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The sea was not expecting to be hit full force with a golf club. To be fair to Jackie though, she hadn’t been expecting to throw it either. Well, technically, at the point where she was standing on the beach staring at the sea and holding a golf club, with the encouraging words of Ros in her ear, by then she was half expecting to throw it. But not really. Jackie wasn’t the golf-club-throwing type. She’d barely ever looked at these golf clubs before Ros had loaded them into the boot.

They were long, and heavier than she’d expected. Didn’t golf last all day?

‘Golf lasts for hours,’ she said absently to Ros. ‘How the hell do you lug these around all day without dying?’

‘Caddies,’ said Ros, looking up from removing furry covers from the lumpy clubs.

‘Is that them?’ Jackie nodded at the little golf sock things.

‘No – these are . . . well, do you know I don’t know what these are? Some sort of warmers?’

‘Why would you want the clubs to be warm?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe it makes the ball go further?’

‘So, what’s a golf caddy?’ Jackie shook her head, losing their thread. This was a common side effect of talking to Ros.

‘It’s the person who carries your clubs around for you so you don’t get tired. Like a servant.’

‘Lord, no wonder it’s so popular with men. Someone else doing the hard work while you swan around pretending you’re the dog’s bollocks.’ Jackie launched another iron hard out to sea and heard the splash as the lengthy pole slapped the surface of the dark water. The lights of Brighton stretched out along the coast and she felt tears pricking at the corners of her eyes again. ‘Have you ever played?’ she asked Ros, determined to keep talking rather than crying. Was this really happening?

‘Me? Golf? Oh, for goodness sake Jackie no, of course I haven’t. Jesus, you’ve known me forty years, Jack, at what point did you think I was sneaking off for my illicit golf habit? No. No. I’ve enough entitled men in my life at the office; I don’t need ones loose in the wild with sticks trying to get their grubby little balls into unassuming holes. Pure phallic, golf is! Dicks and balls and don’t think I haven’t noticed, Jackie Douglas, that the only bit of the grass they’re interested in is the neatly trimmed bit. One-track bloody ponies men are! No, it’s not for me – not golf, not football, not nothing. Nothing doing, Jackie love. I’ve not played a sport since I was forced to by a nun and I shall never, either. I tell you, it was lucky those nuns already had sticks up their arses or I’d have happily put my hockey one there and asked Sister Mary what she was moaning about because it’s only a stitch, gel.’

Jackie never felt like she had a choice over laughing at Ros. Ros seeped through the cracks of whatever Jackie was feeling and tucked herself in to help. Jackie started to laugh and felt that familiar runaway train feeling as she lost control of the laughter. Soon she was laughing so hard she could barely organise the muscles in her torso to suck in enough air to keep her alive. The proximity of exhaustion made the laughter thrilling and intense.

The lights of various hotels, clubs, pubs and cars reflected off Ros’s glasses as she huffed and puffed. Ros put on a mighty performance – her tone ranging from secretive as if this was just for Jackie, all the way up to full McKellen at the National. Bawling and yelling and attracting odd looks from loved-up couples passing by to experience the cosy romance of Brighton’s quirkiness. The laughter reached the peak of the roller coaster’s track. She looked at her friend, standing here in the cold, performing like a wind-up monkey trying to keep her from the descent. She broke.

Jackie crumpled onto the pebbles and felt all the air beat out of her lungs in one movement. She honked. There was no other word for it, and if she hadn’t been so distracted by the absolute physical painfulness of her sobs, she might have wished she were a more dainty crier. As it was, all that was in her mind was the wish for this not to be happening. For them not to be there. For Ros to not need to be dancing about shouting to distract her.

‘Come here, Jack. Come on.’ Ros slid down to her knees and scooped Jackie’s head against her chest. ‘Come on now, love. Come on. Get it out.’ She stroked Jackie’s hair off her soaking face. ‘Oh, go on fecker, feck off!’ she suddenly shouted, making Jackie jump. ‘You never seen two old bats crying on the beach before? You’ve not lived. Get gone – go on before I do for you.’

Jackie laughed again through her tears and slipped a hand into Ros’s coat to hold her friend tight round the waist. ‘Ros, I don’t want this,’ she sobbed, the unnatural tightness of her throat already aching up to her ears, ‘I don’t want this. What did I do wrong?’

‘You?!’ Ros screeched. ‘You didn’t do anything wrong, Jackie! Don’t you dare!’

‘I feel like such an idiot.’ And she did. Jackie had never felt stupider in her entire life: stupid for not knowing, stupid for believing she was enough for someone, and stupid for knowing she’d take him right back now if he asked her to.

‘I just stood there looking at his suitcase asking if he had a business trip. It didn’t even occur to me that he might be leaving me. Who do I think I am, bloody Heidi Klum?’

‘Actually, I think she’s divorced now too.’

‘It’s so embarrassing.’

‘I don’t know. Hello! magazine said it was pretty mutual.’ Ros casually flicked a tear off the end of Jackie’s nose.

‘Stop making me laugh.’ giggled Jackie. ‘I’m trying to be heartbroken.’

‘Oh, well – I’m not going to stop you doing that if you need to, but you can’t be my best friend and not be laughing now, can you? It’s all I’m good for.’

‘You’re good for a cuddle.’

‘Yes, but that’s a secret between you, me and approximately eighty per cent of the British Army circa 1981 to 1989.’

Jackie snorted and wiped away a rather gratuitous bubble of mucus that was making a dive for freedom with her amusement. ‘I feel so stupid,’ she said, giving in to the bass note of her emotions.

‘Don’t you dare let him make you feel stupid, Jackie Douglas.’ Ros switched on her authoritarian tone again. ‘It’s him who should feel stupid. What kind of an idiot leaves my best friend for some bint with half a brain?’

‘We don’t know that she’s got half a brain,’ said Jackie mildly, feeling that particular bout of tears glide to a halt. She gave in to the delightful calm that comes in the lull between heartbreaks. Her back muscles sagged down into Ros. ‘She might be extremely clever.’

‘Is she? What does she do?’

‘I don’t know.’ Jackie realised as she said it. ‘I didn’t ask. I didn’t ask anything. Is that strange?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ros admitted, ‘I can’t even begin to put myself in a mile of your shoes. I’ve no idea what I’d do if my partner left me.’

‘Not something you have to worry about,’ Jackie said drily, ‘Pinot Grigio doesn’t often wander off.’

Ros laughed. ‘There’s my girl. She’s in there – I knew it. I reckon he’s gone all stereotypical midlife crisis talks. Got himself a bimbo airhead with legs that spread like an eagle.’

‘A what?’ Jackie pulled up short in her laughter.

‘An eagle. A spread eagle.’

Jackie laughed, and slipped off Ros to lie back on the cold pebbles. Her waterproof jacket crunched against stone as she laughed and coughed and looked up at the black night sky. The moment of release brought with it the next wave of misery and unbidden tears. It was like contractions, Jackie thought, through a tight stomach and more waves of hot tears pouring down the sides of her head and burrowing, ticklishly, into her hairline.

‘What am I going to do, Ros?’ she choked, barely able to get the words out past the panic.

‘Whatever you want, my love,’ Ros said, snuggling down into the stones next to her. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want what I had,’ Jackie managed to utter, squashing the tears back in and breathing out deep cooling breaths between words. ‘I want to be happily fat, old and married to a man I barely notice. I want to be a normal, boring grandma and grandpa who live up the road arguing over inconsequential rubbish. I want what I had; I was happy. Why wasn’t he?’ The sound disappeared into a higher pitch than Jackie could wrangle into words.

‘I’m so sorry Jack.’ Ros reached across and took Jackie’s icy hand, squeezing it into her own, ‘I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know why anyone would leave you. You’re the queen of my world. I’d get it all back for you if I could, Jack. I’ll get you anything you want. You want to throw some more clubs?’

Jackie shook her head, letting her body just rack with the sobs that were passing less painfully now.

‘Do you mind if I throw one then?’ Ros asked, slyly. ‘Look, I know it’s your break-up and all and it’s unfair of me to ask, but I really fecking hate the bastard too right now and I’d give anything to throw one of his bastard clubs in the sea.’

Jackie barked out a laugh and nodded. ‘Go for it, throw them all.’ She stayed lying flat out on the pebbles while Ros stood up swiftly and made her way over to the idle golf bag. She selected an iron and pulled it out, standing in her own approximation of a golf stand and swinging it testingly.

Ros swung the iron high over her head and then suddenly let go with a loud, gasping exclamation. ‘Ow! Oh! Oh, the bastard! Oh, he’s hurting me from beyond the metaphorical grave!’

Jackie pulled herself up on her elbows, laughing again at the figure of Ros hopping about in the dark clutching her shoulder. An iron was speared in the pebbles about eight feet from where Ros was dancing. ‘What have you done?’ Jackie called across over the washing of the sea.

‘It got me!’ howled Ros, somehow limping and hopping while also holding her shoulder. ‘He’s haunting them to spite me!’

‘He’s not dead!’ Jackie insisted through her laughter.

‘Not yet! More’s the pity party!’ called Ros.

Jackie lay back on the stones and decided to laugh until the next wave of tears came. Maybe she didn’t have a husband any more, but she had Ros – and that was pretty good.


2

When she’d got up that morning, there wasn’t a bit of Jackie that thought she was going to end the day crying on the beach with golf clubs scattered across the surf like discarded firework sticks. If you’d pressed her, she couldn’t have one hundred per cent ruled it out; Ros was her best friend after all, and when Ros was your best friend there was always a chance you were going to end your day doing something slightly unexpected. Ros liked wine. Not too much wine – she just liked wine. And to be fair: wine really liked her too. A glass or so of wine and Ros had the best ideas; ideas that she would make you see through to the end. A few sips and she’d be telling you an anecdote so entertaining and engrossing that it wasn’t until the end of the story that you realised you were actually there when the event happened and didn’t recognise it because of the extra colours she added to the narrative. She only had to uncork the bottle and settle you into a booth at the Hawk and she’d have a sixth sense on what you needed and how to help you out. Ros was a chaotic, competent angel and Jackie had never met anyone like her.

They’d been best friends since they’d bumped into each other at university. Fate, life and A level results had brought them together. Jackie was studying nursing, as she’d known she would from childhood when she’d first triaged her dolls and happily taken the rap for shredding a pillowcase to make bandages. Ros was attempting to study everything by changing her subjects with the seasons. They met in the library as Ros slammed a book shut on another subject and possible life choice. Someone had shushed her and Ros’s outburst back made Jackie snort so embarrassingly she left soon after Ros, who Jackie had found slumped outside the library pretending to smoke and looking sulkily at the view of Canterbury below them.

Jackie had accepted a cigarette, which she too held until it burned down, taking the minimum number of puffs she thought she could get away with. Ros grumped about how boring her English course was, and Jackie listened, saying she was sorry for Ros but was heartily enjoying her own nursing course. This led to Ros switching her subjects and lasting almost a month at wanting to be a nurse before making an attempt at maths. Nursing didn’t last for Ros, but Jackie did. Jackie never quite got her head round what it was Ros liked about her, but then Ros wasn’t the type to look a friend in the eye and say, ‘You’re just the kindest person I’ve ever met, and I want to keep you.’

Jackie, a shy and nervous rule-follower, was absolutely entranced by Ros’s ability to speak to adults like they were fallible.

‘But aren’t you scared of getting into trouble?’ Jackie had asked, trying to simultaneously look at Ros and her own shoes so as to seem appealing without being too pushy.

‘What would I get into trouble for?’ Ros seemed genuinely baffled, and amused.

‘Well, for speaking back to them?’

‘That’s what speaking is,’ Ros said, blankly. ‘They say something, and I say something back, no?’

‘But. . .’ Jackie didn’t have much of a rebuttal. That was what conversations were, she supposed. Just not any that she’d ever had with a grown-up. In her experience you got told something by an adult, and you nodded and then did whatever it was they had suggested. ‘Yeah, I suppose so. They don’t put in your reports that you answer them back?’ Lippy was a word Jackie was very nervous of since a Mrs Harris had used it on her once at primary school. She’d never really recovered from the shame, and never wanted it used again.

‘Sometimes.’ Ros shrugged. ‘But Mam and Dad just ask me what happened and then we talk about it.’

With that sentence, Jackie’s world was blown wide open. The thought of a parent reading a school report and then asking for your take was insane. She knew right there and then that this Rosalyn Mackie needed to stay in her life for good.

When she’d got up that morning, she’d thought the day was mainly going to revolve around a shoe rack. Oh, the giddy life of the retiree. Jackie realised with equal parts smugness and alarm that she was actually quite enthusiastic about the thought of going to get a shoe rack. Was this what life had boiled down to? Enthusiasm about a shoe rack? But, on the other hand, wasn’t it great that nothing so awful had happened in her life that her main concern was which shoe rack to choose? She’d made a cup of tea and a slice of toast and stared out of the window, through the diamond lead and into the neat, tidy garden. The leaves needed raking. She’d do that later, when she got back. As long as traffic wasn’t too snarled up on the back roads from town. Maybe it wasn’t sensible to go to town? She could go to Dunelm. That was a good idea. Dunelm was always nice, and it should be quiet on a Tuesday in term-time. She hadn’t even bothered asking Steve if he wanted to come; she knew his answer would be some sort of joke where the set-up was Things I’d Rather Do and the punchline a variation on A Sharp Stick and My Balls.

Dunelm had indeed been nice and quiet, with a wide range of suitable shoe racks.

Oak or pine? xx

she had messaged Ros to get an opinion.

For your coffin? Jesus what a way to tell me.

Haha. Don’t be daft. For the shoe rack! xx

Christ you might as well make it a coffin if this is what your life has come to.

Jackie had smiled and muttered, ‘Cheeky mare.’

What a cheek you have :P Not my fault if I had the good sense to retire while I’m still young enough to enjoy . . . DunElm on a Tuesday. OK, you got me. Hawk tonight? xx

She closed the leather case protecting her phone and tucked it back into her handbag, knowing Ros’s reply would always be in the affirmative. She’d chosen the pine. No sense splashing out on oak for something down there on the floor – save the money for proper furniture. A nice young man had even helped her carry it out to the car – Jackie had absolutely no issue turning on a bit of the older-lady charm when she didn’t feel like carrying heavy things. She hoped the karma from this behaviour wouldn’t come back and bite her on the arse when she genuinely did need things carrying. Sixty wasn’t too far in the distance.

Her silver Ford Mondeo pulled back into the double driveway alongside Steve’s black one, and after pulling up the handbrake, Jackie paused, seeing the front door wide open, propped so by a small suitcase. Her throat contracted immediately, giving her a dry sensation from ear to ear and making stinging tears appear in her eyes at the pain. She yanked the keys out of the ignition and clambered out of the car, the shoe rack lying forgotten in the boot.

‘Steve?’ called Jackie, stepping into the hallway and looking down at the suitcase. An overnight bag hadn’t meant good things in their house over the last few years.

There was the sound of shuffling about from upstairs. ‘Steve?’ Jackie called out again, leaning a trembling hand out to hold the bottom of the banister and steady herself. ‘You going somewhere?’ She tried to make her tone sound light and carefree, but the panic was overwhelming.

Steve’s head appeared from the landing, looking down towards Jackie in the hall. ‘Jack! You’re home!’

‘Are you all right?’ Jackie nodded her head at the suitcase and the open door, ‘You’re not . . .? You’ve not had news, have you?’ She watched Steve’s face for signs that he was lying, hiding the truth from her. He didn’t look pale. Had he been losing weight recently? Not that she’d noticed. So, had it not happened, or had she just not noticed it?

Steve came down the stairs slowly, carrying his suit wrapped up in the Hugo Boss bag. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

Jackie felt her temper flare. ‘Steve, stop it, you’re scaring me – are you going back into hospital? What’s going on?’

‘No, Christ no, no. Nothing like that. No, I’m fine. Jack, come and sit in the lounge with me.’

Jackie allowed herself to be led by the elbow to their immaculate sitting room. The powder-blue sofas sat in a perfect right angle round the creamy silver rug. Jackie sat on one. Steve took the other. They looked at each other across the polished wooden coffee table. Steve calmly explained to Jackie that he had met someone else and was ending their thirty-something-year marriage to go and live with that someone else. Jackie listened, understanding and also not understanding. She heard every word and processed every word, and then at the end of each sentence her understanding of the universe snapped back to exactly where it had been before Steve started speaking and she felt it tilting and reeling as she understood and processed all over again. Steve was moving out; right here and now. This was a shame for many reasons; she’d already got two chicken breasts out defrosting for dinner and now she only needed one. Also, she loved him with everything she had in her and he loved someone else and was leaving her alone. Who was going to set up the Sky Box and cuddle her to sleep at night?

‘Jackie, I’m so sorry,’ Steve finished, looking at his feet. Jackie looked at him again, feeling her stomach lurch as she thought of him walking out of the front door. He’d be leaving here sad, but then turning up at this other woman’s house and it would be an exciting day one for them. Like when the boys had left for university: all that turmoil at this end and then fizzy excitement at the other.

‘So, you’re not going to live here any more?’ she said quietly.

‘No,’ he said, and it amazed Jackie that nothing else changed in the world except the way she felt. The colour didn’t drain out of the room, the sun didn’t blot out and no one ran screaming into the street to beat their chest and wail at the sky. She was surprised by how normally her thoughts were running too. The pain and the sadness and the shock were all so very physical, which was leaving her mind empty to ask herself questions like, Am I doing this right? Should I be shouting? I don’t often shout, am I wasting a legitimate opportunity to shout? She felt numb, which she liked, because she’d read other people talking about situations like this and numb came up sometimes. Shock. She must be in shock; that’s why the chicken breast was annoying her so much. Perhaps Ros could come round and have the other one? Before they went to the Hawk. Would they still go to the Hawk now that Steve was leaving her? What was the etiquette? Is it like mourning? Jackie didn’t have many good black clothes; she preferred navy blue. ‘Are you OK, Jack?’ Steve said gently, reaching a hand out across the box of tissues and taking Jackie’s. She felt his thumb rubbing on hers and suddenly felt like she was going to be sick.

‘I am,’ she said, pulling her hand away stiffly and hoping that breaking the contact between them would stop the queasiness. ‘Are you off now?’ She didn’t mean to sound blunt or brutal, but she didn’t really know what else to say. She couldn’t deal with him leaving until he was gone.

‘Yeah, just needed to grab my suit. I’ll, er, I’ll pop it in the car and then . . . Jackie . . .’ He ran out of steam and sat looking at her. Was their living room always this quiet?

She’d stayed sat there while he got his remaining bits together. She heard the slam of the car boot from outside and then the shuffle of his shoes in the hall. Oh, that was a good point: that shoe rack was far too big now just for one person’s shoes. His face appeared in the living room doorway.

‘I’ll see you then, Jack,’ he said, softly, drumming his fingers lightly on the wooden frame as he did when he was uncomfortable.

‘See you,’ Jackie uttered, with a dry throat, nodding. He left. The front door closed, and the tears started. Jackie sat as the day ran away with itself, the sun set, and the warmth vanished, and she got colder and hungrier just sitting there on the powder-blue sofa with no one on the other one. No one ate either chicken breast.

Eventually the cavalry turned up in the form of Ros, who could only abide leaving so many voicemails before she had to turn up and check that you were eating OK. She took Jackie to the beach.
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