



[image: Way Back by Sara Cox]






Also by Sara Cox


Till The Cows Come Home (2019)


Thrown (2022)





Way Back


SARA COX


[image: images]




First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Coronet


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Sara Cox 2024


The right of Sara Cox to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover illustrations © Shutterstock


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 9781529392500


Trade Paperback ISBN 9781529392517


ebook ISBN 9781529392524


Hodder & Stoughton Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




This book is dedicated to British farmers.




‘My grandfather used to say that once in your life you need a doctor, a lawyer, a policeman and a preacher. But every day, three times a day, you need a farmer.’


Brenda Schoepp


She likes the way it’s pulling while we’re tillin’ up her land


She’s even kinda crazy ’bout my farmer’s tan


She’s the only one who really understands what gets me


She thinks my tractor’s sexy


Kenny Chesney,


‘She Thinks My Tractor’s Sexy’
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Part One




1


The thing is I can’t quite take my eyes off James. And not in a good way. He’s still licking the fork.


Twenty-three years and twenty days we’ve been married and still it astounds me how he licks his cutlery like a burglar wiping a door handle free of fingerprints.


James’ tongue has always looked slightly too big for his mouth; it lolls out when he sleeps or concentrates, as if sunbathing, grabbing the chance to dry out from the wetness of his mouth.


The tongue makes him lisp, which I used to find kinda sexy. I used to find most things about him kinda sexy, even his plummy accent and penchant for fast cars and nice watches. But not any more. I pick up his plate before he can lick that too.


‘You’ll take the pattern off,’ Mum would say, back in the eighties when the whole world was garishly patterned and I inexplicably felt hungrier at the end of meals. She wouldn’t eat with me, preferring instead a drink.


‘Spoilsport.’


‘Sorry. Was it nice?’


‘Nah.’ He shrugs, reaching to put the fork on the retreating plate with a clank. ‘Wasn’t keen.’


Classic. One of his regular little jokes that. James has a few in his repertoire. There’s that one and the one where he chats away on his phone for minutes at a time then hangs up and says, ‘Wrong number.’


Quipmaster General is old James. I used to chuckle but these days a grimace will slide across my mouth before I can catch it.


Funny that the things that drew me to James all those years ago now repel me. I say funny, though it’s anything but. I used to be fascinated and charmed in equal measure by our differences in upbringing and family, but a small pit of doubt about our compatibility formed a decade ago and has widened into a chasm.


I chuck the plates in the sink and return to be met with the full beam of James’ cheekiest smile that stretches across his mush like a glistening hammock strung up between his ears and earned him the nickname Cheshire after the cat. ‘That smile could power half of Lancashire, James,’ Mum always says, to which he always replies, ‘Oh I didn’t know you had electricity up North now, Sandra.’


Mum always thought he was such a catch given how well-to-do he was compared to us. She laughs as he spouts snobbish stereotypes about the North. I used to as well, though I’d feel a low rumble of shame for my disloyalty to the place I was raised.


‘What?’ I ask him. He’s still occasionally cute, to be fair. A good guy and a great dad.


‘Sorry. My jokes are cheesy. They’re getting cheesier, I think... it’s worrying.’


I think he looks a bit sad for a second. Then he brightens. ‘The pasta was delicious, as was the appetiser.’


Despite the years of marriage I feel suddenly coquettish. ‘Yeah. Who’d have thought we’d still have it in us?’


Quick as a shot he replies, ‘Well, you definitely had it in you.’


I scowl but can’t help laughing.


We’d shagged before lunch, a quickie in the downstairs loo – the only room in the whole house with a lock. We forsook the comfort of our marital bed for added frisson and for old times’ sake; clandestine clinches aplenty had happened in there when Chloe was little – muted groans and gasps while CBeebies babysat. James unwittingly (or maybe wittingly) adding an extra frisson by clamping a hand over my mouth to muffle my cries of ‘Fuck!’ as I came.


Our giggles afterwards were drowned out by the telly: ‘What’s the story, Ballamory? Wouldn’t you like to know... you pervert.’


Today I tried my best to be in the moment and not to be distracted by the cracked tile near the hot tap that gathers grime like a dirty thumbnail – concentrate on the sex, Josie – but then I noticed the jojoba handwash is running low. I fleetingly wonder if there’s any person in existence with the name Jo Joba – there must be. Anyway, god, right – sex is happening. Focus, Josie.


We rocked together, me leaning on the sink, him pulling my hair a little as he swept it to one side to kiss the back of my neck. We know the mechanics of each other’s bodies so well after so many years that the sex, when it happens, is always very good.


Ironic really as James has popped round to chat about our divorce.


‘One last hurrah,’ I say now, getting up to make coffee. Every time I peruse my collection of medium grinds from Uganda, Peru and Myanmar I think of how my teenage self would scoff into her Mellow Birds at how poncey I’d become. My working-class roots seem closer to the surface these days, poking through the cracked surface of my privileged middle-class life like weeds between paving stones.


‘Hurrah?’ says James, shouting slightly to be heard over the tap as I fill the water tank. ‘More like three encores and a standing ovation.’


I turn off the tap and he lowers his voice almost as if talking to himself and I tip the coffee into the filter paper and switch the machine on.


‘I was half expecting an audience to appear tossing armfuls of roses at me,’ James mutters, then he chuckles. He’s always been able to entertain himself like a baby playing with its own feet ­during a nappy change.


I sit down opposite him at the dining table, a vast wooden thing that seemed to me the size of a cricket pitch when it was first delivered. I glance out of the kitchen window and notice the bruised sky. I know we’re doing the right thing in divorcing, but still, I feel waterlogged by sadness.


If James is feeling the same he hides it with a stiff upper lip and some joshing – years boarding at one of the country’s top schools will do that to you. Any feelings of vulnerability or abandonment given a bloody good thrashing with a game of rugby and twelve pints.


He sips the scalding coffee and yelps – he has no patience to wait.


‘You’d better take your vitamins,’ he says, stretching his tanned arms up into a Y-shape, fists clenched. ‘Today could be the first in a flurry of daytime sexual gymnastics while we sort everything out – splitting up clearly gives us the horn.’


‘I don’t think that’s a real concern to be fair.’ His face falls a little so I go on, ‘Though it was very good, James, well done.’


He does a mini fist pump.


‘Which brings me rather awkwardly, in a not so smooth gear change, to Friday, the big day? How are you feeling?’ I ask.


‘Fine.’ He grins, though his eyes betray him.


I know we’ve been married for twenty-three years and twenty days because it was at our twenty-third anniversary dinner nearly three weeks ago over sushi that we decided to break up. Since then we’d barely seen each other and we needed to talk. For the last fifteen years or so James worked late into the night because of his dealings with the New York office of the bank. Today he’s taken a long lunch break to cycle from his vertiginous glass office in the City to our house in leafy Hampstead, north London where, as my best mate Fay puts it, ‘the streets are paved with knobheads’.


I’d put it much more delicately: it’s beautiful round here, the wisteria-­clad houses, the winding lanes. The street where I live, in a neat curve of white Georgian townhouses, is a world away from the red-brick council houses of my teenage years. No mattresses on the front lawns here.


So James had cycled along the high street, no doubt past the crowds of cockapoos and hoards of lunching ladies wielding handbags that cost more than my first car, their frozen foreheads masking their dismay as they pick at another rocket salad whilst dreaming of chips.


And here we are, post coital, post penne, working out how to best put our marriage out of its misery.


Though it’s not in misery so much as… a plateau. A lonely nothingness. A forgotten sample floating in formaldehyde in an abandoned lab, our marriage is just suspended in one place, bobbing on the spot.


‘Marry Your Best Friend’ is a headline I saw in Elle a thousand years ago and I did – a best friend who was funny and posh and kind. Who used to shag me a lot and who loved all the things in life that I grew to love once I could afford them. I’d pulled myself up from nothing to get to uni, get my degree and forge a career in finance in New York and James seemed like the perfect Prince Charming to complete my rags-to-riches tale.


We married in a whirlwind and I threw myself into being a wife and then a mum. But I forgot how to be just Josie. Bit by bit the foundations of our marriage – the fun, the regular sex, time together – eroded away until the whole thing seemed to slump off a cliff and into the sea.


Over the past few years, whenever we discussed trying to rekindle, reignite, reconnect (all the re’s), we managed only to exhaust even the most determined marriage counsellor.


Agreeing to split up was a relief, like getting home and taking off your bra. We had at least put on the brakes before we skidded and smashed into bitterness, so hopefully we still had time to find happiness and a sense of self without each other. But, it is sad. It is not the happy ever after I wanted, or my mum expects.


As if reading my mind James says, ‘What are you going to tell your mum?’


Ah, my mum. On cue there is a deep rumble of thunder that makes us both jump then eyeball each other dramatically, as though we’ve summoned up Sandra in weather form. We just need a flash of ­lightning for her pantomime baddie arrival on stage. In fact, that’s not fair, she’s not a baddie, not any more. She’s just... a lot.


The rain that has been threatening all day breaks through, hammering on the skylight and I’m back in our cold little council terrace, Mum drunk and weeping over an unexpected downpour soaking the washing on the line. Bedsheets haphazardly pegged and trailing on the dirty cobbles, my school jumper clinging on to the line for dear life. We were barely clinging on back then, caught in the storm of Mum’s mood swings.


‘I’ll use Fay’s “old dog” analogy,’ I tell him now.


‘I’m intrigued,’ he says, taking a swig of his coffee.


‘When she heard we’d finally gone, as she put it, totally tits up, she said it was like a much loved decrepit family dog who was limping a lot and whose tail was falling off.’


‘Can I just check she’s not a qualified vet?’


‘Affirmative. Anyway, she said kinder to put it to sleep now before the dog/marriage starts rabidly biting everyone and while we still remember the happy times. So, I’ll say that to Mum.’


James doesn’t look convinced. In fact, he couldn’t look more sceptical if I’d just told him that if he squeezes his nipples hard enough Vimto will come out.


‘OK…’ he says, then rubs his eyes, looking weary like a toddler after a day out. The doubt in his eyes is contagious. There it is again. The thud in my chest, the rising feeling of hot panic that floods up from my ribs, circles my neck and bursts in my ears with a thumping heartbeat. A dread of all the rubble we’ll have to pick over in the coming months – the explaining, the paperwork, the organising. Even though things are amicable the path ahead is strewn with emotional debris, and the biggest victim stumbling spluttering through the smoke of the aftermath will of course be Sandra, my mum.


I know I’m going to have to comfort Mum through my divorce, which she will no doubt make all about her. She loves James so much that a casual observer might presume she is his mother and my mother-in-law; during minor squabbles she’s always leapt to James’ defence and turned on me. James could say on a Wednesday it was definitely a Tuesday and Mum would loyally concur. She’s from a modest background, is impressed by wealth and sees James as our saviour and her long-term security. ‘I’m going to let James choose my care home,’ she’d say, twinkling at him. She’s implied on numerous occasions that I’m not good enough for James. News of our divorce will also strip her of her bragging rights to her friends about her wealthy banker son-in-law.


What I wouldn’t do to be able to wave a wand, say ‘Divorce-­aramus!’, and be two years down the line, decree absolute in one hand, glass of Laurent-Perrier in the other.


‘You OK?’ James is watching me and I realise I’m nibbling the skin around my thumb, a stress habit he knows well.


‘Get that out your mouth, you don’t know where it’s been,’ Mum used to say, which I found a bizarre comment seeing as it was my thumb.


‘God, it’s going to be exhausting isn’t it?’ I say and my voice cracks a little.


‘We’ll be OK. We’ll get through it.’ That stiff upper lip again.


We chat some more. James is planning to take Thursday off to pack up most of his gear and move to the temporary place he’s renting near work. The bigger stuff – bikes, rowing machine, vinyl, skis – will go into storage until he finds a permanent abode.


‘How’s that going?’ I ask. His face lights up.


‘Well, actually, I’ve seen a great place on the water near work.’


If he’s trying to keep the excitement from his voice he’s failing. ‘Nice. A bachelor pad on the river.’ I try to stop a snark rippling through my words and I’m not sure I succeed. ‘You’ll have to learn to swim properly in case you tumble off your balcony after too many Aperol spritzes.’


James has always hated swimming, another legacy of boarding school, being towel-whipped by his pals in the mouldy changing rooms as their creepy housemaster watched on a little too keenly. On our holidays abroad together he had loitered in the shallow end of the hotel pool, as out of place as a sheep in a spin class.


He leans back in his chair, hands behind his head like he’s sunbathing. ‘Whatever,’ he says. ‘The challenge still stands – you learn to ski and I’ll get into swimming... it’s never too late.’


‘Nah, you’re all right. I’ll leave the romper suits and braying over après-ski to you poshos. Besides...’ I pause. ‘Swimming is a life skill. No need to be jealous because I could heroically pluck a stranger from a watery grave and you, well, couldn’t.’


‘Pfff,’ he snorts. ‘Here we go. “I have the moral high ground because I spent my teenage years saving a weight from the bottom of a piss-filled pool whilst wearing my pyjamas.”’


‘Yeah, well. You may have spent your teens jetting to Courchevel, getting wasted and trying to finger chalet girls but it never saved anyone’s life.’


‘Fair point.’ He pauses. ‘Bloody good fun though.’


I sip the last bit of my coffee to hide my smile. He’s always been able to make me laugh. I’ll miss that about him. Stay strong, Josie, you’re doing the right thing.


‘I’ll be taking this on Thursday.’ He nods at his Ducati mug, a father’s day gift from Chloe.


‘Course,’ I say.


Over salmon rolls at the anniversary/divorce dinner James had made it clear that he was in no rush to sell the house. He’d always been able to talk about money with the confidence of someone who’s never had to worry about the damn stuff. To him money was like the sky or the ground underfoot – it was and would always just be there. I’m different. To me money drips from a tap that could be turned off indiscriminately by the fickle hand of fate. I love and fear its power in equal measure.


James has always been in charge of our finances. I was busy raising Chloe so he brought home the bacon and I rustled up the butties. Now though... well, I feel a bit rudderless. I can’t be a stay-at-home mum when our only child is no longer at home. It’s bad enough I blamed her for my muffin top until her twelfth birthday.


If I’m not a mum at the school gates or a wife organising the home then who the hell am I? Where’s the woman who took herself off to uni, who bagged a great job in New York, who worked hard and played harder?


What next?


At least I’m not at the mercy of a dickhead husband out to hurt or deceive me.


James had waved his chopsticks in the air at dinner, flicking a tiny grain of rice over his shoulder and said, of course I could stay in the house for the foreseeable, he was in no hurry for the money and besides it was Chloe’s childhood home. She’d still have her old bedroom to crash in after uni.


For the time being the house will still be our home. Its walls are sodden with our memories: going into labour standing at the kitchen sink; Chloe’s first steps along the hallway gripping a spoon in each hand; James spinning me round the lounge in his arms after each promotion at work. I still pinch myself that I get to live in such a beautiful home, the dark wooden floors echoing with all of our happy and sad times.


The rain subsides and now watery sunshine breaks through. I stand at the kitchen window and automatically scan the brightening skies.


‘Still looking?’ James asks softly.


I have a habit of looking for rainbows, a legacy left behind by my dad’s death.


‘Always will.’


I’d read somewhere that when children lose a parent they look for signs that their loved one is still close by. For me, it is rainbows. My early childhood memories on the farm when I still had two parents, are candy-striped, broad swathes of colour arcing over the fields most days. Once Dad left us, the world was a much darker place.


I’m in my bedroom at the farm on the night of Dad’s crash. It is lashing down outside and I hear screaming coming from downstairs. I hear a thud and the slam of a door. An engine starts. I’m not curious about what’s going on, instead I have a heavy sense of foreboding and climb under my duvet to muffle the conflict.


I shiver. James comes and flops his arm over my shoulder. I let myself lean into him, the familiar curve of his collarbone. We stand for a moment looking at the clouds.


I kiss his cheek gently and he strokes my hair. It’s a nice peaceful moment, we let the matey joshing pause. My sadness about the split deepens as I think about Dad.


I let the melancholy wash over me, the slow wave of sadness that comes whenever I think about my father. I’ve learned over the years to let it envelop me, not to fight it.


My phone buzzes, breaking the spell. Mum. Her profile picture is one that Chloe took years ago, a deep sea diver snapchat filter that had Mum gawping out bemused from inside a huge underwater helmet.


‘Uh oh,’ says James. ‘Sandra in the hizzy house. I’m off whilst the rain’s stopped. Send her my love. Call me later if you need me.’


He heads for the door, grabbing his cycle helmet and keys from the ledge in the hallway.


I pick up before Mum rings off and presumes I’m lying dead in a skip or worse, ignoring her.


‘Hiya, Mum, give me one second.’ I cup the phone in my hand and hiss ‘James,’ hoping Mum’s hearing aid isn’t cranked up to nosy. ‘We need to discuss Chloe – are we going to tell her together?’


James pops his head back round the door from the hall. ‘Nah,’ he whispers. ‘Don’t worry about Chloe, I don’t think she’ll be that shocked, she keeps asking if she’ll have a nice room at mine when we finally “uncouple”. I’ll talk to her, and you –’ he pauses then stage whispers – ‘can tell your mum. Good luck!’ He gives a cheery thumbs up and disappears.
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‘Hi, Mum.’


There’s a silence, just a slight crackle on the line before, ‘Oh hello. Sorry, am I disturbing you?’


Mum loves pinning the word ‘sorry’ randomly through her conversation. She has never apologised for any of her behaviour – and there’s been a lot of behaviour over the years – but says ‘sorry’ more than any other word.


‘Just wanted a teeny tiny catch-up, sorry. Do you have a minute, my favourite daughter?’ I am an only child.


‘Course. For you I have many minutes, hours, a lifetime if you need, o-mother of mine.’ In recent years as she’s mellowed I’ve become bolder with her, less afraid of the fragility of her feelings. It nonetheless still feels rebellious to show her I’m no longer as afraid of her.


‘Very poetic. You sure? If you’ve got visitors...’ I can hear Mum’s nose twitching down the phone, like a giant rabbit. She’s always on the scent for any scraps of gossip and in that respect, I’ve been a disappointment. Until now. Careful what you wish for, Sandra – is a divorce juicy enough for you? That bombshell can wait for now though.


‘No, it’s fine, I’m alone.’


I don’t add any embellishments. ‘You have to have a good ­memory to be a liar,’ she always said. Mum makes a noise like a cow pining for its weaned calf.


‘Maaaaw… On your lonesome rattling round that big house. I’m sorry but you must be so bored. By the way, have you spoken to Chlo recently? I sent her a package but not heard a peep.’


During her time at Brighton studying textiles and business Chloe had received parcels of ‘essentials and treats’ from Mum. Chloe thought it was cute at first but that had worn thin about eight packages ago. ‘Please can you speak to Nan? She’s sent more M&S knickers and bath bombs – I’ve told her we don’t actually have a bath. Also she sent condoms again! Even if I was getting the chance to use them – which I’m not – it’s so weird she sends them, can you imagine – “Here, let’s be sensible, pop this on, it’s from my nan.”’


‘No, Mum.’ I sigh now, picking at a loose thread on my jeans, ‘but I’ll give her a nudge to call you.’


She clears her throat like she has an announcement. ‘Thing is, I’m sorry’ – was that the fourth ‘sorry’? A new record surely – ‘but I need to know for sure if you’re actually coming up this weekend? I can’t live my life on tenterhooks waiting for your next move.’


The irony isn’t lost on me here. I spent most of my teenage years at the mercy of her temper and drinking, trying to predict the next catastrophe. Only in recent years have I realised I was a carer for her. That this mother-child role reversal wasn’t normal. No wonder I ran away to New York and then married the first man who offered me security and a future so distant to my past. See, the marriage counselling did work – it didn’t save my marriage but it made it make more sense.


‘So?’ Mum says.


The wellness weekend at Shearness Manor was a Christmas gift from Fay. The hotel is about an hour from Mum’s and I’d promised we’d stop off en route.


‘Yes, it’s still on unfortunately. Not unfortunate that I’ll see you, obviously. It just seems a long way to go to meditate with a bunch of strangers.’


Mum ignores my ruminating and rumbles on. ‘Thing is, I’m thinking about maybe renting out the spare room to a lodger. ­Melody from the village, you know her – very large nose and rake thin. In fact, it’s a good job she’s got that hooter or she’d fall down a grid. Anyway, she has an overseas student staying with her, Malaysian he is, very polite and no trouble. If you’re definitely coming I can hang fire with the mini refurb before I take someone in myself.’


‘OK, but why? You’re not really into… people staying though are you, Mum? I only had one sleepover at ours, when Anneka came for my fourteenth birthday and you nearly had a breakdown.’


‘Shhhh, my baby,’ Mum purrs.


‘What?’ Then I realise she’s talking to her dog.


‘Sorry, Mouse gets anxious when I’m on the phone. He’s very troubled recently – the vet has given me some valium suppositories for when he gets in a state, but popping a tiny drug torpedo up a whippet’s bottom is not high up on my bucket list, so I’ve been putting my CBD oil in his breakfast.’ She takes a breath ‘Where were we?’


‘Anneka?’


‘Ah yes – well, I’m sorry but Anneka was not “no trouble”. I seem to remember her drinking a whole bottle of vodka and vomiting behind your headboard?’


‘Ah yes, I forgot about that.’ Neither of us mention it was Mum’s vodka.


‘Anyway, I do like people, I’m just better with dogs – less complicated, that’s what Clive always said.’


Clive was Mum’s late husband, my stepdad during my twenties and thirties, although I never introduced him as such, he was Mum’s husband. There was only ever one father figure in my life, albeit briefly.


Clive was a man so still it was like having a mannequin around the house. He was older than Mum, an accountant with a penchant for whippets who looked after Mum until he passed away as he’d lived – with little fuss, not wanting to be a bother. Sometimes it feels as if I’ve dreamt Clive, until Mum mentions him.


‘Since Clive’s passing, the house has been so quiet.’


Ironic really as the man barely uttered a word, but I guess it’s quieter because Mum’s got no one to talk at. I don’t share this observation. Instead I say, ‘Yeah, I bet.’


She sighs. ‘Well, I’m sorry but I for one am pleased you’re going on a wellness weekend – it means I’ll get to see you and it’ll do you good to get away. Help you focus on your next chapter.’


Mum is big on ‘next chapters’ – always focusing on what’s coming up, on moving on. Her speciality is not looking back, ever. Even if sometimes that is what I’ve needed her to do the most, especially when it comes to my dad.


As a teenager I was all but barred from mentioning Dad’s death. It was too painful for her. Mum made it clear that to talk about Dad, even the happy times, was an act of brutality against her. She preferred to ‘look forward, not back. He’s gone and it’s pointless to dwell. We can’t bring him back, as much as I’d like to, and I can’t cope with trying to keep him alive with useless chat.’


I didn’t process his passing, I wasn’t really allowed to grieve or show emotion. So now, where a sadness should lie there is instead a void. An incomplete part of me. I am not a woman whose father died when she was little. I am a woman whose father was erased from her life. I have so many questions unanswered and still to this day, Mum refuses to open up. From silly things – what did he have for breakfast on the day he died? – to bigger things, like how did he propose to her, what did he say to her before he left on that fateful final journey?


The doorbell trills, followed by a familiar voice shouting, ‘NELSON! NO!’


‘I’ve got to go, Mum, sorry – I’ll text and let you know what time to expect us on Friday! Good luck with Mouse.’


I can see through the frosted glass of the front door the unmistakable outline of Ruth. She is a lumpen figure hunched over, draped in her trusty green waxed jacket, so that through the glass it looks like a small hillock has appeared on my doorstep.


I swing open the door and see she is wrestling a miniature dachshund into submission.


‘Nelson SIT,’ she shouts, trying to flatten him with her large hands, which only makes him wriggle more, his glossy black body bending and flexing like a comedy rubber truncheon.


‘Tea?’ I say and she looks up then, rosy cheeks giving way to a big smile.


‘Go on then.’


Ruth is owner, CEO and sole employee of Hound Stretcher dog walking services. Only the middle classes would get a dog then pay someone to walk it. I know I’m being unfair. I have a cleaner don’t I? I can’t whip out my working-class credentials like Columbo showing his tattered ID, then discreetly slip them back into my pocket when my floors need mopping.


I’ve known Ruth for about twelve years. I’d watched her dropping off various dogs for a few weeks before we met properly. I wasn’t spying as such, I just loved watching the organised chaos that ensued whenever she returned the dogs from their early morning or afternoon sessions. I’d hear her first – the rattle of her van’s engine blended with a chorus of woofs of all pitches.


Ruth would pull up, hop out and slide open the side of the van, the excited cacophony no longer muffled by the door. ‘OK, team! Enough!’ she’d shout.


Bruno the Airdale is always first out, bounding up the steps to No. 12 with the ivy-framed maroon door, Ruth’s little legs only just keeping up. The door key was located in a huge jangling clump attached to a bungee cord on her belt. Each house was the same. Unoccupied: door key, alarm beep, dog in, alarm beep, door slam. Occupied: door key, ‘Helloooo we’re back!’, release dog, door slam.


After Bruno there’s the King Charles spaniels Boo and Radley, sweeping the checked tiles of the path of No. 10 with their feathered tails; Jeremy the chocolate Lab who gallops up the stone steps of No. 7; and finally rescue Jack Russell-cross Muffin heads at a no nonsense trot into the loving arms of my next door neighbours, the two Chrises. The routine is the same every day and by the time Muffin is home, Ruth is ready for a cup of tea.


The only shifting factor is when Ruth is dog-sitting an extra pooch, hence Nelson the wriggly dachshund who appears to be joining us this morning. I enjoy having a dog in the house again. It’s been just over a year since we were left broken-hearted by ­Sammi’s ­departure – our Lakeland terrier claimed by old age. ‘A good innings,’ ­people kept saying, though nothing felt good that day – the trip home from the vet’s with his lead and collar dangling redundant from my hand, calling Chloe to break the news to her.


The first time Ruth and I spoke all those years ago I’d been watching her drop off a large orange and white Pointer called Prue who used to live opposite us at No 1. Prue had spotted Joan’s cat from next door on my wall and pulled free from Ruth, careering after the ginger feline into my front garden, and in the melee that followed Prue smashed a couple of my plant pots, whose long dead inhabitants were awaiting their final journey to the green waste bin.


I’d swung open my front door perhaps a little too enthusiastically and as Ruth offered her flustered apologies, while Prue barked furiously at the retreating cat’s arse, I offered her coffee.


‘No thanks, but a tea would be magnificent please,’ she’d replied.


And with that a new friend entered my life. Before Ruth, I’d been feeling lonely on Oak Walk. But now I had a local friend who was on a similar wavelength to me and who didn’t make me feel like some common oik when I was chatting to them. With most of my neighbours I’d talk in what my mum would call my ‘telephone voice’ – affecting a slight poshness. I hated that some self-conscious nugget of me would make me do that. My accent is definitely Lancashire that’s been dulled by decades in London, so my voice sounds odd in both places. Up North I’m accused of sounding posh and in London cabbies often gurn, ‘Aye up, you from Yorkshire then?’ With Ruth I could be myself.


‘Nelson, bless him, is a gold-plated twat.’ Ruth smiles as she heaves herself onto a stool at the breakfast bar. Nelson looks up momentarily from the Croc he’s trying to shag by the back door.


‘I have him for another few weeks then he’s gone, thank god. His farts smell like I’ve dug up the dead and he’s too excitable around all my female clients.’ She calls all the dogs her clients. ‘I swear if he grows a mullet I’ll know for sure Peter Stringfellow has been reincarnated as a dachshund. Biscuits?’


‘Absolutely.’ I grab the tin from the cupboard and prise the lid off. There are only three rather sorry looking ginger nuts. ‘Don’t go wild,’ I say. She peers in. ‘Of course not, there’s only three in there.’ Ruth always takes things literally. She selects a biscuit and takes a bite. ‘Anyway, how are you? I saw James earlier, whizzing in on his bike as I headed out. Everything go OK with the conference?’


‘Yeah, fine,’ I say, debating whether or not to mention the sex. I don’t need to debate much longer.


‘You had sex didn’t you?’ she says, a fine spray of ginger-nut crumbs landing on the island’s marble top. ‘You have that whiff about you, like a bitch that’s just been rolled in the dust by a big-dicked mastiff.’


‘That’s disgusting.’ I laugh. ‘But yes, I was rolled. Long overdue to be honest. I regret nothing.’


‘Good for you,’ she says, ‘though I don’t envy you and your sinful yearnings. My fanny closed for business the week after my sixtieth birthday and I don’t miss all that panting, not to mention the ­fluids.’ She pops the rest of the biscuit in her mouth.


We both know the reason she’s not had sex for five years is because that’s when Maud, the love of her life, suddenly passed away and we both also know neither of us will mention it as it’s still too painful for her.


‘I miss the cuddling, of course,’ she ponders now, ‘but I always have a dog around for that.’ On cue Nelson abandons romancing the Croc and trots over to lie under Ruth’s stockinged feet, which are swinging off the stool.


‘Will you miss James?’ she asks.


I sip my tea. ‘Yes and no. I don’t know really. I feel I’ve done so much of the grieving already over the past few years. We both knew our hearts weren’t in it. In fact, I feel a bit like we’ve already separated… like he’s no longer mine, just a possession I’ve sold that’s yet to be shipped.’


‘Well I guess once he’s gone you’ll know how you feel. You’ll have the space to think about it. Exciting really. The world will be your oyster, Josie. You could sell up and travel the world! I’m sure the two Chrises would approve.’


‘Yeah, they’d chip in towards my one-way ticket.’


The two Chrises next door owned various properties and had made it clear over numerous drinks how much they love mine and James’ home, and how they’d snap it up in seconds if ever it was put on the market.


‘Yeah, especially Crab,’ smiled Ruth.


Chris aka Crab was given that nickname by James after our first dinner out as a foursome. Chris had wolfed some soft-shell crab and choked so badly that he coughed up a whole intact pincer from the depths of his gullet like a scene from Alien. It was an astonishing spectacle. Chris Crab was the younger of the two men, a successful children’s book illustrator with a neat beard and year-round tan. He also fancied himself as an interior designer and property magnate. Other Chris was willowy and quiet but after a bucket of red wine had a wicked sense of humour that could make a fleet’s worth of sailors blush.


‘We’ll see them soon anyway. They’re having a barbecue for Other Chris’ birthday.’


‘Ooh, you could test the water, even for sport just to see Crab’s little face light up.’


‘You’re a very wicked woman, Ruth. But yeah, could be fun. I’ll be back from my wellness jaunt with Fay by then. I’ll wear a carnation in my lapel so you recognise me as I imagine I’ll look like a new woman. I’m presuming you’re coming to the barbie?’


Ruth nods. ‘Yup. It’ll be a double celebration – that’s also the day Nelson is pissing off back home to his mother.’
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I wake early on Friday morning and sleepily mull over the day before. James had eventually left with the very last of his belongings. His intern from the office, a well-spoken foetus called Jacob, was following one van to the storage facility in an Uber and James was heading to his new place on his prized Ducati. As he’d started the engine, Crab Chris was on the way out of the house with ­Muffin. ‘James!’ he’d shouted over the throaty growl of the bike. ‘Your bike seems to be making a very strange noise – is it OK?’


James had lifted the visor. ‘Sorry, what?’


‘Your bike,’ shouted Crab, pointing a manicured finger at the exhaust. ‘I think it’s broken. It’s making such a racket.’


James raised an eyebrow ‘Oh, don’t worry, Crab, that’s just the sound of my mid-life crisis.’ Then he tipped down the visor and roared off.


‘Well,’ said Crab to me, ‘I would make a joke about a throbbing beast between his thighs but it’d be beneath me.’


We’d watched as James’ bike turned left out of the street and Crab sighed. ‘End of an era. Me, you and our friend Pinot have put the world to rights and talked of little else over the past few years, but are you all right, really? With him going?’


‘Yeah,’ I’d replied, Crab’s sudden tenderness catching me off guard. He’d been a good friend to me. ‘It’s been a long time coming but I know in my heart of hearts it’s the right thing.’


‘Well, my door is always open to those with broken hearts and a strong liver function if you need to come for wine and a whine.’


‘Talking of wine, what can I get for the birthday boy? Only a few weeks left now of his forties.’


‘Nothing – what can you buy a man who has everything?’ he’d asked, gesticulating at himself with a flourish. ‘Just bring your effervescent self – we have everything else.’


I’d headed back indoors and shut the door with a click, which echoed in the crisp silence of the house.


I ponder all this as I lie in bed: Crab’s kindness as we watched the brake lights on James’ bike flash then fade at the end of the street.


I pull back the duvet and manoeuvre my legs into the shaft of sunlight peeping through the gap in the curtains, enjoying the warmth on my calves. I glance at the scattering of dark hairs poking through on my shin, not missing James’ jokey running commentary on my imperfections. He comes from female stock that are plucked and painted to perfection. Once Chloe started pre-school and my days opened up I too fell into a rota of self-maintenance in a attempt to be a well-turned out woman, but time seemed to creak to a standstill as I waited for my nails to dry. No legs will be entwined with mine for the foreseeable so I might as well let them grow plush. Embrace my inner Sasquatch. Same for the moustache I battle daily and the eyebrows I beat back. Let it grow, let it grow, let it grow.


It dawns on me how much mine and James’ marriage, limping along with both of us in its grasp, had held me back from finding me. My life has felt on pause, tethered as it was to James and the cloud that had been looming above us for so long. I’m sure James is waking up feeling just as relieved.


I have commitments still – a daughter who occasionally needs me and bursts of charity work, but otherwise my time is my own. I’m fifty-one, an almost divorcee and unemployed. Why do I always feel so busy when I don’t actually do anything?


Since Chloe started sixth form, I’ve tried and failed to kick-start a number of part-time careers. The thought of resurrecting the bones of my long deceased banking career was frankly terrifying. Instead, I had embarked on a half-hearted stint as a personal trainer, an online course to become a relationship counsellor (oh the irony), and worked briefly with a company called Wardrobe Warriors who offer a service to slim down peoples’ over-stuffed cupboards with the motto, ‘Clear your closet, clear your mind’.


Each new venture would be met with an encouraging smile by James – similar to the one a parent gives a child when they announce that they’re going to be a pirate. He never held me back but he certainly didn’t push me forward. ‘We have enough money,’ he’d say. ‘I love looking after you, why not enjoy our fortunate position instead of putting yourself through all this stress?’ James comes from a family where the men earned and the women juggled not careers but au pairs, keeping house and charity work.


One time his mother asked me, ‘Really, sweetheart, why do you need a “career”?’ as if the whole idea was ludicrous. She may as well have been asking me, ‘Why do you need a spaceship?’ How to explain that the comfortable life her eldest son funded wasn’t enough? ‘Well, Barbara, because I can feel my brain frosting over from lack of use and I’m so bored I may pull off my own head and overarm bowl it at the smug mums clustered around Gail’s just for something to do.’ That would’ve sufficed but instead I smiled and said, ‘I think Wardrobe Warriors is an exciting new challenge. I could even do yours?’ She’d laughed.


James was always there when the latest scheme faded into an embarrassing silence to be swept under the heated wooden floor. I’d made a second career of petering out. It sounds ungrateful but in the end James’ support just undermined my attempts to do something with my life. I got a pat on the head from him when what I needed was a kick up the arse.


A global pandemic had made it easier to put any thoughts of re-entering the workforce on the back burner. But now I have no more excuses. I have to do something, start again.


My phone buzzes.


A WhatsApp from Chloe.


Dad says he’s rly moved out then? It’s good I think, you both have been sick of each other for a minute. What are you ­going to do?


What I’m going to do is make some coffee and maybe have a shower, I type back a little tersely.


Encouraging that your sarcasm is still functioning. Srsly tho, you OK, mamakin? Need me 2 come home?


I reply, I’m fine, thank you, sweetheart, though I can’t help feeling a little maudlin. Now that Chloe knows it’s really over it feels more final.


There’s a pause, with a little buffering symbol on the screen. She’s trying to find the right words bless her. Her message comes through with another buzz.


OK good – Coco throwing an Agatha Christie bday party and I’m going as Poirot. Gtg. Love you.


Who was I kidding?


First things first, before I embark on the first day of the rest of my life I’m going to need coffee.


The kitchen is calm, bathed in a golden light. I pad across the floor in my bare feet and notice with satisfaction that it is exactly as I left it the night before. Neat, clean. No keys or jacket on the table. No crumbs strewn across the worktop from James’ post-work snack, no un-rinsed mug. Maybe I’m going to enjoy being alone for the first time in twenty-five years.


We first lived together in his flat in Camden. He called it an apartment but that was an exaggeration. It was like the storeroom of a sports shop with tall stalagmites of trainer boxes lining the hallway. His bedroom contained only a bed, and his fridge was empty apart from a bottle of Smirnoff and some breaded chicken.


I knew him from university when Fay had introduced us so wasn’t surprised by his flat – he’d never been particularly organised. A toff torn from the home comforts of his upper-middle-class life and flung into adulthood.


Our relationship at uni was booze-soaked and sweetened with pills at the weekend as we raved together and came down together through the second summer of love. Any hopes of it continuing were doused post graduation when I took a job in New York. It was for the best – we needed space to grow up. And, y’know, New York.


On my return a few years later we bumped into each other in Covent Garden. He told me later over our fourth drink that he’d watched me for a few minutes, enjoying spying as I stood browsing one of the stalls, ‘working a curl of hair around your fingers,’ he’d said. I told him that was the creepiest thing I’d ever heard but I was secretly thrilled.


Our wedding day was on Valentine’s Day 1998, an unseasonably mild Saturday. ‘As soon as I hired an interpreter I realised she was the smartest, funniest woman I’d ever met,’ James said in his speech, a gag at the expense of my broad northern accent.


*


The coffee machine gurgles away as I put a bagel in the toaster and dig around in the fridge to excavate the smoked salmon. Two days past the eat-by date. I hear Mum’s voice: ‘Trust your nose.’ I’m no stranger to the game of fridge roulette, one day I may be felled by a prawn but it’s worth the risk to never ever waste food; another legacy from childhood.


Mum had once thrown a dish of soggy Frosties at me in a hungover rage. She’d accused me of using too much milk. I’d explained the milk was nearly off anyway, but she was furious I’d answered back.


Mum never really hit me but she was a keen thrower of things, with a devilish aim. I had ducked left as she threw the bowl at me, its plastic rim skimming my ear, the trailing curtain of milk splashing the shoulder of my one good school shirt. The look on my face and the sorry sight of me standing there must have snapped her to her senses. She would never apologise, instead she made some lame joke about not crying over spilt milk as she helped to pick the bits of cereal from my hair. I wiped the shirt as best I could with the dishcloth, but all day I could smell stale milk.


At university I was particularly gung-ho with use-by dates. ‘You must have a stomach of steel.’ My housemates would grimace as I scratched off mouldy bits from my food with my nails, like a teenager picking at zits. ‘It’s fine,’ I’d proclaim as they turned green.


‘It’s her northern hardiness,’ Fay would chime in. ‘It’s one of the many reasons I love her.’


‘Plus,’ James would add, ‘in a post-zombie apocalypse world I’d stick with these two commoners – Josie could forage for any old nosh and Fay here could then rustle up one of her many delightful dishes.’


‘Oh yeah,’ Fay had said. ‘And what use would you be Tory boy?’


‘Simple. I’d use my wit and natural charm to negotiate a deal with the zombies, ultimately becoming their ruler. All lower classes, from zombies to northerners just need strong leadership.’ He’d earned a playful whack for that.


*


I look at my reflection now in the black-glass tiles above the hob, the only dark square in the white-marbled landscape of my kitchen. I’m turning into my dad. I have no siblings and like to imagine an undiluted concentration of him has been glugged into my DNA. Memories of Dad play like grainy footage through my mind – I know I stand like him, arms folded, head tipped slightly to one side as I appraise myself. I remember he always stood like this when he was talking to people, his arms a barrier, his head at an angle as if confused by folks and their ways.


I’m slender like him, with a neat nose, wide mouth and grey eyes glaring back at me from the paleness of my face. On a very good day I’ve had Cate Blanchett, on a bad day Audrey from Corrie.


I see his square jaw, his wavy hair, though mine is longer, chopped bluntly below the ears where I tuck it when nervous and blonder, from a bottle to hide the greys. I see his frown. Beyond that the memory of my father softens and fades.


The crinkles around my eyes hint at my fifty-one years but I celebrate getting older, I embrace it, I am grateful. My dad didn’t even get to his thirty-ninth year.


The bagel pops up from the toaster and makes me jump. I’ll have breakfast then pack for the wellness weekend. I make a mental note never to agree to anything Fay suggests again. I’ve no idea where my sports bra is, and Fay has been threatening to buy us matching yoga gear. The woman herself is collecting me at ­midday.


I pour a large mug of coffee and sip it as I make my sandwich – salmon, black pepper, squeeze of lemon left over from last night’s G&T. I plonk it on a plate, licking a smudge of butter from my thumb, and sit at the kitchen table. I open up Notes in my phone as I chew. I’m suddenly ravenous.


Title? I write simply ‘Next’ – I can’t bear to add ‘chapter’.


‘Come on then? What IS next, smart arse?’ I say out loud. Oh god, it’s started already – I’m gonna grow into one of those women who chat out loud to themselves, the radio, her hanging baskets.


I’ve no appetite for returning to banking, the only reason I followed that path in the nineties was because I needed to earn, I needed to shrug off poverty, empty cupboards and cold nights. I craved distance from my upbringing and I was scared of becoming too reliant on Fay or James – the scaffolding that held me up when I was down. I worried if I let them look after me much more I’d collapse without them.


They’d fulfilled the role that should’ve been Mum’s during our years at university. They gave me the confidence to be myself, nurtured me, encouraged my ambitions and in return what had I done? When stoned I would become maudlin and ask what they saw in me and they would gasp and cluck at the outrageous question. They would sandwich me in a smoky hug and tell me I was the strongest person they knew. They saw my childhood not as a failure but as a tale of triumph over adversity, that I’d come out in one piece despite the odds. They told me I was resilient and badass; funny, loyal and kind. I tried my best to believe them.


When I got the job with the bank, they threw a party at the flat and waved me off at Heathrow when I left for the States. I loved the work and being in New York, the independence it gave me. I didn’t have to answer to anyone and I could reinvent myself.


Even if I wanted to get back into banking things will have changed beyond all recognition. When I was last a banking hot shot Rachel had yet to discover Ross was in love with her, I used to fax my ­London clients and Bill Clinton was busy not having sexual relations with that woman. It was an age ago. I’d be a dinosaur. A menopaurus wreck.


I type ‘Travel?’ underneath ‘Next’. This sparks a flurry of ideas. I’ve always fancied New Zealand, so I add it to the list, or a stay on a working ranch – I type ‘Arizona/Texas?’. I could relive the magic of my pony-obsessed childhood. I see myself rounding up cattle by day, drinking whisky by the campfire at night.


Apart from Ruth and the Chrises, I wouldn’t be missed much around here.


Fay would be outraged if I buggered off but she’d get over it.


My feet are not remotely itchy but isn’t that what people do? Pack up after a trauma and go and find themselves on a Goan hillside?


I add ‘India’ to the list and pour more coffee.
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‘Fuck’s sake.’


I’m jolted awake from a glorious snooze, Fay has her forehead resting on the steering wheel.


She’s chunnering as if in private prayer. The god she’s speaking to seems to be in charge of traffic and doesn’t mind the F-word.


I stretch as much as the low roof above and the bag of snacks below in the footwell allows.


‘Sorry, did I wake you?’ she says to the pedals, unmoving. She speaks in the low monotone of a death-row prisoner in a docu­mentary, resigned to their impending doom. ‘We’ve literally not moved for twenty minutes.’


‘What a load of bollards,’ I say.


‘One hundred and nine. I counted them.’


‘Really?’


‘Nope.’ She sighs towards her knees. ‘It’s just I don’t really know why everyone seems to be on some grand excursion to the North. Is Jesus actually from Blackburn and this is pilgrimage traffic? Or is there a two for one on flat caps or something?’


‘That’s northernist,’ I say.


‘Well I’m allowed, I’m the most northernist in the car. You’re northern-ish these days. You mislaid your roots when you started sourcing olive oil from a Greek website.’


‘Bollocks,’ I say. Then cringe as it comes out a bit posh sounding.


‘See,’ she says. I can see her teeth as she smiles in the gloom of the car. ‘Can’t even say bollocks properly. You’d better start practising your earthy northern tones before we get over the border.’


The lorry in front lurches forward a metre and I nudge her. She lifts her head from the wheel revealing an indentation stripe of pink above her eyebrows. ‘The steering wheel has certainly left an impression on you,’ I say, pleased with my quip.


She catches up with the lorry then glances at her face in the rear-view mirror and rubs at the mark with her fingertips.


The lorry in front slowly pulls away again then grinds to a halt.


It’s dusk and all the car lights start blinking on, sensors recognising the approaching darkness. Not this car though, because we’re in Fay’s car, which definitely predates automated headlamp systems, heated seats and cruise control. It’s barely got attached doors. I imagine airbags so old that on impact they’d flop out like a dusty old ball sack escaping a pair of Y-fronts. It’s a Vauxhall Astra, though after being rear-ended by a Range the back badge has cracked – the ‘tra’ clung on for a few weeks but then fell off leaving just ‘As’ on there. ‘We can’t go all the way to Manchester in the Vauxhall As,’ I’d protested in vain. ‘It’ll be like being dragged up the M1 on a spade.’
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