed, that Chloe had thought she hadn’t been good enough? 

All this time and she’d never known. Chloe felt wretched.

 ‘I liked you, Jess. Of course I did, I can’t believe-’

Chloe’s words fell away as Jess suddenly snatched her hand from Chloe’s. She muttered ‘Yeah, right’ as she began to move off down the street, in the direction of the nearby hotel.

Chloe watched her for a moment, staggering down the street with the unerring satnav that drunks seem to possess. 

Chloe felt like sitting down on the kerb and crying. But Jess still needed help. She needed to pull it together until she could get her safely into bed.

 

In Jess’s bathroom, Chloe was filling a glass with water from the sink tap. Once that was done, she looked around the small room, finding a swing bin hidden under the sink. She took the lid off, leaving it on the floor, and carried the open bin and water out to the bedroom.

Jess was lying on top of the covers, passed out. She’d said nothing further to Chloe as they’d made their way up here, apparently done talking to her. Chloe thought that was for the best. She knew that Jess would wake up tomorrow, remember the things she’d said and probably feel embarrassed about them. Chloe didn’t want her to have anything further to regret so silence, although a little hurtful, was probably better in the long run.

As she pulled an unconscious Jess’s shoes off her feet, she thought back to earlier, in the bar. That stupid stunt with Emma. It all seemed so ridiculous now. She’d actually been trying to make Jess feel bad. And then she’d gone into that toilet and it was as though seeing Jess in such a miserable way had reminded Chloe that she didn’t really want that at all. Jess was still her friend, whether she wanted to be or not. It was just a fact.

‘Jess’ she whispered. ‘I’ve left a something next to your bed for you to puke in.’

Jess groaned softly in response.

‘And there’s water here too. Try to drink it if you can.’

 ‘Nnnggg’ came the response. It wasn’t quite an admission of understanding but it was as close as Jess was likely to get. 

Chloe brushed a sweaty lock of hair from Jess’s forehead and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

 

Jess woke herself up the following morning with a loud snort. She sat bolt upright and looked around her, trying to figure out where the hell she was.

It all came back. She was in Birmingham, in a terrible hotel, at the conference. 

Then other disquieting details began to dribble into her brain, like dewdrops of shame. Fact one: she was hung over because fact two; she’d gotten hammered. Fact three was even more disturbing. Chloe had put her to bed. How the hell had that come about? They weren’t even talking so why had Chloe been playing nursemaid?

Fact four came and it was the worst yet. She’d said things to Chloe. Terrible, awful, humiliating things. The kind of things that burn themselves into your brain, haunting you forever. Things that pop into your mind when you wake at three in the morning and you can’t get back to sleep, reminding you exactly why you’re a total tit, when your merciless brain decides that you need to be reminded of such things. 

And why the hell had she said all that anyway? What did it matter if Chloe had humped and dumped her all those years ago? She was married now, settled and happy. 

Actually, that wasn’t true. Not at the moment. Her and Claire had hit the first serious speedbump of their marriage recently.

Jess found herself thinking about the last few weeks. All the rows, the cold shoulders, nights on the sofa.

And then like magic, Claire rang.

Jess gave a few moments consideration to cancelling the call. If Claire was ringing to give her shit, she was not up to it. Her head felt like it was filled with tiny workman using a range of hydraulic tools.

But Jess was compelled to pick up. Refusing a call from her spouse felt like another rung down the bad ladder they’d already made a start on. She didn’t want it to get worse that it already was.

‘Hi’ Jess said taciturnly.

 ‘Oh, that’s how it is, is it?’ Claire said, apparently already angry.

 ‘Jesus, Claire. I’ve been awake for about eight seconds.’

 ‘I bet you have. Considering you were up all night sending me nasty texts, you must have needed a lie in.’

Jess felt a horrible sensation in her gut. It was like her body was trying to tell her something that her mind hadn’t quite caught onto yet. 

Something at the edge of her memories, just beyond her reach. Chloe had dropped her onto the bed and then… She’d thought that was it, but apparently not. She wanted to read her outgoing texts but with Claire on the phone, it might be difficult to do it without tipping her off.

‘Well? Is that what you want?’ Claire demanded.

 ‘I’m… I’m sorry’ Jess said. The only way out of this was not to get into it. If she could keep things vague, Claire wouldn’t find out she’d been completely smashed. Jess had a feeling that particular fact was not going to help the situation. ‘I didn’t mean it. I don’t know what I was thinking’ she improvised.

 ‘What? You just said that and you didn’t mean it?’

 ‘No, I didn’t’ Jess said and then she cried out. ‘Claire, I’m sorry, I’ve just got to run to the toilet. I had explosive diarrhoea yesterday, dodgy kebab. And I don’t think it’s done with me. Bye!’

And she hung up before Claire could say anything. 

She began to look through her texts. One to Claire at 3.14 in the morning. And another to Chloe two minutes later.

Jess barely dared to look at them. But there was no way around it. She needed to know what she’d said.

The first message to Claire read…

‘Claire, I don’t think this is working. I want a divorce.’

Oh no.

‘You’re selfish. And I want a real partner. Someone who will take care of me in the way that I need. You don’t know how to do that so let’s just admit that it’s over.’

Jess nearly dropped her phone in horror. They’d been going through a tough time but Jess still believed it was going to be alright. When she’d gotten married, she’d known that there might be times that it would get hard. She’d prepared herself for that. But her drunk text said that she’d given up. Was it true? Jess didn’t want to believe that. 

She’d have to call Claire and tell her it was all an awful mistake. She’d put it all on the imaginary bad kebab, say it had given her hallucinations, that she hadn’t been in her right mind. It wasn’t so far from the truth, after all. Anything to take back that terrible message.

But before she did that, there was one more message she needed to read.

‘Chloe, I’m sorry for all the stupid stuff I said to you last year. I’m a stubborn idiot. And I should never have said those things about Freya. You’re a good person to have taken care of me tonight. I hope you can forgive me. I miss being your friend.’

Jess blew out a whistle of relief. It wasn’t anything too bad. Certainly nothing she’d feared might be in the text message. It was fine. In fact, it was exactly what she’d wanted to say to Chloe all yesterday.

Now that that worry was off her shoulders, Jess thought she’d better call Claire back, try to patch things up. It wasn’t an enticing thought. She would have to do some serious grovelling, she thought. In fact, she was probably going to have to eat the shit sandwich of her life.

 

Chloe was just brushing her teeth in her room when there was a soft knock at the door. She quickly rinsed and went out to answer it.

She opened the door to a very sheepish, exhausted Jess.

‘Morning?’ Jess said, with a slight note of question. She wasn’t asking if it was morning. Obviously, it was morning. But she was using that one word to gauge their entire relationship status.

Chloe smiled and said ‘Do you want to come in or are you still too drunk to walk?’

Jess’s shoulders slumped and she moaned in mortification. She shook her head.

 ‘I’m so embarrassed.’

Chloe laughed softly.

 ‘Come in, would you?’

Jess walked in feeling awkward but hopeful. Chloe seemed, what was the word… Normal. That was it. There was no weird edge between them. She was being Chloe.

 ‘Do you mind if I sit down? Standing is kind of a trial at the moment.’

 ‘Why don’t you just go ahead and lie on the bed.’

Chloe could have cried with gratitude.

‘Thank you’ she said and lay down on top of the covers. She closed her eyes for a second and felt movement beside her. Chloe had stretched out next to her.

‘Quite a night’ Chloe said.

 ‘Yep’ Jess said simply.

 ‘Thanks for the text.’

Jess turned her head to look at Chloe, ignoring the wave of nausea that came with the movement.

 ‘You read it?’

 ‘I did.’

 ‘How come you didn’t reply?’ Jess asked, trying to sound light. But her heart was thumping. And not just from the hangover.

 ‘I wanted to wait until you were sober, speak to you in person. So I could apologise properly’ Chloe said nervously.

 ‘You want to apologise to me?’

 ‘Yes. I said bad things to you too.’

 ‘But I started it.’

 ‘Maybe. But I shouldn’t have taken what you said so personally. We weren’t talking about me.’

Jess turned away, looking at the ceiling again. 

 ‘I had no idea about your upbringing.’

 ‘I know you didn’t.’

 ‘But I should have. Why didn’t I know?’

 ‘Because I never mentioned it and you never asked.’

 ‘Well, that confirms it. My head is stuck pretty firmly up my arse, isn’t it?’

 ‘No, it’s not.’

 ‘You’re being nice. Stop it, would you?’

 ‘Stop being nice?’

 ‘Yeah. Just give it to me straight.’

Jess closed her eyes while Chloe thought for a second.

 ‘Alright, maybe your head is stuck ever so slightly up your rectum.’

Jess chuckled with her eyes still shut.

 ‘That’s better.’

They lay in silence for a moment.

 ‘Your turn’ Chloe said.

 ‘I don’t have anything to add.’

 ‘You should.’

Jess heaved a sigh.

 ‘Yeah, you’re right. What you said about Claire was shitty too.’

 ‘Yeah, it was.’

 ‘She didn’t deserve that.’

 ‘No.’

 ‘You don’t know her.’

 ‘I know.’

 ‘She was just giving us space to talk, because we hadn’t seen each other.’

Chloe nodded. 

 ‘That makes sense. I was just being a bitch because I was hurt.’

 ‘Good. Well, not good, but… You know what I mean.’

Jess considered mentioning the things she’d said last night. But she couldn’t do it. Better to leave that can of worms unopened. 

She got slowly up from the bed, swinging her legs over the side.

‘I gotta shower. I smell like I’ve been dead for twelve hours.’

 ‘I wasn’t going to say anything…’ Chloe said wryly as she watched her walk across the room to the door. Jess smiled as she passed.

She opened the door and turned to Chloe.

 ‘We’re alright then?’

 ‘We’re very alright. See you downstairs?’

Jess nodded and shut the door behind her.

Chloe got up after she’d gone, picking up her phone. She went to the draft folder and selected the message she’d been writing to Jess before she’d shown up at her door.

‘Thank you. I feel the same. And everything you said to me last night about when we slept together that first year in Leeds, I want you to know that you had it wrong. It wasn’t like that for me at all. I liked you a lot. But I was an idiot back then with a lot of growing up to do. And that time in Sheffield… I was falling for you. But I was too scared to do anything about it.’

Chloe deleted the message and went back into the bathroom to rinse with mouthwash.

 

The first full day of the conference wasn’t the horror show that Jess had been expecting in the last few weeks. She felt like shit shovelled up but she’d mended things with Chloe, which was a deep relief. 

She’d also done the same with Claire, sort of. It had taken a lot of convincing but Claire had finally accepted that Jess had not been in her right mind when she’d written the text. She had to tell her many times that she didn’t want to split up at all. The emotional exertion it had required had taken quite a physical toll on a still deeply hungover Jess, but eventually they’d both agreed to put the incident behind them.

Jess felt like she’d spent all morning just trying to reset to zero with people she cared about it. But it had been worth it.

She felt a happiness that came with a near miss, like a person who’d had a call from the governor minutes before the switch was to be thrown on her electric chair. Everything might just be alright. She still had Claire. And she had Chloe back.

Chloe sat down next to Jess in the hall, as usual. Then they went to get lunch together, as usual. Chloe’s nearness was a comfort to poor Jess, who still had a head like a bowling bowl full of cotton wool. Not that she was complaining. She was too smart to complain today. She was too grateful.

And Chloe was grateful too. She’d been angry with Jess all year, but now she knew it had simply been easier than accepting that she missed her. Now they were friends again, it was alright to admit that.

 

Later in the day, as they sat in a debate, Jess covertly checked her emails when she saw that she had something from the Head. It was a message with the heading ‘Robert Naylor.’ Greg was also CC’d in.

Jess opened the email, scanning it quickly. It was the email she’d been waiting for. It had taken more than a year, but Naylor had finally given in. He’d agreed to take early retirement, rather than be sacked. It was a saving face result but Jess didn’t care. She’d done it. She’d won. She’d made a difference for Greg. 

She sent Greg a short email, congratulating him on the result and he replied immediately. It was a glowing letter of deep and heartfelt thanks.

Jess was flying. She didn’t care about the hangover anymore. She wanted to celebrate. 

She considered calling Claire to share the victory. But things were still weird. She didn’t want to spoil this moment for herself by getting a lukewarm response from her wife.

But there was someone else she could share this moment with.

She leaned over to Chloe and whispered in her ear, explaining briefly what had just happened. Chloe listened, her smile growing. And when Jess was done, Chloe put her hand up for a high five. Jess slapped it hard without hesitation and the entire room turned around at the sharp smack sound. 

Jess and Chloe waited till all the heads had turned back and grinned at each other, suppressing their gleeful sniggers. 

 

After the day’s sessions were over, Jess and Chloe decided they needed to get out of the fleapit hotel at the first opportunity to celebrate. They were like kids waiting for the school bell to ring, releasing them from all the mundane horror of lessons.

As they walked briskly down the street, they passed the pub from the night before.

‘Howsabout this place?’ Chloe asked cheekily. ‘They’ve probably had a chance to throw some bleach down the loos by now.’ 

Jess rolled her eyes and grabbed Chloe’s arm, dragging her past the pub.

Finally, after a brief walk around Birmingham city centre, they ended up choosing a Mexican restaurant called ‘Francisco’s’. It was a little more upscale than the place they’d visited in Brighton and a lot more expensive. But it felt like a nice way to celebrate their reconnection. They both knew it without having to discuss it. Jess had simply pointed at the place and Chloe had immediately nodded in agreement.

Ten minutes later, they were scooping thick guacamole into their mouths via tortilla chips. 

They ate in silence for several seconds before verdicts were delivered. 

 ‘It’s not as good as the Burrito Hut, but not bad’ Jess said after washing down her food with some cola. 

 ‘You can’t possibly remember the taste of some guacamole you ate three years ago’ Chloe declared, exasperated.

 ‘Oh, can’t I?’ Jess asked smugly.

Chloe shook her head.

 

Sometime later, Chloe and Jess rolled out of Francisco’s, fit to burst.

‘Where now?’

 ‘Bar?’ Chloe asked.

 ‘I cannot touch even a millimetre of alcohol ever, ever again.’

Chloe gave Jess’s declaration the cynical look it deserved.

 ‘I’ll remember that you said that.’

 ‘I’m serious’ Jess moaned. ‘I feel like a pig shat in my head.’

Chloe grimaced.

 ‘You’re a poet, Jess. A true wordsmith.’

Jess smiled with only one side of her mouth. She had a thought.

 ‘Hey, do you think any of the parks are still open? I’d kind of like to sit out in the open…’ Jess started.

 ‘That sounds nice’ Chloe began to say. 

 ‘…So I can puke at a moment’s notice if necessary’ finished Jess.

 ‘Less nice. But let’s do it anyway.’

Jess took out her phone and began to look for the nearest park.

 

‘OK, knit your fingers together and hold them just there’ Jess said.

 ‘I’m not sure about this. Isn’t it breaking and entering?’

 ‘It’s not the bloody Louvre, it’s some grass and a pond. They just close it at night so people can’t sit in there taking heroin. And I’m fresh out. So what’s the big deal?’

Chloe sighed and put her hands together as Jess had shown her. She stood next to the park fence and braced herself. But Jess was an athlete, light and quick. Chloe barely felt the impact as she stepped onto her hand and leapt over the fence. She landed gracefully on the other side with a satisfied grunt.

Chloe looked at her over the fence.

 ‘And now how do I get in?’ she asked.

Jess look baffled.

 ‘You know, I really hadn’t thought that far ahead.’

Chloe gave her a look of exasperation and then scanned the perimeter of the park.

 ‘Wait there’ she said and ran off.

Jess waited for twenty seconds before she felt a hand on her shoulder. She screamed and turned, ready to fight off her attacker. 

It was Chloe.

 ‘Fuck sakes! I nearly had a heart attack. How did you get in?’

Chloe grinned.

 ‘Gap in the fence. Which is good, because I’m not much of an acrobat. I’d probably break my ankle if I’d tried what you did.’

 ‘It’s just physics. Angle of ascent. Calculate it properly and you can get all kinds of surprising places.’

Chloe raised an eyebrow and said ‘I’ll bet you had an interesting childhood.’

 ‘So many stories, Price. Anyway, let’s get a look at that duck pond.’

They walked over to the pond, where two ducks were swimming quietly. They sat on a bench to watch them float peacefully. 

But suddenly, one of the ducks got a little amorous. Chloe and Jess found themselves watching the ducks having raucous, flappy sex.

 ‘Well, this just got awkward’ Chloe said.

 ‘I know’ agreed Jess. ‘I feel like I should cough or something.’

Chloe laughed.

 ‘OY!’ a voice cried loudly. Jess and Chloe turned sharply to the sound. A chubby middle aged park attendant was running at them. Well, maybe running was too grand a word for it, but he was coming towards them at a reasonable pace.

Chloe turned to Jess and shouted ‘Leg it!’

They both stood and began to run the other way, while the old, puffing man tried to follow, jogging lightly. He was no speed match for two young-ish women, but he had determination.

Jess followed Chloe. She seemed to have a route planned. She pushed herself into a bush and Jess followed in time to see her slip through a gap in the fence. But Chloe was small, smaller than Jess. Looking at the gap, Jess knew she couldn’t get through.

Chloe’s face popped up over the fence.

 ‘You coming?’ she urged in a stage whisper.

 ‘I won’t fit!’ Jess explained desperately.

Chloe sighed and slipped back through the gap and back into the park, lacing her hands together and assuming the position. Jess didn’t hesitate, catapulting herself over the fence as the park attendant suddenly burst into the bush and cried in a thick Brummie accent ‘Where do you think you’re going?!’

Chloe turned and thrust herself back through the fence, the man almost upon her. Before she knew it, they were on the other side together while the frustrated man yelled at them to come back and face the music. Luckily, he could neither vault the fence nor fit through the gap.

The looked at each other, giggling breathlessly. Then they heard the gate further down the fence creaking open. The attendant, who clearly took his job a little too seriously, did not intend to let them go just yet. 

Chloe and Jess ran off down the road, as fast as their legs would take them.

 

They got back to the hotel as the sun began to set. Chloe’s legs were still jelly from the incident at the park.

‘How many times’ she was asking Jess.

 ‘Mmm, maybe three?’

 ‘That’s happened to you three times before?’

 ‘Not exactly that, but similar things. Security guards, angry workmen, stuff like that’ Jess explained.  ‘When I was young, I just liked being places I wasn’t supposed to be, I can’t explain it. But that’s the first time since I’ve been an adult. I have to set an example for the kids. They can’t have Spiderman teaching them, they wouldn’t respect me. Actually, I take that back. They’d probably give me a lot more respect if I was Spiderman.’

They arrived at the hotel and looked up at it’s depressing façade. 

Out of nowhere, Jess started laughing.

 ‘What?’ Chloe asked.

 ‘I can’t believe you shouted ‘Leg it.’

 ‘Yeah. That was weird. I don’t think I’ve ever used that expression in my life.’

 ‘You should try more breaking and entering. You could perfect your delivery.’

Chloe was still staring at the hotel, at something high up the building.

 ‘Speaking of which… Are you done for the night or have you got one more crime left in you?’

Jess’s surprised grin was a wonderful sight for Chloe to behold.

 

Several tense minutes later, they were at the top of the hotel’s stairwell, having crept past the reception and the night porter to get up to the rooftop. 

‘It says ‘FIRE EXIT’ Jess was saying. ‘If we open that door, an alarm is gonna go off. We’ll be busted.’

 ‘Half the time, those doors aren’t even hooked up to anything. I say we give it a go.’

 ‘Good god, one taste of the criminal life and you’re a thrill seeking risk taker. What have kind of monster have I created?’ 

Chloe and Jess regarded the door to the roof, unsure. Chloe threw her hands up.

 ‘If we do this, we’ve got to be in it together. If I go down, you go down with me. That’s the deal.’

 ‘You realise it would have been so easy to make a smutty joke there, don’t you?’

Chloe nodded faux seriously.

 ‘I do. And I appreciate the restraint you showed.’

And with that, she twisted the door handle and threw the door open, walking through.

Jess, still in the stairwell, threw her hands over her ears and waited. But there was no blaring alarm.

She walked out onto the hotel’s forgotten rooftop to see an unexpectedly gorgeous view, the entire city spread out before them. The light of the setting sun bathed it in a golden glow. 

For once, Jess couldn’t think of a thing to say.

‘I think this was worth the risk’ Chloe said.

Jess nodded and they walked over to the edge of the roof. Jess peeked over quickly.

 ‘We’re pretty high.’

 ‘That’s OK. I’ve got Spiderman with me.’

 

They’d been on the roof of the Imperial for about forty minutes, sitting carefully on the ledge, and so far, they’d yet to get past trading jokes with each other. The year of silence, of resentment, it was over. Neither one of them wanted to say something real and risk ruining it. 

Eventually, and predictably, Jess got tired of skimming the surface.

‘So, let me get a look at that rock of yours’ she said and grabbed Chloe’s hand. ‘Nice’ she said, inspecting the engagement ring.

 ‘Thanks.’

 ‘So when and where did she ask?’

 ‘Actually, I popped the question.’

 ‘Really?’ Jess said, taken aback.

 ‘Why is that so shocking?’ Chloe asked with a defiant look. 

Jess wasn’t sure why she’d been so surprised. She thought about it, trying to figure out what was wrong with the picture.

 ‘I don’t know. I guess I always thought you were the type to get swept up, not really the type to do the sweeping. I hope that doesn’t offend you’ she added quickly. 

 ‘It doesn’t’ Chloe said evenly.

 ‘What made you decide to do it?’ Jess asked carefully.

Chloe considered the question.

 ‘I love her. What more can I say?’

Jess went quiet for a full minute. Chloe, who’d been expecting Jess to say something, anything, found the silence disquieting.

 ‘What are you thinking?’ Chloe asked softly, surprising Jess out of her thoughts. 

 ‘Oh, I don’t know. Nothing really.’

Chloe didn’t like that answer at all. Jess always had an opinion. It was something Chloe simultaneously liked and found very annoying about her. 

 ‘I don’t buy it. Come on. Whatever it is, say it.’

A pause.

 ‘Eh, I don’t really know if I should’ Jess said reticently.

 ‘Why not?’

 ‘It’s dangerous territory.’

Chloe understood.

 ‘Ahh. Right. Yeah.’

Another silence.

 ‘Fuck it’ Chloe said. ‘Say it anyway.’

Jess’s eyebrows went up. That was the great thing about not being a swearer, Chloe knew. When you do swear, it gets a reaction.

 ‘Hey, potty mouth’ Jess said with a nervous grin. ‘If you’re gonna start breaking out the foul language, I’m taking my ball and going home right now.’

Chloe knew that Jess was trying to joke her way out of the delicate situation they’d found themselves in. But she had an idea that if she just waited, Jess would say what was on her mind.

It was a good call. Jess had decided to try and wriggle out of the question, but she was reconsidering the logic of that.  If being friends again meant they couldn’t talk about anything real in their lives, she realised, then what was the point?

‘OK, it’s just that… I don’t know. I kind of thought that Freya was more of a… short term prospect. I didn’t think she was your one true love or anything.’

Chloe felt a twinge of annoyance. And then she realised why it had niggled her. Because Jess knew her better than she thought. 

 ‘Yeah, I suppose maybe that was true in the beginning. But, I don’t know, she’s great in a lot of ways. And I’m turning thirty soon. It just seemed time to stop messing about. Time to just choose something and commit to it.’

Chloe’s own words reverberated in her ears.

‘Does that sound bad?’ she asked sadly.

Jess was about to tell her that it didn’t sound great. But then she thought better of it. She realised that maybe she wasn’t in a position to start making judgements on anyone else’s relationship, as things stood at the moment. The phrase ‘Black and white’ suddenly popped into her head. 

She shrugged.

 ‘Nah. It’s as good a reason as any when you get down to it.’

Chloe gave her a grateful smile. 

They looked out over the city, darker now. The lights from the buildings and traffic sparkled like man-made stars.

 ‘Wait, did I just hear you say ‘one true love’?’ Chloe asked abruptly.

Jess gave a small laugh.

 ‘It’s just an expression.’

 ‘But is that what you think? That you only get one?’

 ‘I don’t know…’

 ‘I’m not going to laugh if you say yes.’

Jess chewed her lip for a second.

 ‘I used to think maybe that was true. But I think that’s just a youthful fantasy.’

 ‘But you married your ‘one’? Didn’t you?’

Jess wanted more than anything to say yes. But it was not the best time to be asked that question.

 ‘I really don’t know.’

Chloe realised that she’d stumbled into something unexpected. Jess was clearly in the middle of something with Claire. It was screaming out of her. Had that been the reason for Jess’s boozy meltdown last night?

 ‘You and Claire… You’re having problems, aren’t you?’

Jess felt like she wanted to stand up and run out of the fire exit door. She didn’t want to think about any of this, much less talk about it. But she didn’t exactly have what you’d call a strong poker face. Chloe read all that in her expression in a second.

‘Look, I’m not gonna push. You want me to shut my face, I’ll do it.’

Jess groaned loudly in exasperation.

 ‘Why did you have to put it like that? Now I have to talk about it, don’t I? Or I’m just being a massive hypocrite....’

 ‘…Because you’re all about being square about things’ Chloe finished for her with a grin.

Jess shook her head at her friend and said ‘Damn you, Price.’

She took a deep breath and began.

‘It’s my Grandma.’

Chloe had not been expecting her to say that.

 ‘Your Grandma?’

 ‘Yeah. About a month ago, she got ill. And my Mum’s doing her best, but it’s getting harder, so she wants to put her in full-time care for a while. But my Gran doesn’t want to go. She thinks if she goes in, she’ll never come back out. And she loves her house. Not to mention the fact that she hates other old people. She calls them miserable old bastards’ Jess said, smiling sadly. ‘So I thought the solution might be to move her in with me, with us, for a bit. That way we could get a nurse for the daytimes and I could look after her when I’m not at work. And she’d know it wasn’t a permanent solution.’

 ‘And Claire’s not up for that?’

Jess’s face developed a scowl that Chloe had never seen on her before.

 ‘No, she’s not. At first she said she didn’t think it was a good idea for me to take all that on. I told her that it wasn’t forever, just till she got well enough to look after herself again. But the more we argued about it, the more obvious it became that she just didn’t want the inconvenience. She said she didn’t know if my Gran would get better, that she ‘didn’t want to be an old woman’s nurse’ Jess said bitterly.

Chloe considered the story. It was a complex situation. In a way, she could see Claire’s side of it. She’d married Jess not knowing that they would end up caring for her elderly relative.

But at the same time, Chloe thought that was exactly what marriage was. You don’t know what’s coming, you just have to hold onto each other through the hard bits. That’s the promise you make. 

It made her think about Freya. They were about to promise each other that. Could they really do it?

‘So we’ve been fighting about it for weeks. And now it feels like it’s not just about my Gran. I feel like I’ve seen this other side of Claire that I didn’t know about. I mean, she’s always been so sweet to me. If I have a hard day, she’s there. Foot massage, bubble bath, the works. I didn’t have a clue she was so selfish.’

 ‘Is she? Selfish, I mean. If she can’t do this for you?’

 ‘Don’t you think it’s selfish? If Freya needed that, wouldn’t you do it for her?’

 ‘It’s not about what I’d do. Claire is who she is. And so are you. It’s not really a question of whether she’s shown you something you don’t like. That had to happen eventually. The question is, can you live with it?’

Jess inhaled deeply.

 ‘Shit, you sound just like my Gran right now.’

 ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

Jess smiled at her.

 ‘That’s exactly how I intended it. Where did you learn that bit of wisdom?’

 ‘Let’s just say that being with Freya is a steep learning curve and leave it at that.’

They smiled at each other. And then Jess began to feel like the smile went on just a few seconds too long. She looked quickly away.

 ‘I could really do with a drink.’

Chloe clapped her hands together in triumph. 

 ‘Well, that was a very brief period of teetotalism.’

 ‘It was the longest ten hours of my life’ Jess said with a grimace.

She peeked over the roof’s edge.

 ‘If I’m not mistaken, that place down the road with all the neon lights is a late night off-license.’

 ‘Either that or a very indiscreet brothel.’

Jess jumped up.

 ‘Wait here, I’ll go for supplies.’

Jess disappeared and came back ten minutes later holding a bottle of wine.

 ‘I hope that’s a screw cap or we’re in trouble’ Chloe said.

Jess quickly checked and let out a relieved sigh.

 ‘The gods have smiled on us. Plus, this cost £3.99 so it might be a bit ambitious to think it would come with a cork’ Jess said and then suddenly put her hand to her forehead. ‘Damn, I forgot to get glasses. You cool to just drink from the bottle?’

 ‘You really know how to show a girl a classy time, don’t you?’ Chloe asked with a wry smile.

 ‘You know me. I’m a high class bird.’

Jess cracked open the wine and they proceeded to work their way down it, talking, laughing, passing the bottle back and forth. 

When Jess finally looked at her watch, she saw that it was 4.03am.

‘Christ, the sun will be up soon!’

Chloe was stunned.

 ‘I guess we’d better go to bed.’

 ‘Guess so’ Jess agreed reluctantly.

They got up from the ledge, Chloe rubbing her leg muscles to rid herself of the atrophy. But she was suddenly gripped with a nasty cramp. She cried out sharply at the pain.

Jess, no stranger to a cramp, was on hand.

‘Here’ she said and began to massage Chloe’s leg. The relief was immediate.

 ‘You’re really good at that.’

 ‘I’m a runner. Cramps are part of the package’ Jess said, rubbing her hand down the length of Chloe’s thigh muscle, working it hard. She began to ease off as she felt it relax. Soon, the tough massage had become a gentle caress. 

They caught each other’s eye, suddenly becoming aware of the intimacy of what Jess was doing. Jess snatched her hand back and said ‘You good?’

Chloe nodded and then looked at the exit quickly.

‘Shall we?’ she asked nervously.

They headed for the door. 

 

In the lift, they were silent. They hit Jess’s floor and she stepped off, turning.

‘Night’ she said with a small wave.

 ‘Sleep well’ Chloe said.

The doors began to slide shut.

Just before they closed completely, Jess’s hand slipped in and the sensor stopped them cold. The doors slid open and Chloe waited, wondering what Jess was doing. But when Jess was fully revealed, she didn’t speak. She had a strange look on her face. Chloe simply looked back and they just stood there like that, gazing at each other. 

Chloe had the thought that whatever was going to happen next might be very wrong but she feared that she would not be able to stop it. Stop herself.

The lift made a beep noise and Jess was suddenly jarred out of the moment. She wasn’t sure why she’d stopped the lift like that, but whatever impulse had moved her to do it had thankfully passed. She thought she should probably say something rather than simply stand there gawping at Chloe like some weirdo creep.

 ‘I know what I’m going to do’ Jess said.

Chloe took a deep, ragged breath.

 ‘What?’ she stuttered.

 ‘I’m going to move in with my Gran.’

Chloe was thrown but she recovered quickly, swallowing thickly.

 ‘Oh.’

 ‘Just for a little while, till she’s back on her feet.’

Chloe had gotten herself back together.

 ‘Do you think Claire will be alright with that? You moving out?’

 ‘She’ll have to be’ Jess said.

Chloe nodded. 

 ‘I think that sounds like a good idea.’

Jess nodded and then leaned into the lift. Chloe’s heart stopped, but Jess was only reaching around to hit the close doors button.

 ‘Goodnight’ she said as the doors shut on Chloe. 

The lift began to judder away but Jess didn’t make a move to go to her room. She just watched the lift readout moving down the floors, taking Chloe further away. She was deeply grateful for the intervention that technology had provided. Because if Chloe had still been in Jess’s reach, Jess didn’t know what she might have done.

 

The next morning, Chloe went down to breakfast, expecting to see Jess in the dining room. She wasn’t sure how to feel about the prospect.

But she wasn’t there.

Later, she got a text.

‘Hey, sorry I skipped out early, but I thought I better get home ASAP today. Gotta lot to sort out. Safe journey home, see you soon. Jess. 

P.S. I never asked, am I invited to your wedding?’

Chloe read the message and wondered what the hell she was going to do. Last night, even though nothing had happened, something had happened. She didn’t know what that something was, but it made the idea of marrying Freya in a few months feel strange to her, scary. 

But she didn’t know what she was afraid of.







  
 

Year Nine

 

July 2014 - The Pemberley Inn (Oxford)

 

The Pemberley Inn was nice. Not just conference nice, it was a fancy place. Jess wondered how the hell the Union had managed to afford it. 

‘Someone must have slept with someone to snag this one’ she muttered to herself as she slipped into the plush lobby. 

If there was one downside to getting this hotel, it was that this was the year they were in Chloe’s hometown of Oxford. That meant they wouldn’t stump up for her to actually stay there. And that was a tough break. Because this year, Chloe could had done with some good luck, Jess thought. A nice room with a mint on the pillow could have brought her a little cheer. But those were the breaks.

Where was she, as a matter of fact? Jess couldn’t see her in the lobby. 

After she registered and booked into her room, she went into the conference room and took a seat, looking around for Chloe. No sign.

Ten minutes into the commencement speech, a door swung open with a crash.

Everyone, including Jess, turned to see who had caused the commotion. It turned out to be a slightly unkempt Chloe. 

Jess waved but Chloe didn’t notice, anxiously trying to find a free seat at the back so she could sit down. And then everyone could stop looking at her.

 

After the commencement, people began to file out and Jess pushed through as quickly as she could, trying to catch up with Chloe.

‘Hey, Price!’ she called.

Chloe turned around as though her name being called could only be bad news. When she realised it was only Jess, her face broke into relief.

She stood in the lobby and waited for Jess to make her way out. Jess, seeing the generally skittish air Chloe seemed to have about her these days, thought she should perhaps tread lightly with her. She looked as fragile as she had when she’d been twenty-two, when they’d first met.

 ‘How are you doing, mate?’ Jess asked gently.

Chloe took offence to Jess’s tone, the kind usually reserved for people standing on the window ledges of high rise buildings. 

 ‘I’m absolutely dandy as a matter of fact. Why do you ask?’ she announced loudly.

Jess took the tiniest step back.

 ‘No reason. Great to see you’ she said and held out her arms for a hug. For a split second, she thought Chloe was going to leave her hanging, arms held out like a broken robot from black and white science fiction movie.

But then it came. Chloe’s arms slid around Jess, holding on tightly.

 ‘It’s good to see you’ she said into Jess’s ear.

 ‘You too’ she replied as they broke the hug. ‘I’m parched. Fancy getting a cuppa next door?’

 ‘They’ve got tea in the bar.’

 ‘Yeah, but it might be nice to catch up somewhere away from the usual horde. Don’t you reckon?’ she asked gently.

Chloe shrugged.

 ‘Alright then.’

 

In the chain coffee shop, Chloe was breaking the small free biscuit that had come with her tea into tiny crumbs. Jess watched her for a few seconds, not sure how to ask the question on her mind.

Eventually, she simply went full Jess.

‘So how’s it going since you broke your engagement?’

Chloe looked up alarmed. The lack of tact was astonishing. But that was Jess, she thought with a fondness. A bull in a china shop. 

It wasn’t always the worst thing.

 ‘Hmm, let’s see’, she began, doing a quick mental tally of her year. ‘Well, I lost a ton of money on deposits. I’ve had to move to a tiny dump because I let Freya keep the flat out of pure guilt. What else? Oh, that’s right. I have to see her every day at my workplace, glaring at me like I killed her mother. Who actually threatened to sue me, by the way.’

 ‘Her mother wants to sue you?’ Jess exclaimed. 

 ‘That’s right. Emotional distress caused to the entire family by breaking it off a week before the big day. I’m pretty sure it’s just talk but I guess time will tell on that one.’

Jess slumped in her seat, the wind taken out of her. It was hard enough just hearing about the current state of Chloe’s life. God knows what it was like to live it.

‘And you know what the worst thing is? I brought this on myself. I started the whole thing rolling, the giant wedding machine thundering along like a steamroller. Then…’ she broke off to let out a shrill laugh, devoid of real humour ‘…I stood in front of it! And now I’m flattened’ Chloe finished, her voice trailing off on the last sentence. 

Jess felt awful for her. 

 ‘God almighty, Price. What are you going to do now?’

 ‘What do you mean? What exactly can I do? I just have to live with it all.’ She sighed deeply. ‘But maybe that’s fair. I did this. I should pay.’

 ‘Seems like you already have paid a pretty steep price.’

‘Well, I don’t think the universe agrees with you because my life continues to be crappy on a daily basis. As if it’s not bad enough having to see her every day, I can tell the whole school is watching us. Waiting for some sort of showdown, I suppose.’

Her head slumped forward onto the table with a light thump.

 ‘I’m going to have to quit. That’s all there is to it. I’ll quit’ Chloe said into the table.

Jess reached over to grab Chloe’s hand.

 ‘Don’t do that!’ 

Chloe’s head came back up.

 ‘Why not?’

 ‘Because you love your job, remember?’

 ‘I’m not exactly loving it right now. Even the kids are talking about my ‘scandal’. This one girl, Samantha Carstairs, she keeps humming the wedding march every time she passes me in the hall. It’s all I can do not to drag her down the hall by her hair.’

Jess couldn’t help but let out a snort of laughter.

‘And what’s so funny, might I ask?’ Chloe said.

 ‘The thought of you dragging a teenage girl down a hallway by her hair, I don’t know, it’s a funny image’ Jess said, trying push her laughter down unsuccessfully. 

Chloe watched Jess trying to cover her obvious merriment, her cheeks flushing. It was humiliating enough to talk about this without getting laughed at. 

Then she began to see the image in her mind that Jess could see. It was kind of funny. Meek little Chloe, a ponytail in her hand attached to a screaming girl. 

She gave the smallest smile. It felt like the first real one in weeks.

 ‘I’m really glad you’re here’ she said weakly.

 ‘Me too. I would have come before if you’d asked.’

 ‘I didn’t want to be a bother.’

 ‘You’re my friend. It’s not a bother to ask for my help. Please try to remember that the next time you jilt someone at the altar.’

Chloe laughed, genuinely this time. It sounded odd in her own ears. Lack of use, she guessed. 

 ‘Nobody was at an alter’ she said once the laughter subsided. ‘Don’t make it even worse than it was, I beg you.’

Jess watched Chloe, a little more relaxed than when she’d first found her in the hotel, and it pleased her to know she’d offered some little shred of comfort. It made her feel less useless in the situation. It had been awful to see what a wreck she’d become.

She looked at her watch.

 ‘We better get back.’

 ‘Must we?’

 ‘Yes. But I promise, later on, we’ll go and get completely smashed, maybe even find you a stranger to touch. How does that sound?’

Chloe shook her head vehemently, saying ‘Oh, Jess, that’s sweet but I don’t really think that’s going to help.’

 ‘Why not? Works for everyone else when their lives fall apart.’

Chloe went to say that she was still in the middle of sorting out her feelings about the whole Freya debacle. That even though she’d ended it, she still cared about Freya and she wasn’t sure if she was ready to move on yet. 

But was that really true? It had been ten months since the aborted wedding. Surely that was long enough to grieve for the life she’d shared with Freya. Maybe she wouldn’t feel able to move on till she actually started doing it? And right then, Chloe would have done anything to feel like she was taking steps away from the truly awful year she’d had.

 ‘You know what? You’re on!’ Chloe declared. 

 

‘Woah’ Jess said. ‘Slow down, cowgirl!’ 

Chloe put her empty glass down and let out a wet belch that seemed to ricochet around the slightly seedy bar they were in. Her hand flew to her lips in horror.

 ‘Oh my god! I’m so sorry!’

Jess sniggered at the noise as Chloe dabbed at her mouth with a napkin.

 ‘The belching is fine but take it easy on the booze, would you? It’s a marathon, not a sprint.’

Chloe was offended.

 ‘This was your idea!’

 ‘Yes, but if we’re throwing up in the gutters in an hour’s time, it might cramp your chances of pulling. Trust me, it ain’t a hot look. I’m sure you remember that from my little adventure last year.’

Chloe smiled ruefully.

 ‘You might have a point.’

Jess took a quick look around the bar.

 ‘So, what are you thinking? Boy or girl?’

Chloe gave her a short look of disdain.

 ‘It really doesn’t work like that. It’s all about-’

 ‘-all about the person. Yes, I know the bisexual tagline. But surely you’ve got like, I don’t know, a craving for one or the other sometimes?’

 ‘I’m not pregnant, Jess. It’s not like pickles with ice cream. You just see someone and get a feeling. You know what I mean.’

Jess sighed and said ‘Alright. We’ll see if you ‘get a feeling’ about someone.’

She had a quick look about. She spotted a guy in thick rimmed glasses with a trimmed beard and a tweed flat cap.

‘What about him?’

 ‘Bit hipster.’

 ‘You’re not marrying him, Chloe, you’re just going to use him for sex.’

Chloe looked down and Jess realised what she’d just said.

 ‘I’m sorry, didn’t mean to make you think about weddings.’

 ‘It’s fine’ she sighed. ‘But he’s not my cup of tea, even for the purely physical.’

 ‘Alright.’

Jess kept scanning.

 ‘What about her?’ she said, spotting a tall blonde.

Chloe took a look.

 ‘She looks just like Claire.’

Jess looked again.

 ‘Do you think so? Christ, I think you’re right. Guess I’ve got a type. I should probably not use my own sex radar to find someone for you, should I?’

 ‘Ideally. Maybe you should leave me to do this myself.’

 ‘So tell me, what’s your type?’ Jess asked.

 ‘I don’t know really.’

 ‘Think about everyone you’ve been with. Try to put together a general profile.’

Chloe cycled through her memories of past boyfriends and girlfriends but she couldn’t find an obvious pattern. There was no common physical trait.

 ‘I don’t think there’s one particular physical thing that I like’ she explained. ‘I think I’m more into personality traits.’

Jess sighed and said ‘That’s gonna be tough to assess in a bar.’

 ‘Look, let’s not worry about it. Whatever happens, happens.’

Jess nodded, raised her glass and said ‘I’ll drink to that.’

Chloe raised her empty glass and clinked with her.

 ‘Speaking of Claire’, Chloe said as she put her glass down, ‘How’s she doing?’

Jess paused.

 ‘She’s… fine.’

 ‘Fine?’

 ‘Yeah. We’re doing alright, I’d say.’

She knew from some back and forth emails last year that Jess had done as she’d said, moving out of the flat she shared with Claire to care for her Gran. And that after several months, Granny Cooper had indeed gotten back on her feet. Then Jess had gone home to her wife. But how it stood now, Chloe didn’t know.

Chloe could hear that there was more to say on the subject. But she thought she should probably wait until they were a few drinks deeper before she asked more. 

 ‘My round’ Chloe said and headed to the bar.

 

‘You see my friend over there?’ Jess was asking a cute girl in her mid-twenties with an asymmetrical haircut and tattoo sleeves. Her name was Mia or Maya, Jess hadn’t quite caught it.

Mia or Maya looked over at Chloe, who was examining her fingernails at the table, unaware of what Jess, who’d claimed she was going to the toilet, was up to.

 ‘The redhead?’ 

 ‘Yeah. What do you think, would you like to meet her? She’s single.’

Mia/Maya assessed Chloe briefly and said ‘Yeah, OK.’

Chloe had just taken a sip of her fresh drink when Jess’s hand came down on her shoulder. She looked around in mild surprise.

 ‘Hey, I want you to meet…’ Jess tailed off, hoping to god the girl would fill in the blank so that she didn’t say the wrong name and end this before it began.

Luckily, the girl had nice manners.

 ‘Mila’ she said. ‘Nice to meet you.’ 

She stuck her hand out and Chloe, still trying to acclimate to what was happening, shook it limply.

 ‘Hi’ she said, flicking a look to Jess. The look that said ‘I’m going to murder you later.’

Jess caught the look but she didn’t care. This would be good for Chloe. Whether it led to sex, an exchange of phone numbers or just a brief flirtation, Chloe needed to pull out of the nosedive she was in. Jess would see to it, one way or the other. If she needed to recruit a dozen ‘Mila’s’ to do it, she would.

 

Ten minutes later, Jess felt like things were going well between Chloe and Mila. She wondered how long she should wait before excusing herself.

Mila stood suddenly, saying ‘Just need to visit the little girls’ room’ and disappeared. 

Jess was just about to open her mouth to ask if she should bugger off out of the way when Chloe rounded on her.

 ‘What are you doing?’ Chloe asked crossly.

Jess was utterly blindsided by Chloe’s anger.

 ‘What? I thought you liked Mila?’ she said, baffled.

 ‘She’s a perfectly nice girl but that’s really not the point.’

 ‘Why the hell not? You said this was what you wanted. I found you a cute girl. I thought you’d thank me!’

 ‘That’s the point. You picked her.’

 ‘What difference does that make?’

 ‘Because I thought tonight was about what I wanted, not about what you wanted.’

Jess was about to bark a quick fire response, but Chloe wasn’t finished.

‘What’s all this about?’

 ‘Err… It’s about getting you laid.’

Chloe shook her head.

 ‘I really don’t think it is. This was your idea, then you start picking people for me even though I told you not to’ Chloe said. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she muttered quietly ‘And you’re obviously having some problems at home.’

Jess was in no mood to have this turn into some attack on her marriage.

 ‘Don’t drag my personal life into this. It’s got nothing to do with anything.’

 ‘That’s the thing. You’re the one dragging yourself in to this. But whatever it is you’re trying to work out through me, it’s not going to happen.’

Jess was gobsmacked.

Mila chose that moment to reappear. She looked back and forth between Chloe and Jess and picked up on the vibe immediately.

 ‘Hey, guys, I think maybe it’s time for me to be getting back to my friends.’

She took a pen out of her bag and scribbled her number on a beer mat, handing it to Chloe.

‘Call me if you like’ she said and disappeared. 

 ‘That was so embarrassing’ Chloe said after she’d gone.

 ‘It needn’t have been. She seemed sweet and I wouldn’t have kicked her out of bed for eating crackers. You could have done a lot worse. Come to think of it, you have!’

 ‘Oh, is that a Freya dig?’

Jess gave an exasperated groan.

 ‘Can I seriously not take a shot at Freya now that you’ve binned her off?’

Chloe took a moment to collect herself.

 ‘Look, this is getting out of hand. I don’t want to fight with you. You’re one of my few remaining good relationships.’

Jess nodded.

 ‘I don’t want to fight either.’

 ‘Great.’

 ‘Good.’

They sat in silence for a second, trying to figure out how the night had flipped on them.

Eventually, Jess put both her hand’s up in surrender and said ‘Pineapple.’

Chloe couldn’t help but smile.

 ‘I’m pineapple too’ she replied. ‘Can we talk about the elephant now?’

 ‘I’ve put on a couple of pounds this year, but that’s no reason to call me an elephant!’ Jess shot back.

Chloe simply folded her arms and waited.

‘Christ sakes, alright, alright. I’ll talk. You’re worse than my mother.’

 ‘That’s the second time you’ve compared me to one of your older female relatives’

Jess shrugged and said ‘Guess you’ve just got an old soul.’

Chloe sighed deeply. 

 ‘I’m the wrong side of thirty with two broken engagements under my belt. It’ll age you.’

Jess gave a lopsided smile. 

 ‘That puts my problems in perspective.’

 ‘And they would be?’ Chloe asked.

 ‘I don’t really know. Things have just… changed somehow. We just keep having these stupid fights. And I think…’ Jess trailed off.

 ‘What?’

Jess spoke as though it was physically painful.

 ‘I get the feeling she’s cheating on me.’

Chloe was shocked.

 ‘What? Are you sure?’

 ‘No, that’s the thing. At the moment, it’s just a feeling.’

Chloe was momentarily at a loss, but there was only one question she could ask.

 ‘Well, have you asked her?’

Jess looked horrified at the thought.

 ‘God, no!’

 ‘Why not?’

 ‘Because if she says no, I’ve just admitted I don’t trust her. And if she says yes, that’s even worse.’

Jess slumped in her chair.

‘I’m just fucked however you slice it.’

Chloe began to feel an anger building at Claire. Whatever she’d done, or not done, she was not being a great wife to get Jess in this state. At worst, she was an adulterer. At best, she was neglectful.

 ‘So what are you going to do?’

Jess shrugged.

 ‘What can I do?’

 ‘You know what you have to do’ Chloe said gently. ‘You just don’t want to do it. And I don’t blame you for that. But there’s no way round it. You have to talk to her.’

Jess groaned.

 ‘Ahh fuck’ she said simply. ‘You’re right. I know you’re right.’

Jess took a sip of her drink as she processed Chloe’s advice. She decided she’d had enough of her own problems. Someone else’s might make a nice change of pace.

 ‘You know, you never told me what really happened with the whole Freya thing.’

Chloe wagged her finger and said ‘Nice try but we’re talking about you.’

 ‘Yes, but since I’ve just hung my dirty laundry out to dry, now I get to dig into your soiled undies’ Jess said and then shook her head. ‘Could I just retract that statement on the grounds that it was gross?’

 ‘Sustained’ said Chloe, grimacing.

 ‘But the sentiment stands. What the fuck happened?’

Chloe looked off into the distance for a moment. How to explain the whole thing? One of the reasons she was struggling was the Jess part of it. She hadn’t cancelled her wedding for Jess, not exactly. She knew there was no point in that. Jess was married. That ship had most likely sailed.

But that night in Birmingham had struck a chord in Chloe. Talking and laughing all night, having adventures, it had been fun. Freya, for all that was good about her, had never been fun. She was strictly anti-fun. 

It hadn’t just been that, however. It was something about being with Jess herself. Some sort of spark, the crackle that had always existed between them. And the safety of her. Chloe had felt content with Jess, understood. It had made Chloe wonder where the hell that feeling was when she was with Freya. Why was it missing? Had it always been missing or had they misplaced it more recently? Chloe couldn’t remember. She just hoped to god these worries could be put down to simple wedding jitters.

But as the pages had flown off the calendar in the stressful montage that had been the run up to the big day, Chloe felt a wrongness. A certainty that drilled deeper and deeper into her core with every new day. It was suddenly plain to see that she had simply been playing house with Freya. Once that knowledge presented itself to Chloe, it wouldn’t leave her. She was stuck with the terrible truth.

She didn’t really love Freya. She never had. 

She’d wanted to love her so desperately that she’d mistaken the need for her as love in itself. But as the day drew near, she didn’t feel capable of pretending anymore. Not to herself and not with Freya. And most certainly not in front of a congregation of friends and loved ones.

She’d been torn about what to do at first. Part of her thought it would simply be easier to just go through with the wedding and then get a divorce later. And if she’d still been in her early twenties, she might have done just that. But she’d turned thirty not long before she was due to get married. She realised she didn’t have years to throw away just so she didn’t have to have an awkward conversation. 

But it was lucky she hadn’t possessed a crystal ball with future predicting capabilities. Because if she’d know the true awfulness of that conversation and the ones that would follow it; with her mother, her friends, her colleagues, not to mention the caterers, she might have made a different decision.

But once those words had left her mouth and flown into Freya’s furious ears ‘I don’t want to marry you’, there was no turning back. She just had to keep walking up the dreadful hill, pushing on until she’d dismantled her own life in totality. 

But explaining that to Jess? Impossible. She was her friend, and whatever else she was, she was that first. If she said anything about that night now, how it had made her feel, she was risking too much.

Better to just keep her mouth shut.

 ‘Oh, you know’, she said to Jess, ‘It just stopped feeling right.’

Jess nodded and took a sip of her drink.

 

Three hours later, Jess and Chloe were in a cab, headed for Chloe’s. They were both tipsy. 

Jess had asked Chloe if she wanted to come back to the hotel to see if the bar was still open to continue the evening. But Chloe had suggested going back to hers. She said she had a bottle of something or other they could drink.

Jess thought ‘Why not?’ 

Later, she’d find out the answer to that question.

Sat on Chloe’s seen-better-days sofa in her cramped flat, they’d drunk the bottle far too quickly. Or rather, Chloe had. She put two thirds of the bottle away on her own. She wondered later if some unconscious part of her had done that intentionally. 

‘Hey’, Jess said looking around, ‘I like your place.’

 ‘No, you don’t.’

 ‘I do!’ Jess protested.

 ‘It’s a shit hole.’

 ‘Is this a booze thing, you swearing? It feels like your language deteriorates the more you drink.’

Chloe snorted. She realised she was rather drunk.

 ‘Hey’ she said, feeling dangerous ‘Wanna play a game?’

 ‘Sure’ Jess shrugged. ‘But if it’s boggle, you should know ahead of time that I will whip your arse.’

 ‘I was thinking more like ‘Truth or dare.’

Jess made a face.

 ‘That sounds like an invitation to trouble.’

 ‘Chicken’, Chloe said with a derisive look.

It was the perfect word choice. Because Jess, like Marty McFly before her, could not abide being called ‘chicken’. She always felt a need to prove herself. What she had to prove, she didn’t know. She just knew that she could never let that particular word go.

 ‘Right, Price. You’re on. Hit me with a dare’ she demanded.

A slow smile crept onto Chloe’s face as she considered the possibilities. 

 ‘OK… Oh, I’ve got the perfect thing’ she said with satisfaction.

Jess felt a nervous wobble. What the hell had she done in agreeing to this? What sadistic impulse would Chloe reveal?

 ‘I want you to go next door and tell my neighbour that her dog is a yappy little sack of crap.’

Jess’s relief was short lived as she considered the long term consequences of the dare.

 ‘A yappy little sack of crap? I don’t know if that’s wise. Firstly, that’s a tongue twister. Secondly, you’ve got to live next door to this person for the foreseeable future. Are you sure you’ve got it in you to sustain the kind of vendetta that you might be about to pull the trigger on?’

Chloe thought about it, beginning to bite her lip. Jess could see she was having second thoughts. Even though it killed her, Jess had to refuse the dare for Chloe’s sake.

‘Let’s do truth instead, yeah?’ she said kindly. 

Chloe shrugged as though she were the one letting Jess off and not the other way around.

 ‘Alright then.’

Chloe drained the remainder of her wine and plonked the glass down on the coffee table with a crack.

 ‘Last year’ she said. 

 ‘Yes…’

 ‘What were you really planning to do when you opened that elevator door?’

Jess nearly dropped her glass. She hadn’t been expecting to be asked that. Not remotely.

But then again, Chloe hadn’t really expected to say it. It had just come out. The wine had loosened her up too much, she realised. But it was too late. It was out there. She’d said the thing that was supposed to be left unspoken, for the sake of their friendship. 

Jess was torn. Whether or not she’d entered into the sacred pact that was truth or dare, she would have been willing to break the oath of truth. If she needed to. Which she did. But somehow, she didn’t want to lie to Chloe. She didn’t want to make her feel stupid. Because they both knew what had been happening that night. Denying it would make a fool of Chloe.

And there was something else. She wanted to talk about this, get it all out, deal with it. Not because she wanted to make anything of it. She couldn’t. Her marriage, whether it was about to implode or not, was still at the front of Jess’s mind.

But perhaps if they just went ahead and got this out in the open, they could take the power out of it. Maybe even laugh about how silly it was.

That’s what Jess told herself.

 ‘Chloe…’ Jess began.

Chloe felt her heart quicken. 

‘Do you think you could face the wall while I tell you this? I don’t think I can say it with you looking right at me.’

It was an odd request but Chloe desperately wanted to know what Jess was going to say. She dutifully turned around, facing away from Jess. Her heart seemed to be going even faster. It felt like it was trying to climb out of her ribcage.

She heard Jess take a deep breath and only then could she speak.

‘I was going to kiss you. And maybe even more than that’, Jess said with shame in her voice.

Chloe began to turn around to respond but Jess cried out ‘Please! Don’t turn around.’

Chloe froze for a second and then turned back, away from Jess.

 ‘You want to talk like this?’ she asked.

 ‘If you wouldn’t mind, yes. It makes it easier somehow. Less wrong.’

 ‘It’s wrong to talk about this?’

 ‘Yeah.’

 ‘Why?’

 ‘You know why. Because I’m married.’

Chloe paused.

 ‘But you’re not happy.’

 ‘That’s not the point.’

 ‘How is that not the point?’

 ‘Because I made a commitment.’

 ‘She’s cheating on you!’ Chloe cried out, surprised at her own sudden passion.

Jess felt herself start to go a little nuclear.

 ‘She might be cheating on me. I don’t know for sure. But that’s no excuse to go having these kind of ‘conversations’ with someone I’m attracted to!’

Jess hadn’t meant to say that last part.

 ‘You’re attracted to me? Still?’ Chloe asked nervously.

 ‘I think we should stop now’ Jess said.

But Chloe had to keep going. It was too late to go back, after all.

 ‘I feel the same. I’ve wanted you for a long time, I think’ Chloe said tremulously, still not looking at Jess. ‘That’s the real reason I didn’t come to your wedding. I didn’t care about Freya’s art show. I was just afraid it would hurt too much to watch you get married.’

Jess put her head in her hands. This was it. The thing they couldn’t go back from. Jess had known it was a risk to have this talk. And it had blown up in their faces.

 ‘I’ve got to go.’

Chloe span around to look at Jess.

 ‘No! Please don’t. You’re my friend, and I can’t lose you-’

 ‘We’re not friends. I wanted to be, but this means we’re not. And we probably won’t ever be.’

Chloe felt a tear roll down her cheek at Jess’s terrible words. They hurt because they were true. 

Jess saw the tear, felt a desire to comfort Chloe but she knew she couldn’t. She had to leave right this second. She didn’t have the strength it would take to stay and not do something she’d regret.

‘I’m sorry, Chloe’ Jess said and fled the flat, leaving the door wide open.

Chloe sat for a moment, looking at the open door. Then she stood and closed it quietly.

 

The rest of the conference passed quietly. Jess and Chloe stayed on opposite ends of whatever room they both happened to be in. It wasn’t too difficult because they both knew they had to.

The friendship was officially over. The attraction between them had consumed it utterly.







  
 

Year Ten

 

July 2015 – The Globe Inn (Leeds)

 

Chloe walked into the hotel with a straight back and a firm gate. She was not the girl she’d been the last time she’d come to this very hotel ten years ago. The last few years had been hard on her, but they’d made something stronger of her too. She felt made of steel these days.

She swore to herself one thing as she stepped over the threshold of the overly beige Globe Hotel. She was done with drama. Every year, she came to this conference and it got weird. She was done with it. 

Jess had called time on the friendship. And Chloe had spent a year coming to an acceptance of that. Because she knew Jess was right. They’d never really been friends. They’d been two people who were too stupid to know the difference between friendship and the other thing.

Chloe felt angry with herself when she thought about it. At thirty-two, she finally knew enough to know what a ridiculous waste it had all been. She’d spent the better part of a decade pretending not to pine for someone she couldn’t have. 

Enough was enough.

She was prepared to see Jess. And she thought it would be OK. She’d moved on, been on a few dates, moved to a nicer place. And the best thing was that Freya had left the school. She’d gotten a big art prize and that had been it for her and teaching. She was off somewhere now, moving in the circles she’d always wanted to, probably having people tell her how talented she was, puckering up and kissing her arse. Chloe distantly wished her the best. She deserved to be happy.

And Chloe thought she deserved a little happiness now too. She’d done a bad thing and she’d paid for it. She now considered the bill paid in full. The school’s inhabitants seemed to have forgotten all about her little disgrace and things were returning to normal. All was right in Chloe’s little world. 

She wondered how Jess was doing sometimes but she never reached out. She would have liked to know that she was doing OK. At times, more than anything. But they had to let go now. It was the only way.

And when she saw her today, she’d be polite but distant. She had a feeling that Jess would be the same.

She sat in the drafty function hall and listened to the commencement speaker, half asleep. She couldn’t spot Jess.

 

Later, she was at the buffet, making chit chat and eating dry sandwiches. Still no sign of Jess. It was odd, she was always here, no matter what.

Saturday came and went. No Jess. Chloe wasn’t sure how to feel. The whole day passed vaguely wondering where she was, if she was alright. But maybe she’d never find out. Maybe she’d have to get OK with not knowing anything about Jess ever again.

It was a sad thought. Chloe knew they couldn’t be in each other’s lives and she’d made a certain amount of peace with that. But she’d been expecting to at least see Jess across the conference room, talking, arguing, eating, existing. There was something comforting in that.

But apparently, that comfort was not to be had.

And then it was Sunday. Chloe went to get breakfast before she headed out.

She was waiting in line for tea at the enormous dispenser when she noticed something. There was a man in front of her, a guy with a moustache who was on his mobile phone.

‘I’m no more pleased about it than you are, Steve. But what was I supposed to do? Somebody had to fill in and she’s done a lot for me. And anyway, I’m back in a few hours and then you can leave me with the dogs and go on your precious bloody fishing trip.’

Chloe wasn’t one to earwig, but something about the man rang a distant bell. It was the moustache. The bad moustache. The guy’s name was… Greg. He worked with Jess. He was the one she’d managed to help out with his evil boss, she recalled.

Once he’d put the phone down, she coughed gently to get his attention. But he was squeezing a teabag in his cup with a spoon, caught up in the task. He didn’t get the hint. Chloe was going to have to speak up.

 ‘Hey, it’s Greg, isn’t it?’ Chloe said, unsure of what she was going to say once she got his ear.

Greg turned. 

 ‘Yeah?’ he said suspiciously.

 ‘You work with Jess Cooper, don’t you?’

Greg’s suspicious look dropped away at Jess’s name.

 ‘Yeah, I work with Jess’ he said fondly. ‘You know her?’

 ‘Yeah, we… err, I see her here every year. Is she not coming this time?’

 ‘No, she’s had a death in the family, couldn’t make it.’

Chloe felt her breath catch in her throat. 

 ‘Who was it? Did she say?’

Greg thought for a second and said ‘Err… I think she said it was her Gran.’

It was like a stone dropped into Chloe’s stomach. Jess’s Gran. The Gran she’d mentioned more than any other relative, including her mother. The Gran she’d risked her marriage to look after.

She pulled out her phone and began to ring Jess. And then she wondered if she should. They weren’t really friends anymore. But Jess must be in such pain right now, it felt wrong not to reach out.

She dialled Jess’s number. A few beeps indicated that Jess’s phone wasn’t accepting calls. She’d probably turned it off because she didn’t want to speak to anyone.

And that could have been it. Chloe could have left Jess to her grief. But something in her couldn’t leave it alone. Couldn’t leave Jess alone.

She began to google Manchester obituaries, hoping against hope that she would find the announcement. She trawled through various names and death dates, each passing minute making it seem more hopeless.

And then she found it, on a local Manchester newspaper’s website.

Hazel Cooper passed away July 2nd 2015. Funeral to be held at St Michael’s Church, Salford, Manchester on Sunday 17th July at 14.00. 

That was three hours from now, Chloe realised.

She didn’t really think about what to do with the information. She didn’t consider propriety. She simply grabbed her bag, ran out of the hotel and hailed down a cab, asking the driver to get her to the train station as fast as he could.

 

On the two-hour train journey to Manchester, Chloe had time to wonder what she was doing. She hadn’t spoken to Jess in a year. Even now, with this death, Jess had not reached out to her. She likely didn’t need her. She had her parents and Claire.

But here she was, rushing to Manchester, to crash the funeral of a woman she’d never met.

 

At St Michael’s church Jess was standing in the church yard, looking out at the headstones. Her Gran’s wasn’t up yet. Apparently that didn’t happen straight away. They buried you first and the stone came later.

It had happened suddenly. The health scare that her Gran had a few years ago had seemed to be a blip. She’d been in rude health the last few years, right up till the end. The day before she died, Jess had been with her, helping in her garden, her pride and joy. She’d been telling Jess about when she had been younger and had been ‘courting’ her first husband, Derick. He’d been due to be sent overseas with the army to fight in the Second World War, much to his horror. And Jess’s Gran, then a young woman who’d known him barely a month, hadn’t wanted to get too attached to him because she’d had no idea if he’d come back. Then he’d asked her to marry him. 

‘And what could I say?’ she explained ‘He was scared and I wanted to make him feel better. So I married him the day before he was shipped off. I barely knew him but he was a sweet boy. So I took the chance that he’d make it back and that it would work out. And there I was, only eighteen, waiting for a stranger to come home so we could live together as man and wife. In those days, that sort of thing happened all the time. It was like the end of the world was coming, everyone rushing into marriages without a thought. But your grandad did come home, of course. And then he turned out to be the best husband I ever had. Until he died at thirty when that bloody articulated lorry hit him. But the twelve years we had were better than the ones I had with the husbands I thought I knew. I took a chance and it worked out better than the thought through decisions. Which just shows you what a bloody lottery the world is.’

Jess had listened carefully to that story. She really didn’t know what to make of it but she liked to hear her Gran tell it anyway. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard it and she’d assumed it wouldn’t be the last. 

But a day later, she’d had a call from her sobbing mother, explaining that she’d gone to drop some food off and had found her in her chair, apparently asleep. But she hadn’t been able to wake her. 

Now here they were, about to put her in the ground. It seemed surreal. 

 ‘Jess’ she heard her mother say sharply. ‘Those shoes are brown.’

 ‘What’ she said, pulled from her daze.

 ‘Don’t you have any black shoes? This is your Grandma’s funeral!’

Jess took a deep breath. She’d been having to take a lot of those today. Her mother, Carol, tended to channel sadness into criticism. And Jess was doing her best to take the brunt of it. 

 ‘I don’t think Gran would have minded about my shoes, Mum’ she said patiently.

 ‘That’s not the point-’ Carol began.

Jess’s Dad put his hand on her Mum’s shoulder, saying kindly ‘You ready to go in?’

Carol looked at him, apparently deciding whether to ream Jess out or not. Jess held her breath.

‘Fine’ she said.

Jess let the breath out.

‘Are you coming in with us?’ Carole asked.

 ‘I’m just waiting for Claire’ Jess replied.

Carol made a sort of harrumph noise and muttered ‘You’ll have a bloody wait’ and went in. Jess’s Dad threw a look of apology over his wife’s shoulder.

Jess let him know with a look that it was OK. And then her parents left her.

Jess had to admit, her Mum did have a point. Claire wasn’t likely to come. She hadn’t seen her in months. Jess had sent her a text, pointedly telling her that the funeral was today. She hadn’t asked her to come, as such. But part of her hoped she would. Because she needed someone who was just here for her. Even if they were over, Jess thought she still might have come, after all they’d been through together, the life they’d shared. Jess hoped it would still count for something.

But as the seconds ticked on, it was apparent that she would not be joined by her soon to be ex-wife.   

She turned to go into the church, alone. And then she heard a patter sound, shoes on pavement, coming at a brisk clip. She thought that perhaps Claire was coming after all.

She turned to the sound and who did she see?

 ‘Jess!’ Chloe called to her, running along the other side of the churchyard wall, panting and red.

Jess’s eyes nearly fell out of her head.

 ‘Chloe?!’ 

 ‘I…’ Chloe began, still not at the gate. But she realised she really didn’t know how to explain what the hell she was doing there.

She finally got through the gate and walked toward Jess.

‘I’m sorry’ she started. ‘You must think I’m a crazy person-’

Chloe’s words were muffled by the powerful hug that enveloped her.

 ‘I’m glad you’re here’ Jess said.

Chloe held her tightly, relief blossoming in her chest. The mad dash to Manchester had been worth every ounce of effort. Jess needed her.

 

Jess and Chloe sat at the back of the church, waiting for the service to start. The vicar had just explained that they would be listening to Hazel’s favourite song as she was carried in by the pallbearers. Everyone waited for it to begin.

Suddenly, the first strains of ‘Wannabee’ by The Spice Girls hit the air. Many of the congregation looked baffled and a mutter went through the crowd, people asking each other if the song had been played by mistake.

But Jess knew it was the right song. Her Gran had loved nineties pop. 

As the song continued, hitting the chorus, Jess started to laugh. And then she began to cry. Chloe’s hand slipped into hers and Jess gripped it hard as the casket went by.

 

The wake was held at Carol’s house. Jess and Chloe were standing in the living room, plates of sandwiches in their hands.

‘Another year, another crap buffet’ Jess muttered to Chloe. Chloe smiled gently at the joke. Just like Jess to find humour in the situation, even today.

Now the funeral was over and the shock of Chloe’s appearance had passed, Jess had questions.

‘So…’ she started.

Chloe knew what was coming.

 ‘It’s a long story. I saw Greg at the conference. He told me what had happened.’

 ‘So you just jumped on a train to Manchester?’

 ‘That’s about the size of it. Actually, I guess it’s not that long a story.’

Jess smiled. She was struck by a thought.

 ‘Do you need to get home? It’s Sunday, after all. You’d be in Oxford by this time usually.’

Chloe did indeed need to be home. She was supposed to go on a date with a guy named Jonathan tonight. It would be their second date. She was supposed to meet him in a few hours. 

 ‘No’ Chloe said. ‘I don’t need to be anywhere.’

She’d text Jonathan later and explain. He’d just have to understand. She wasn’t sure if she’d been completely up for it anyway. Jonathan had very sweaty hands and he never seemed to get her jokes. Perhaps it was for the best.

Jess was looking at Chloe with wonder.

 ‘I can’t believe you came. After last year…’

Chloe shook her head.

 ‘I’m as amazed as you are, to be honest. I thought there was a good chance I’d never see you again. But when I heard about your Gran, I just felt like I should be here.’ She shrugged ‘I can’t explain.’

 ‘Then don’t. I don’t care what made you come, I’m just glad you did.’

Jess and Chloe shared a look full of history and emotion. That was as much explanation as either of them needed.

 

After the trains had finished for the night, Chloe was still with Jess. They were at her flat, having a cup of tea. It had been a long wake, a long day. Jess was exhausted. From the day and from the loss she’d suffered. It had taken everything out of her. 

It might not have been the best time for houseguests, but Chloe had come all this way and there was no way that Jess could send her to a hotel. She offered her the sofa and Chloe gratefully accepted. 

And now they were sitting in the living room, the TV on, watching some banal sitcom. The laughter track was music to Jess’s ears, easy to ignore.

Chloe had been wondering all day where Claire was, but she hadn’t wanted to ask. It wasn’t the time for it. But now they were here, in the flat Jess shared with Claire, Chloe couldn’t help it. It was like a fly buzzing at her ear. Where was she?

‘Jess, I just wondered…’

 ‘…where the hell Claire is?’ Jess finished. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to ask that all day. She’s long gone.’

The news shouldn’t have come as a shock to Chloe but it jarred her a little. 

 ‘Oh.’

 ‘Yeah. As it turned out, I guess I couldn’t live with her flaws and she couldn’t live with mine. So she found someone else.’

 ‘So you were right about her cheating?’

 ‘When I confronted her about it, she said she wasn’t. But a few months later, she left me anyway. She said she couldn’t live with somebody who made her feel like she wasn’t good enough. And then I heard through some mutual friends that she’d moved in with someone else. So if I had to guess, I’d say she was most likely sleeping with someone else last year. Not that I care now. She didn’t even come to my Gran’s funeral’ she said bitterly. ‘I’m glad we split if she couldn’t put our stuff aside to come and be my friend for a few hours.’

Jess threw a brief sweet smile to Chloe on that last part. Chloe felt a warmth inside at the look. But it was hard to hear what a bad time Jess had been going through lately.’

 ‘I’m sorry.’

 ‘Me too. But perhaps it was my fault anyway. I didn’t know that’s how I made people feel, like they’re not good enough. But maybe I pushed her away, forced her to go looking elsewhere.’

Chloe frowned. She wished Claire were in front of her right this second. She’d punch her in the face.

 ‘You never made me feel like that, if it’s any consolation.’

Jess turned to her, regarding her thoughtfully.

 ‘Actually, it kind of is.’

They both smiled and turned back to the TV.

 

The next morning, Chloe awoke on Jess’s sofa, yawning and exhausted. It had been a restless night. The sofa was comfortable enough, as sofas go. But Chloe just couldn’t seem to fall into unconsciousness.

Maybe it was the strange turn her day had taken. Maybe it was the fact that she was sleeping a few feet away from Jess. She didn’t know. She just couldn’t seem to close her eyes.

And now she was waking from scattered hours of sleep, wondering how she looked. She knew from experience that there were probably dreadful shadows under her eyes and that she probably had a major case of bed hair. She must look a fright. Her breath would be a disaster on its own.

She wondered if she’d be able to get into the bathroom before Jess woke. Her bag was sitting in the hall. If she was quiet, maybe she could get some time with a toothbrush and a face wipe. She had to try and do something with herself before human eyes beheld her.

But as she crept toward the bathroom, she heard a door creak open. 

Chloe froze, wondering whether to make a break for it. But Jess was suddenly standing in the hall in her pyjamas, looking a lot more together than Chloe felt.

‘Hi’ she said.

 ‘Morning’ Chloe said self-consciously.

They looked at each other for a moment, silently. Chloe had the dreadful thought that Jess had forgotten she was here and she’d just realised she was stuck with an unwanted houseguest.

But that wasn’t what was running through Jess’s mind. 

 ‘I still can’t believe you’re here’ she said. And then she shook her head in wonder. ‘You look amazing.’

Chloe’s mouth dropped open and she tried to say something but nothing came out.

Jess stepped toward her and Chloe felt that familiar hard beat in her chest, a singular rhythm that seemed reserved for Jess. And then Jess kissed her. 

Chloe forgot her bedhead and morning breath. She forgot pretty much everything as Jess’s lips met hers. It was as though time stopped.

Their bodies intertwined as the kiss deepened. Chloe felt Jess’s hands on her body and that was permission to do the same to Jess. She let her hands travel all over Jess, feeling that beautiful body that she hadn’t felt in so many years. It had been worth the wait to touch her once more, to feel that mouth on hers.

Amidst the passion, Jess forgot a lot of things too. She forgot the marriage she couldn’t save. She forgot the deep well of grief she’d been stuck in for weeks. She forgot the year she’d spent trying not to think about Chloe. 

Everything was somehow better. She had something she hadn’t known she needed. She had Chloe.

 

Later on, Chloe and Jess were lying in Jess’s bed, holding each other. They’d both been in silent contemplation for some time, happy enough just to know the other was there.

Chloe broke the peace first.

‘This is the first time we’ve made it to a Monday. We’re usually at opposite ends of the country by now.’

The thought rattled them both. It was as though they’d forgotten the small fact of their geographical issue.

 ‘What should we do about that, do you think? The whole South, North thing’ Jess asked.

 ‘I don’t have a clue’ Chloe replied, a touch of sadness settling on her. Was this as good a deal as they could manage? The annual weekend?

She wanted more than that. She wanted all of Jess. She realised with no surprise at all that she was completely in love with her. 

She wondered how long that had been going on. Too long, certainly. There had been times over the last ten years that she’d felt that she might be starting to fall for Jess, others when she thought she just saw Jess as a friend, others still when she thought that she would simply like to have sex with her. But those feelings had all been pit stops on the way to the obvious conclusion. She loved Jess.

She wondered how Jess was feeling. But there was absolutely no chance she was going to say ‘Hey, I love you! Do you love me?’ She’d rather sit on a sharp spike.

 ‘I just realised something’ Jess said suddenly. ‘I know that we’ve technically known each other for ten years. But when you break it down, it’s really only been twenty-six days.’

 ‘What?’ Chloe said, turning in surprise.

 ‘When you count up the days spent in each other’s company, that’s the total.’

Chloe quickly did the sums.

 ‘Oh my god. You’re right’ she said wondrously. ‘That’s not much time, is it?’

Jess thought of her Gran’s story, of agreeing to marry a man she’d only met a month ago. She smiled slowly.

 ‘You know what’ Jess said. ‘I think it’s enough to take a chance on. I’m in love with you, Chloe. I don’t know when that happened. Maybe it was ten years ago. Maybe it was ten minutes ago. I don’t care. That’s just how it is. I hope that’s OK with you.’

Chloe stopped breathing for a second before she remembered that she should probably keep taking in oxygen if she wanted to live. Once she’d gotten her lungs working again, she said ‘I love you too, Jess’.

Jess kissed Chloe. Time stopped again.

 

They’d gotten very lucky with the timing of their reunion. It was just at the start of the school summer break. They had six whole weeks together before they had to part. They spent much of that time in Jess’s bed. Some of it was spent making love. But most of it was just spent talking. Jess and Chloe were still getting to know each other, after all. 

They had many questions about each other’s lives. Their upbringings, first kisses, most embarrassing moments, all the time before they’d met and the years in between seeing one another. They wanted to know everything they could about each other, everything they’d never gotten a chance to say before. And Chloe, even though she was usually a closed book, found she actually wanted to tell Jess everything about herself. It was a new feeling. But she felt safe enough with Jess to do it. Safer than she’d ever felt before.

As the days passed, Chloe threatened to go home several times, pleading a need for more than had been contained in her weekend bag. She swore she’d be back in a few days. But Jess would not let go of her. She convinced her to simply buy new things. Chloe hadn’t needed much convincing. 

So she’d stayed the entire six weeks. It was the best summer break she’d ever had. It felt like she’d found some private island in Jess’s flat where she could forget all her cares. 

But every holiday has to end.

They finally said goodbye the day before Autumn term was due to begin. It was a tough day. Even the usually stoic Jess found tears springing in her eyes.

But it wasn’t for long. Jess was actually due to come and see Chloe the following weekend.

And things went that way for a while, Chloe and Jess taking turns to travel up and down the country. The weekends couldn’t come quick enough.

Eventually, enough was enough. Jess and Chloe were tired of the goodbyes. They’d said too many of those to each other. Enough for a lifetime.

Jess offered to move. Even though she loved her school and couldn’t bear to leave, she was willing to make the sacrifice.

But Chloe wouldn’t hear it. She thought that if one of them were going to leave their school, it should be her. She was sick of the bratty rich kids and their entitled parents anyway. She thought maybe it was time to plunge into the deep end of the educational system. The thought unnerved her, to be sure. But she wasn’t twenty-one anymore. She was ready for the challenge.

And the thought of being able to come home to Jess after her day was through made the risk one worth taking. 







  
 

Year Eleven

 

August 2016 – Jess and Chloe’s flat (Manchester)

‘Good lord woman, get out of the bathroom’ Jess cried through the door.

 ‘I can’t find my contacts!’

 ‘Oh no’ Jess said in faux sympathy. ‘You’ll have to wear your glasses! Oh well, these thing happen.’

The bathroom door opened and Chloe appeared, bespectacled and annoyed.

 ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d hidden them.’

 ‘You’ve got me. I ate them last night’ Jess said.

Chloe rolled her eyes and came out of the bathroom.

 ‘I know that’s a joke but I wouldn’t be shocked.’

 ‘I don’t know what to tell you, I just love that hot librarian thing. Reminds me of the first time I saw you.’

Chloe smiled at Jess’s nostalgia, feeling her own mind pulled to that first day. 

 ‘Well, I loved you in your tracksuit. You looked so athletic. I felt like you could throw me over your shoulder and run off with me.’

 ‘That’s a weird fantasy but I’ll take the compliment’ Jess said with a grin. She checked her watch. ‘Babe, we seriously need to go. The train leaves in forty minutes.’

 ‘Alright, but I want to say again, I’m so not up for this.’

 ‘You should get down on your knees and thank the gods that the conference exists. If it weren’t for that, you wouldn’t have landed my fine arse.’

 ‘True. Thank you, conference, for the very fine derriere of my girlfriend’ Chloe said with a quick but appreciative look at the afore mentioned bottom. ‘Alright, let’s go. But if the hotel is a dump, I’m checking us into somewhere fancy. To hell with the cost.’

 ‘I don’t care where we are. As long as I’ve got you and a bed, I’ll be happy as a pig in…. you-know-what’ Jess said quickly. She’d learn that references to shit tended to break a romantic moment.

Jess and Chloe picked up their weekend bags and headed for the front door of their flat, a different one to the one Jess used to have. When Chloe had landed a job at a comprehensive school in Salford a few months ago, as head of the English department, it had felt right to them both that the new start should include a new place. 

‘Oh, wait, I forgot my toothbrush!’ Jess yelled suddenly.

 ‘Amazing. You’re rushing me out of the door and you’re not even ready’ Chloe said with affectionate irritation.

 ‘Pineapple!’ Jess cried and ran into the bathroom, grabbing her toothbrush. But before she left the room, she slipped her hand into her pocket, pulling out a contact lens case and putting it into the bathroom cabinet, a secret smile on her lips.

Things had changed in Jess’s and Chloe’s lives and they were both the happier for it. But not everything needed to be different, Jess thought. 

Some things were too good to let go of.
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