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“N

CHAPTE R 1 :

Online Dating

o p e ,”  s w i p e .
“Nope,” swipe.
“Nope,” swipe.

Jorden was hiding from her students in the
stationery cupboard, swiping faces across the screen
of her smart phone. She wouldn’t normally do this in
class but this was an emergency, and her class and
assistant were settled. This would be the only spare
moment she’d have all day. She didn't have much
time, she couldn't leave them alone for long, she was
their teacher after all. But this evening was her third
date with Mallory.

Mallory, the handsome skydiving accountant,
He wasn’t joking, when he'd said they should

jump out of airplanes together.
Me! she thought, skydiving!
People actually did that, and not just to bolster

their pro�les and make them seem sophisticated.
Which is what she’d done. Why hadn’t she picked
something like walking, she likes walking. Walking
with her feet �rmly on the ground. Except for when
she’d trip over, of course, which was often. Not to
mention the vertigo she gets from two steps up a
ladder. Given that she can’t change her own

PREVIEW ONLY 

RESALE REPRINT PROHIBITED 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



J A S P E N  S A G E

5

lightbulbs, how on earth was she going to jump out
of a plane.

She panicked when he’d asked her.
“Your pro�le said you were into skydiving …”

he’d said on their �rst date.
“Oh-errr-yeah.” Bollox, bollox, bollox. “I’ve never

actually done it, but it looks amazing.”
“It is, I’m a certi�ed trainer at Daytona Beach. I

will teach you on our next date.” He’d said with his
smile reaching his eyes.

Our kids would be beautiful.
“Oh, wow, how could I refuse!” she’d said, her

need for wanting to please him, and keep him close,
stronger than her anxiety, and dread of heights.

It’d worked. He was picking her up tonight at six-
thirty. She had no idea how she was going to tell him
she couldn’t do it.

How did she get herself into this? Tonight.
Tonight, was the night she would tell him straight.
She practiced what she would say in her head,
Mallory, I am so sorry, I hate heights and while I’m at
it, taxes are necessary evil, and not fun in the
slightest, as I’d led you to believe. I want a husband, a
home, a family and I want them all yesterday. My
biological clock is ticking and I don’t have time to
waste.

Her life would be much less complicated if she
could say those things. But she could see him
running for the hills. The imaginary family portrait
was already vanishing from the �ctional �replace
they’d lovingly hung it over, in the home they hadn’t
bought yet.

No, she would do it, she had to.
It was always the same. She'd meet a guy, they'd

hit it off, she would try and mold herself into her
idea of his perfect woman, and by the �fth date he
always made his excuses, and disappeared out of her
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life. Leaving her to wonder what was wrong with her,
enhancing and cementing her own insecurities that
no one could love her, for all of the reasons she
doesn’t love herself. But she had to try.

And on the cycle continued.
So here she was, thirty-�ve years old, questioning

her life’s decisions, hiding from her class, and
swiping the faces of strangers, pre-empting the
demise of her relationship to her current prospective
husband.

Maybe she should remove skydiving from her list
of interests on her dating pro�le. Now she had to
jump out of a plane, to prove to a virtual stranger
she is lovable. It no longer sounded sophisticated.

She had to wing it tonight or stay single forever.
Or until the next Mr. Right came along.

Tap Tap, the knock on the door interrupted her
thoughts. "Hey, Jorden, it’s me, have you found it?
Have you checked under the graph paper?” her
teaching assistant, Aiden, shouted through the door.

Shit, the children, she thought. They’d taken the
class outside earlier to gather bits of wood and
acorns for their art projects, and were doing some
pencil scratching, to see what patterns they could
make. She had left Aiden to it, while they cleaned up
and got ready for the next stage. This was one of her
favorite lessons, and she knew her children loved it
too. Okay, Miss. Back to work.

"Coming,” she shouted. Her phone tumbling out
of her hands, and landed on a pile of bubble wrap
as she frantically looked for the tracing paper.
Grabbing a box of HB pencils too, she quickly put
her phone in her pocket and opened the door.

Her teaching assistant was in front of her, holding
his hands out. He was gazing into her eyes, and she
moved the stationery into the crook of her arm, and
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put her hand in one of his outstretched ones. His
brow furrowed. Confused.

She laughed and said, “Here you go,” awkwardly
removing her hand and replacing it with half the
tracing paper, and handed him half the pencils. She
watched as he handed out the stationery to the
children. They adored him, and vice versa. And to
think she nearly said no to him joining her class �ve
years ago. Who had ever heard of an architect,
retraining to become a sixth-grade teacher? She
wouldn’t be without him now.

The children had �nished their activity, their
patterns secured to the once bare, cardboard tree
she’d used since her �rst semester ten years ago. Each
year, her new children would bring this tree back to
life. Once all their sticky hands were nice and clean,
her class was sitting on the rug in the corner, by the
reading chair. They’d been in her class for half the
year, and already knew it when it was story time.

Jorden sat in her chair and pulled out the book
they’d started last week and would last the semester.
Aiden was perched on one of the children’s chairs at
the back, elbows on his knees and resting his head
with his hand on his palm, biting his pinky, intent on
not missing word.

“Are you listening carefully?” she said, as she
opened the page.

Jorden watched them as a pair of hands shot up
above each of their heads, including Aiden. To show
they were listening carefully, they waggled their
hands as bunny ears, the whole class joined in. It
never failed to make her smile. She remembered the
�rst time Aiden had done this; it was his �rst day,
and she knew he would be a great addition to their
class.

“Thank you, Miss. Sweet,” the class chimed
together. They were dismissed to get their coats and

PREVIEW ONLY 

RESALE REPRINT PROHIBITED 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



A C R O B AT S

8

bags ready to be collected in the school yard by
loving parents, grandparents, and nannies.

Jorden and Aiden came back into the empty
classroom, to tidy up and prepare the room for the
next morning. Aiden sidled up to Jorden, and
plucked up the courage to ask her why she was
hiding in the cupboard earlier.

“I didn’t want to ask in front of the kids,” he said,
as he lifted the chairs onto the tables for the
cleaners.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Of course, I would.”
“I have a date tonight,” she said, shifting her feet

and looking at the �oor.
“Exciting.”
“Not really.”
“Why not? He’s not taking you to SeaWorld, is

he?” he said, sti�ing a laugh.
Another date had taken to SeaWorld. She went

willingly, thinking she was going to see dolphins,
and was ambushed with a rollercoaster that had a
93-foot spike at 100 degrees. Her date had looked so
disappointed when she had let her façade slip, and a
shook her head, side to side, that she quickly
composed herself and said, “Let’s do it.”

She needn’t have bothered, he’d ghosted her the
next day. When she �nally got through a hundred
attempted calls later, he’d said he'd moved to
Mexico. He hadn’t, she’d seen him on a date, in a
restaurant, like a normal person. Not 93 foot in the
air.

“Oh, God, you remember that?
“How could I forget?”
She liked having him around, but his memory

was scary good. He’d been her con�dant for as long
as she could remember. He had asked her out
himself in the early days, but he was far too young.
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Five years her junior, and she was no cougar. She
also had a policy to not date anyone in work.
Something she had religiously stuck to, since a
terrible experience in university, where classes
became torture. She couldn’t let that happen to her
here. This classroom was her solace, and she won’t
let anything, or anyone destroy that.

So, they became friends. The best of friends.
“Nope, not SeaWorld. Worse.”
He rounded on her, and took her by the shoulders

and sat her down. “Spill.”
She told him about the skydiving. About the

dread. About the never �nding the one. About her
not having the time to wait to have kids of her own. It
all spilled out.

“You are going to get everything you want,
Jorden. As soon as you stop trying to mold yourself
into someone you’re not, for men you don’t know.”

“But how else can I show them what they are
missing. How can I show them what I bring to the
table?”

He wanted to tell her she brought plenty to the
table. She brought everything to the table. If only he
could tell her that he was in love with her. But he
wouldn’t make the mistake of asking her out again.
She’d made it clear, she wasn’t interested years ago.
However, the more he got to know her, the more he
wanted her. He �rmly believed she would come to
him, eventually. If only he could get her to spend
time with him outside this classroom, then she
would see they were perfect for each other.

He’d had opportunity after opportunity to move
up and become a teacher himself, but he had to stay
close until she found what had been under her nose
for years. He had tried to show her what she was
missing, he contemplated dating one of children’s
mothers, but that just pissed her off.
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Not through jealousy, not that he could tell
anyway, but the children. It was always about the
children. This is what he loved most about her. She
always puts the children �rst. She was right of
course. The last thing in the world he wanted to do
was hurt anyone. The impact of dating a single
mother, and it not working out, would be hard on
the mom and on her kids. This hadn’t crossed his
mind. Jorden had reprimanded him for being so
shortsighted, which permanently branded her name
on his heart.

She made him a better person. What is love, if it
isn’t that?

“Don’t go,” he pleaded, “you might die.”
“I know! I’m shitting myself. I’ve agreed now. I

have to go.”
“Nope, no you don’t.”
“It might be fun …”
He shrugged his broad shoulders and turned to

leave. He shouted over the back of his shoulder,
“Hope to see you tomorrow.”

The Head was in the doorway, “What does he
mean?”

“It’s nothing. I have a date tonight, that’s all.”
“I need you to go and feed Nigel. I have a

governor’s meeting I can’t get out of and my spoilt
teenager has gone skating.”

Oh god, not Nigel, Jorden thought to herself. The
Head had asked the teachers in the staff room years
ago, when he’d �rst started if someone could pop in
and check on Nigel, and feed him. All the other
teachers had families and children, so Jorden had
stupidly volunteered, and said, “Yeah, I can do that.”

She thought Nigel was a cat, or a dog, or even a
bird. But no, it was a fucking massive python.

Apart from now being Nigel’s regular feeder—
there are a lot of governor’s meetings—she’d also
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become the go to person for anything else that
needed seeing to. She shuddered. I just hope it’s
frozen mice this time.
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