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The clipboard was unnecessary. I knew this. I knew it the way I knew my Year Four class would lose at least three jumpers before lunch on any given Wednesday, the way I knew my mum would ring at exactly half seven every Sunday evening, the way I knew that the little crease between my eyebrows when I concentrated made me look like a confused owl. The clipboard was unnecessary, and I had made it anyway, because I am Jessica Harrison and I cannot leave the house for a weekend away without a laminated checklist and at least two backup plans.

Sleeping bags. Tick. Camping pillows, the inflatable kind that always deflate by 3am. Tick. Wellies. Tick. Sun cream, because you never know with the Yorkshire coast in June and I burn if someone so much as mentions the word ultraviolet. Tick. Three books, because what if I finished two and got bored. Tick. Charger. Tick. The nice underwear I'd bought specifically for this trip, tags still on, the pale blue set with the little lace trim that Dan probably wouldn't notice because Dan never noticed anything unless it was on a screen.

Tick.

I stood in my kitchen in pyjama bottoms covered in tiny foxes and a Leeds United shirt I'd stolen from my dad six years ago, pen between my teeth, glasses pushed up into the bird's nest of dark hair on top of my head. The morning light fell through the window above the sink and caught the steam rising from my second cup of tea. Friday. Beautiful, golden, school's out for summer Friday. Six glorious weeks stretched ahead like a promise, and this weekend, this one specific weekend I'd been looking forward to for two solid months, was finally here.

The campsite near Whitby. The four of us. Me and Dan, Katie and Luke. A big tent, a cool box full of cheap wine, the sea, fish and chips, maybe a walk along the cliffs if the brothers could be prised away from whatever football was on their phones. It was going to be perfect. Or at least, it was going to be nice. Nice was fine. Nice was what I had with Dan. Eighteen months of nice.

My phone buzzed on the worktop.

I picked it up, expecting Katie. Katie always texted first thing on the morning of any plan, a burst of exclamation marks and emojis and ARE YOU EXCITED in capitals. But the name on the screen was Dan.

Jess babe DON'T KILL ME

My stomach did a small, cold flip.

but me and Luke totally forgot Matty's stag is this weekend not next weekend

I read it again.

we're on the train to Amsterdam already

Again.

I'm so so sorry babe, make it up to you xxxxx

The clipboard slipped from my fingers and clattered against the kitchen tiles. I read the text a fourth time, standing very still in a square of sunlight, and then I did something I did not expect.

I laughed.

Not a polite laugh. Not a disappointed, trying to be a good sport laugh. A proper laugh, full and loud and slightly unhinged, the kind that comes from somewhere below your ribs and shakes your whole body. I laughed until my eyes watered and my stomach hurt and I had to sit down, right there on the cold kitchen floor in my fox pyjamas, my back against the cupboard door.

Two months. I had been looking forward to this for two months. I had bought new knickers. I had bought a new bikini. I had shaved my legs last night, which for me in term time is roughly equivalent to planning a military campaign. And Dan. Dan and his brother Luke, the pair of them, two grown men in their late twenties who apparently share one single brain cell between them and it was currently on a train to bloody Amsterdam for a stag do they'd known about since March.

I wasn't angry. That was the strange thing. I sat on my kitchen floor and I was not angry. I was something else. Something lighter. Something that felt oddly like relief, and I pushed that thought away before I could look at it too closely.

My thumb hovered over the keyboard. I typed It's fine, have fun x and then deleted it. Typed Are you actually kidding me and deleted that too. In the end I just locked the phone and set it face down on the floor beside me.

Then I picked it up again and called Katie.

She answered on the second ring. Her voice came through slightly muffled and breathless. "Jess! I'm literally just out the shower, give me two seconds, I'm dripping everywhere." A thump. A muffled swear. "Right. Right, go on. What's up? Why are you calling and not texting, that's very formal of you."

"Dan's in Amsterdam."

A pause. "What?"

"Dan. And Luke. They forgot about Matty's stag. They're on the train. They're not coming."

The pause that followed was long. I could hear water dripping. The hum of Katie's extractor fan. I knew this silence. I had been on the receiving end of Katie's silences for eighteen years. Since we were seven, since Mrs Pemberton sat us next to each other on the first day of Year Three and Katie turned to me with her missing front teeth and her tangled blonde ponytail and said Do you want to be my best friend? I've decided. I knew all of her silences. The thinking ones. The angry ones. The one that meant someone was about to have a very bad day.

This one was the decision silence.

"Sod them," Katie said.

"Katie."

"Sod both of them. Both of them, Jess. Two months we've been planning this. Two months."

"I know, but."

"No. No but. Listen to me. Do you want to go to Whitby this weekend?"

I looked at my clipboard on the floor. My packed bags by the front door. The sunshine pouring through the window.

"Yes," I said. "Yeah. I really do."

"Then we're going. You and me. Done. Decision made." I heard the grin in her voice, that specific Katie grin that meant she'd set her mind to something and god help anyone who stood in the way. "Jess. Come on. You and me. A tent. Wine. The sea. Fish and chips. It'll be better without them."

Something in my chest lifted. Rose up like a balloon on a string.

"Won't it be weird? Just us two?"

Katie laughed, and even through the phone, even tinny and small through the speaker, her laugh did something to me. It always had. "When has it ever been weird with us? Eighteen years, Jess. Name one time it was weird."

I couldn't. She knew I couldn't.

"Pick me up at one," she said. "I'll bring the prosecco. You bring the sensible stuff, the clipboard and the waterproofs and whatever else is on your little list. We'll be there by five. It's going to be brilliant."

"Katie."

"What?"

I wanted to say something. I didn't know what. Thank you, maybe. Or I love you, the way I said it to her all the time, casual and easy, the way best friends do. But the words felt different this morning, heavier somehow, and I swallowed them back.

"Bring two bottles," I said instead.

She laughed again. "Bring three. See you at one, babe."

The line went dead. I sat on my kitchen floor for another full minute, phone pressed to my chest, grinning at the ceiling like an idiot.

Then I got up, picked up my clipboard, and added one more item to the list.

Extra blanket.

Because you never know, I told myself. In case it gets cold.

That was what I told myself.

***
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I spent the next two hours in a state of controlled frenzy that would have been familiar to anyone who had ever seen me prepare for a school trip. The bags were already packed, but I unpacked them and repacked them, swapping out the nice underwear set for a more comfortable bralette. Then swapping it back again. Then adding both, because why not, it was a holiday. I showered and shaved my legs again, even though I'd done them last night, because I'd missed a patch on my left ankle. I dried my hair properly rather than letting it air dry into the wild tangle it preferred, and then tied it up anyway because the car windows would be down. I put on the sundress. The green one with the tiny white flowers that Katie had told me once made me look like a character from a French film. I'd bought it the next day. I'd never told her that.

My flat was small and familiar around me. A one bed above a charity shop on a side street in Headingley, full of books and plants and the kind of organised clutter that teachers accumulate. Stacks of marking on the dining table. A mug tree shaped like a cat. Fairy lights around the window that I left on all year round because they made the place feel less like the flat of a twenty five year old woman who lived alone.

Dan had never moved in. We'd talked about it, once, vaguely, the way you talk about things you know won't happen. Eighteen months and his toothbrush still lived in his own bathroom across town. We were fine. We were nice. We had dinner twice a week and sex on Saturday mornings that lasted exactly as long as the football highlights on his phone and I had come once, one time, and it had been mostly accidental and slightly to the left of where I actually needed it.

I texted him back while I was loading the car.

Have fun. Be safe. See you next week.

No kisses. He wouldn't notice.

At quarter to one I pulled up outside Katie's building. She lived in a new build in Chapel Allerton, all clean lines and big windows, because Katie had the kind of job that paid properly and the kind of discipline that meant she actually saved. Her balcony had jasmine growing up it and a set of fairy lights that I pretended I hadn't copied. I texted her. I'm outside.
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