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The Charlie Macey Challenge

The bench was empty, and Miss Baker settled herself onto it with a grateful sigh. From a

little way off she could hear the sound of children playing; fortunately, not so close as to be

intrusive, but close enough to be a gentle accompaniment to the birdsong coming from the

small wooded copse beside her. She closed her eyes briefly, revelling in the early evening sun

on her face, then extracted her Catherine Cookson from her handbag and resumed from

where she’d left off the previous evening.

The hero and heroine were about to go into their first clinch; sooner or later they would

part acrimoniously, before eventually realising they couldn’t live without each other. She

knew the story off by heart; but this was her favourite of Miss Cookson’s novels, and it came

to her as fresh as if this was her first reading.

The two protagonists had, indeed, just touched lips when a cry of ‘Fore!’ from

somewhere to her right jerked her attention away from the prose. Confused, she looked

round, and saw a small white object fly from among the trees and bounce on the path

leading to where she was seated.

She barely had time to duck as it headed straight for her, and then it got snagged in a

clump of grass on her other side and came to rest.

She stared at it open-mouthed, her book forgotten.

She was still staring at it when rustling from her right indicated the presence of another

object making its way through the trees. She turned to look, and seconds later the object

revealed itself to be an elderly gentleman, dressed rather absurdly (but also rather tidily, she

observed), in checked waistcoat, matching plus-fours and an also-matching flat cap. Over his

shoulder was slung a bag, a number of golf clubs poking their heads up above its rim.

Another club was in his hand, and as she watched, he lifted it in greeting.

‘Excuse me, madam,’ he said, as he strode up to her, ‘did you see...?’

Madam? the thought passed through her mind. No-one’s called me ‘Madam’ for years! It

was all ‘love’ and (worse) ‘guys’ nowadays.

‘Ah!’ The man had broken off the question he was asking, suddenly spotting his ball. He

lifted his cap. ‘Most kind.’

Walking past her, he addressed the club to the ball and began to take his backswing.

‘Excuse me,’ she said hastily.

His club came back to earth. Turning, he put his fingers to his lips. ‘Shh,’ he said.

‘I beg your pardon?’ she said, taken aback.

‘Quiet madam, please,’ he said, a smile taking any offence out of his words. ‘I’m about to

take my next shot.’

‘But -’ She couldn’t let him just carry on ‘- what are you doing?’
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His eyebrows rose. Standing away from the ball, he said, ‘I’m sorry?’

‘What are you doing?’

He looked at the ball, then back at her, his expression registering confusion. ‘I’m playing

golf, madam; doesn’t it look like it?’

She became aware her mouth had dropped open again, which was probably not the best

she could look. Shutting it quickly, she managed to say, ‘Playing golf?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh,’ she said, unsure of how to reply to this. Then she heard herself add, rather too

severely, ‘Well, would you mind taking more care? You nearly hit me.’

His expression changed to one of concern. ‘Oh – I do apologise,’ he said, raising his cap

once more.

She stared at him in wonder. Such manners, she thought. I haven’t come across such

manners since...

‘If you’ll excuse me...’ the golfer broke into her thoughts. He turned to address his club to

the ball again.

‘Please!’ she said, anxious not to let him go so soon.

He stood back again. ‘Madam?’ he said, giving her another smile as if her interruption

was no irritation to him.

‘Erm,’ she said, unsure how to continue. Then inspiration struck. ‘Do you realise that this

isn’t, in fact, a golf course?’

His smile widened. ‘Ah. For my purposes it is.’

‘What do you mean?’

He advanced, and she noticed for the first time how the smile encompassed his whole

face; especially his eyes, which twinkled most agreeably. ‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ he

said, raising his cap for a third time. ‘My name is Wenton Hardcastle. And this,’ he added,

lifting the club, ‘is my mashie niblick’.

‘Mashie niblick?’ She stared at the club, then back at him.

‘Indeed. Known as the six-iron nowadays, of course. But traditionally, the mashie niblick.

You can’t beat tradition, can you?’

‘Indeed not,’ she said. She frowned. ‘But you still haven’t explained why you are playing

golf through the municipal park.’

‘Ah,’ he said, raising a finger as if to assist his explanation. ‘I am, in fact, trying to break the

record for the least number of strokes to be taken cross-country between the village of

Forest Row and the Crowborough Beacon Golf Club. In East Sussex, don’t you know?’

She started. ‘East Sussex? That’s the other side of the country!’

‘Ah -’ The smile reappeared. ‘For my purposes, madam, that is the course I am playing.

“Course” being a relative term, so to speak.’
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Turning, he strode back to his ball and addressed it once again. ‘Now – if you’ll excuse

me.’

‘No, wait! Please!’ she almost shouted.

He turned to her again. ‘Madam?’

‘Please,’ she said again, almost desperately. ‘Would you mind explaining further?’

A frown came over his face; not unpleasant, but if in contemplation. He glanced back at

his ball, then to her again. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I’m in no hurry...’

He made his way back to the bench. ‘May I?’ he asked, indicating the space beside her.

She nodded.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

Seating himself, he crossed one leg elegantly over the other, and said, ‘It’s known as the

Charlie Macey Challenge, madam.’

‘Charlie Macey?’

‘Indeed. Charlie Macey was assistant professional at the Beacon club during the 1960s.’

‘Oh yes?’ she said, wondering what on earth an assistant professional was.

‘And in 1964 – soon after Christmas Day, in fact -’ he continued, ‘he and some friends

assayed a match from the aforementioned village, Forest Row, to the Beacon club course, in

competition with two others...’

‘Oh, I see,’ she said. ‘Two other golfers?’

The man laughed. His whole frame shook with the laughter. ‘No, madam. In fact, the

match was against two archers.’

She felt her eyes widen. ‘Archers!’

‘Indeed. The golfers drove their balls along the set course, and the archers fired their

arrows.’

‘Really?’ she said. A thought struck her, and she glanced around nervously towards the

trees. ‘You haven’t...’ she began.

He laughed again. No, no, rest assured. I do not number any archers among my

acquaintances.’

‘Thank heaven for that!’ she gasped, feeling her heart, which had begun pounding at the

thought, slowing again.

The golfer was continuing. ‘No – sadly, I am ploughing a lone furrow with this challenge.

None of my friends could spare the time.’

‘But – your wife, perhaps...?

His expression saddened. ‘My wife, alas, died a number of years ago.’

Her heart-rate quickened again, just slightly. ‘Oh, I am sorry,’ she said, aware of heat

around her neck.
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He waved a hand in dismissal. ‘It’s been a while,’ he said.

‘But you still haven’t explained how you can break this record when you’re hundreds of

miles from where it was set,’ she hurried on.

His face resumed its equanimity. ‘Ah – that’s simple,’ he said, his eyes twinkling again.

‘One merely plays the equivalent distance – which is, by official calculations, five miles, one

thousand five hundred yards. That being in a straight line between the start and end points,

of course.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘That’s why you’re here in the park, is it? You’re playing in a straight line.’

‘Well – more or less,’ he said. ‘I did have to take a detour around the children’s swings.’

She joined in with his laughter.

‘So,’ she said tentatively when it had finished: ‘You say you’re playing on your own?’

He gave her a look which would, in Miss Cookson’s world, no doubt have been called

‘arch’.

‘Indeed,’ he said. He sighed. ‘If only I had someone to walk with me...’

The invitation hung in the air. She glanced at her watch, really hoping he couldn’t see the

blush that she knew had spread from her neck all the way up. ‘Well – erm. I’m only really

passing time. I could, perhaps, accompany you for a short while...’

She started again as he leapt to his feet. ‘Madam! I would be delighted if you could!’

Resisting the temptation to leap as well, she stood more sedately. ‘Well – why not indeed,

Mr Hardcastle.’

‘Please, madam,’ he said, mock-severely. ‘Wenton.’

‘And I,’ she said, ‘am Sonia.’

He held out his hand. ‘Sonia,’ he said, as she took it, ‘I am glad to make your

acquaintance.’

And I am immensely glad to make yours, she thought.

Turning, he strode back to his ball and addressed it again. ‘Tell me, Sonia,’ he said over his

shoulder, ‘do you play at all?’

‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘I’ve never tried.’

‘Then do allow me to teach you.’

His club came back and then swung forward, connecting with the ball with a satisfying

thwack.

As she watched it fly into the distance, Sonia found herself yelling, ‘Fore!’

He turned back to her. ‘See,’ he said, a delighted smile once again lighting up his face.

‘You’re getting the hang of it already.’

With a spring in her step she hadn’t had for many a year, she strode off with him in

pursuit of the ball.


