
    HIS BEST FRIENDS’ GIRLS

PART ONE

CHAPTER 1

Buzzz buzzz buzzz.

Jack’s phone vibrated on his bedside table. Without waking Helen,

he deftly pulled his arm from beneath her and caught the phone

before it vibrated off the edge.

‘I need to see you,’ the message read.

Chloe!

Jack pressed delete. Adjusted the setting to silent, and put the

phone back on the table. He turned back to Helen and cuddled

her beneath the duvet. Pulled her close to him, smelled her hair,

stroked her soft, downy skin.

‘Please don’t go,’ he whispered. ‘Stay. Just this once.’

Helen stretched her arms up and then around Jack’s neck,

brought his head close to hers, kissed him, warm and wet,

on the lips.



‘What did you say?’ she yawned. Suddenly, the darkness was lit

by the glow from Jack’s phone display. There was no sound, but

an urgency emanated from the green light.

‘What the f—!’ Jack pulled away from Helen, spinning from his

right elbow to his left to grab the phone.

Not now, Chloe, he thought. Just. Not. Now.

‘Someone wants you in a hurry!’ Helen said.

‘It’s Karen,’ Jack lied.  Not unreasonably. He’d had a lot of

contact with his sister these past few days.

‘Then don’t you think you should answer it? It might be about

your mum.’

‘No, it’ll be fine,’ Jack said. ‘She’ll call on the landline if it’s

urgent.’

He felt bad. Chloe would only be ringing to talk, to moan about

Sean. He’d tried to keep her at arm’s length. Helen was all he

wanted now.

He reached around Helen’s waist and pulled her towards him.

The room lit up again. Glowing green.

Helen sat up straight in bed as Jack once again cut Chloe off.



‘Oh for God’s sake, just answer it,’ Helen said, annoyed. She

looked around the room. ‘Anyway, what time is it?’

Jack looked at the digital numbers on his phone.

‘Eight thirty.’

The phone glowed again. Jack ignored it.

Something’s wrong, Jack thought again.

‘Half past eight? I have to go,’ Helen said.

She dressed, as quickly as she’d undressed. A clingy V-neck

sweater. Tight jeans. Everything touching, squeezing and

enhancing in the right places.

‘You have to go, or want to go?’ he said.  He felt weak asking,

but he needed her right now. More than her husband did.

‘Have to. You know I do.’

Helen stepped towards Jack, put her arms around his neck, ran

her fingers through his thick brown hair. ‘I’d do anything to stay.

You know I would. I just…can’t.’

She took her blazer from the coat hook, opened the front door

and put a finger to Jack’s lips, made a soft ‘shusshing’ sound to

stop him saying any more.

Jack’s phone glowed again.



‘Why don’t you just answer it? Someone obviously needs to get

hold of you urgently,’ Helen said.

‘Not while I’m with you,’ Jack replied. ‘I don’t want to waste a

precious second. Our time together is short enough.’

Then Helen was gone. Down the five flights of stairs. Back to her

other life. Back to Rich. Back to Jack’s best friend.

Jack closed the door. Sighed. He felt like he loved her. Regardless

of the damage, the upset, the sheer wrongness of what he was

doing. This felt like the real deal. Or perhaps it was just his

vulnerability talking, which would hardly be surprising given what

had happened. Perhaps he was just projecting. Perhaps Helen was

just comfort. Perhaps he was just feeling lonely, needy. Or

perhaps it was real. He didn’t care. Right now, Helen felt like his

soulmate and if he felt in love, then, hell, he was in love!

He went for a shower, then made himself a cup of coffee. His

phone hadn’t rung again thank God!  Then his doorbell went,

made him jump.

She’s back, he thought.



He pulled on a pair of pyjama bottoms, threw on a T-shirt and

went to the door, catching a glimpse of himself in the hallway

mirror. He looked knackered.

Is it any wonder? he thought.

The doorbell rang again. There was an urgency behind it.

‘Coming,’ Jack said.

He fixed his most seductive smile and twisted open the Yale lock.

‘Chloe!’ he said, startled.

‘Jack. Can I come in?’

‘I was just about to call you,’ Jack lied. ‘You’ve been ringing.’

‘I know. I fucking know, Jack. Now, can I come in?’

 ‘Come in. Come in. You look like you need a drink.’

Jack wrapped a strong arm around Chloe’s slight shoulder and

gently ushered her into the living room. He surreptitiously

scanned the room, looking for evidence of his past encounter.

Nothing. He thanked Helen under his breath. Fastidious as always!

he thought.

Chloe unbuttoned her coat. Jack stood behind her and took it off

her shoulders. He moved her soft brown hair to one side of her

neck.



Chloe shuddered and pulled away. She smiled a half smile and sat

down, not on the settee, where Jack might join her, but on the

faded blue velour armchair, in the corner of the room, below the

floor lamp. It shone down on her, like she was in an interrogation

chair.

She leant forward, clamped her knees together, pushed her hands

together, palm to palm, and squeezed them between her knees.

She looked stern, and for a moment Jack thought he must have

done something wrong. Shit! He had done something wrong!  He

was sleeping with Chloe’s best friend - his best friend’s wife.

‘Here you go,’ he offered her a glass of chilled Sauvignon from

the half-drunk bottle in the fridge.

Chloe bowed her head down. Her slim shoulders began to shake

and Jack saw a huge tear plop into her wine, followed by another,

and another. A noise like a whimpering puppy came from her bird-

like body.

Jack knelt in front of her, took her hands in his, lifted her chin

with a crooked finger.

‘What’s up?’ he asked.



Chloe looked up with big pool eyes. Mascara was running down

her face. Jack wiped it away, then wiped his thumbs on his T-

shirt.

‘He knows,’ she said.

Jack looked blank.

‘He knows!’ she said again.

‘Who knows?’

‘Who do you think? Sean. Sean!’

‘Knows what?’ Jack seemed mystified.

She hit him hard in the chest with the heel of her hand, knocking

him off balance. He fell on his back.

‘Are you taking this in, Jack? Sean…knows!’ Chloe hovered over

him and produced her Nokia mobile from a little pocket on her

dress. She pressed a couple of buttons, scrolled down, pressed

again, then showed the screen to Jack. ‘This is what Sean saw.’

Jack narrowed his eyes, focused, then picked himself up from the

floor and took the phone from Chloe’s hand. He read the

message aloud: ‘Thinking about you.’



So? Jack thought. It was an old message, something he’d sent

days, or was it weeks, ago? It didn’t mean anything; wasn’t

incriminating – surely?

 ‘Hey, calm down. It doesn’t mean he knows about us,’ Jack said.

‘It just means he thinks that you’re…’

He stopped himself before he finished the sentence, realising he

was about to have a foot-in-mouth moment.

‘He thinks that I’m what? Having an affair? Yes, Jack, that’s what

he thinks.’

‘Yes,’ Jack couldn’t stop himself saying what he was about to

say, ‘but not with me.’

Chloe’s jaw dropped. Disappointment crushed her pretty face.

‘No, no, I didn’t mean that,’ Jack spluttered. ‘What I meant

was…well, I mean, the sender isn’t my name, is it? He’ll have no

idea who AA is, will he?’

Chloe softened. The situation was retrieved. Jack moved closer

to Chloe, handed her phone back, stroked her hair.

‘Look,’ he showed her the message. ‘It’s not so incriminating, is

it? You can get round this, get round Sean, can’t you?’



‘I think it’s too late for that,’ Chloe replied. She let Jack carry on

stroking her hair.

‘I’m sure it will all be fine,’ Jack said.

He moved his face closer to hers.

‘No, I don’t think it will. He knows it’s you – I just know he does,’

she said.

Jack resisted the urge to ask Chloe what made her so certain,

but he didn’t want to sour the mood again.

‘’Course it will. You – we – just need to think of a good story.’

He kissed her forehead, then each pointed cheek.

‘He’s kicked me out,’ she whispered. ‘Can I stay here, with you?’

Fuck! Shit!

Jack pulled away, tried not to show his panic.

‘He’s kicked you out? What do you mean, he’s kicked you out?

All because of a fucking text message misunderstanding?’

‘Oh come on, Jack. You know how jealous he is. He threw the

phone at me and stormed out. Told me he didn’t want to see me

back there by the time he got back from the pub. And believe

me, I won’t be.’



Jack paused to take stock. He poured himself a glass of wine,

gulped it down, poured another, then topped up Chloe’s glass.

‘So he hasn’t actually kicked you out? He’s told you to move

out?’ Jack said.

‘Yes. I tried to phone you to tell you,’ she said, ‘but you wouldn’t

answer your phone. I can’t go back, definitely not tonight.’

‘But you can’t stay here. Jesus, Chloe.’

‘Where else can I go? Not to Helen’s, obviously. Rich is Sean’s

best friend.’

‘You’ve got to go back home, talk to Sean. Try to get this sorted

out. He’s not going to end his marriage because of a fucking silly

text message. He’s not an idiot.’

Jack flopped back onto the sofa and pressed the back of his hand

to his forehead. He stared at the ceiling. Jesus! What a mess. He

felt like the walls of his flat were closing in and as he looked at

Chloe, she just seemed to get bigger and bigger in the room. Got

to get out, get some air, he thought.

‘Let’s go and have a drink,’ he said. ‘Talk it through.’



He dressed quickly, pulled on a shirt, a pair of jeans and V-neck

sweater. As they were about to leave the flat, he thought Phone,

then went back to retrieve it from the pocket of his pyjamas.  

It was still on silent mode and he saw that he had two missed

calls and one text. One from Rich. One from Sean.   

The text was from Helen. ‘Missing an earring!!!!!! Must be at

yours. Coming back.’

Jack read Helen’s text and felt his insides turn to slush.

‘Fuck!’  The word came out of his mouth involuntarily.

‘What’s up?’ Chloe said.

Jack shook his head. ‘No, nothing. Just work. Nothing.’

He put his hand against the small of Chloe’s back and guided her

to the lift. ‘Let’s go, before we change our minds,’ he said,

petrified Chloe would want to stay put.

He covertly looked at the time of the text. 9.02pm. Fifteen

minutes ago. It was 20 minutes from Helen’s townhouse to his

flat. She could have called a cab, arrived home, discovered her

earring was missing, texted, and was now on her way back. She’d

be here any minute. Or she could have stroked her gemless lobe

in the cab on the way home, got the driver to turn around, and –



shit! – could be waiting for the lift at the bottom of the building

right now!

‘Er, let’s walk,’ Jack said to Chloe.

‘Walk? Why?’

‘The lift. I don’t trust it. Got stuck in there the other day. Freaked

me out.’

It was true. The lift was always breaking down.

Halfway down the stairs, Jack stopped, abruptly.

‘Just remembered something,’ he said. ‘Did I leave the oven on?’

‘What? You didn’t even have it on. You keep promising to cook

for me, but I’ve never tasted so much as beans and toast from

you yet, Mr Masterchef!’

‘Well, it’s not exactly been convenient, but I will one day. Look,

you wait here. I’ll go and check the oven. I’m sure I had it on.’

‘OK,’ Chloe said. ‘I’ll meet you at the front door.’

‘No! Here! Just wait here. I’ll only be a second.’

‘I’ll come back with you, then.’

‘No! Just. Wait. Here. Please!’

Jack had a mental image of Helen getting out of a taxi and

bumping into Chloe. The consequences really didn’t bear thinking



about. He stormed into his flat with the speed and aggression of

an SAS liberation, darted to the bedroom and grabbed handfuls

of pillow from the rumpled bed.

‘Nope! Nope! Nope!’ he muttered, as the missing earring failed to

reveal itself. Then he stopped in his tracks.

Fuck the earring! I’ve got to stop Helen.

He texted her: ‘Found it.’

She replied in a split second: ‘Nearly there x’

Now Jack had to find the bloody thing for real. He pulled back the

crumpled sheets. Nothing. Then he picked up the mattress and,

with strength he didn’t know he had, tossed it across the room,

scattering the framed photos, clock and CDs from the top of the

chest of drawers. He looked through the slats of the bed frame

to the beige carpet below. There, gleaming, was a small and

beautiful brilliant-cut diamond earring.  He grabbed it, closed his

fist around it, and hurtled back to the stairwell.

Chloe had gone. Where the fuck has she gone?????

He raced downstairs, three at a time, flung the fire door open and

landed in the lobby like a gymnast springing off a pommel horse.

He stooped over to catch his breath, hands on knees, panting.



As he rose, he saw a black blazer wrapped around the voluptuous

figure of…

‘Helen!’

‘Hi.’

‘Helen. Helen. Helen.’ He started laughing hysterically. ‘Oh Helen

of Troy. Helen of Joy. Helen earth. Helen high water. Helen-a-

hand cart. Oh Helen!’

‘What on earth…Jack! Are you OK? How much did you drink after

I left?’

‘Oh lots. You know me, Jack the Lad, Jack Daniels.’

He knew he wasn’t funny, or making any sense, but he couldn’t

stop babbling. Where the fuck was Chloe?

‘Look, babe, I’ve got to go. Rich’ll be home soon. Did you find it?’

Helen said.

‘Find what?’

‘My earring, Stoopid.’

Jack pulled up his fist, and brought it round, as if in slow motion,

to Helen’s jaw. At this moment in time, he wished he could knock

her unconscious to buy him some time.

Where the hell was Chloe?



‘Yoooooou!’ he said, through clenched teeth

‘You…silly…forgetful thing! You lost one once before, didn’t you?

You said you’d be extra careful in future, didn’t you?’

Helen took the jewellery and expertly threaded it back into her

ear.

‘I don’t know what on earth you’ve been drinking, but I’ll have

some. Next time we see each other. I’ve got to go. Taxi’s on the

meter.’

She kissed his forehead, stroked his face. ‘Soon,’ she said, then

turned, pushed open the communal door and got into the cab.

And then – thank the Heavenly Father!– she was gone.

Now, where the hell has Chloe gone?

Jack poked his head out of the front door and scanned the car

park. Through the blue haze of cigarette smoke, he saw a figure

sitting on the low wall.  He knew Chloe smoked. Then the figure

coughed. A masculine cough. Not Chloe.

Where was she?

He wandered around the grounds, then onto the street, not

shouting her name, afraid Helen might return again. Then just as

the penny dropped that he should just call her mobile, his phone



rang. He didn’t even look at the caller’s I.D, just cracked open the

handset and said, breathlessly: ‘Where the fuck are you?’

‘The White Horse. Where we always are. The question is, where

the fuck are you?’

Jack dropped his phone as if it had just become white hot.

Jesus Christ! Rich!

He stared at the phone at his feet for what felt like minutes and

felt like jumping on it, smashing it to pieces. From the distance of

his body length, he could hear the buzz of the pub atmosphere

and Rich’s deep voice saying, ‘Hello, hello. Jack? You there?

Hello.’

He picked the phone up, as if handling dog shit in a plastic bag,

and mumbled into the mouthpiece.

‘Yep. Here.’

Something inside him fled - possibly terror. It was as if the fear of

what was about to happen had been worse than the reality. Like

a prisoner on Death Row after the failure of his final appeal, he

was resigned to his fate. Kill me now, but make it quick.

‘We’ve been trying to get hold of you all night. Didn’t you get my

message?’ Rich shouted, above the background din.



‘No. Sorry. My voicemail is useless. Keep meaning to change

networks,’ Jack replied.

‘No worries. Listen, I’m with Sean. He’s in bits, a right mess. I’ve

tried to cheer him up, but I reckon he needs you – you know what

a good listener you are!’

‘Why? What’s up?’

Jack walked over to the figure on the low wall. It was a homeless

guy, sucking on a roll-up. Jack could smell the cannabis. He

gestured to the man with ‘V’ fingers held to his lips that he

wanted a drag. The man looked up, surprised. Jack plucked a £1

coin from his pocket, gave it to the man, who gave Jack the

joint. Jack inhaled, felt the head-rush, coughed, and gave the

spliff back.

‘I don’t know,’ Rich said. ‘He won’t tell me. He’ll tell you – he tells

you everything. Just keeps going on and on to me about how his

life’s ruined. Better get down here. It’ll be last orders soon.’

All thoughts of Chloe had vanished. Jack wanted to run away and

hide, stick his fingers in his ears and go ‘la-la-la’ to drown out the

reality of his come-uppance. But, no, he had to face the music.



He flicked another coin to the homeless smoker, took another,

longer, deeper, puff, and set off on the half mile walk to the pub.

He rang Chloe. Straight to voicemail. Texted her. ‘Where are

you?’ No reply. Where the hell is she?




