





 

 

 







GETTING RID OF
 MATTHEW



JANE FALLON


[image: image]










1







THE BEDROOM WAS DARK, lit only by a sliver of brightness from the wall light in the basement well outside, edging its way around the sides of the blind. Helen could just make out the clock as it clicked over to eight fifteen. She poked a finger gently in Matthew’s ribs, and he turned over irritably and picked up his watch from the low table beside the bed.


“Fuck, I’m late.”


Helen watched sleepily as he jolted out from under the duvet, smoothing down his dark gray hair at the sides, and started to pull on his clothes—his work uniform of a dark, tasteful, beautifully fitted bespoke suit, well-cut shirt, and soft black calf-leather shoes—not bothering to take a shower. He bent down to kiss her good-bye brusquely and pulled the bedroom door shut behind him.


She lay back on the pillow, which smelled faintly of the Armani Black Code she had given him on their anniversary, and stared at the crack in the ceiling. It was definitely getting bigger and she wondered if she should speak to her upstairs neighbors about it. Not that she knew them. She’d seen them only three or four times in the two years she’d lived here, a couple in their thirties: he was a bit stringy looking; she wore a fleece and had a mousy bob. They had an unexpectedly rampaging sex life, though, which Helen could hear through the ceiling about five nights a week and sometimes in the afternoons. It was all very shouty and theatrical. Lots of “Oh, babys” and “Yes, yeses” and banging on the headboard. One time they had been at it at the same time as Matthew and Helen and it had become a bit of a competition, a sort of groan-off. Helen had always had a competitive streak.


As she heard the click of the front door closing and Matthew’s heavy footsteps going up the stairs to the street, she thought about getting up. Deciding against it, she pulled the covers over her head and settled back down, then stuck one arm out into the cold room, fumbled for the remote, and flicked on the TV. After all, what was the point? It was only a couple of hours before she’d have to go back to bed again anyway. Because Matthew wasn’t heading off for work. It wasn’t eight fifteen in the morning. It was eight fifteen in the evening and he was heading home to dinner in his own house. With his wife. Oh, and his two beautiful children. Because Matthew was married—and not to Helen, to a woman called Sophie. And Helen had spent every Monday night like this for the past four years. And most Wednesday and Thursday evenings, too.


And every Monday and every Wednesday and every Thursday when Matthew went home at eight o’clock, Helen was left alone to choose one of two exciting options: watch TV in bed on her own or get up and watch TV in the living room on her own.


Now she lay under the dark of the duvet and listened as another scene of marital discord played out on EastEnders. Somebody’s husband was accusing his wife of playing around. Lots of shouting, everything out in the open, they’d either stay together or they wouldn’t—that was the way it worked in soaps. But Helen knew the reality was far more complicated. The reality would make for terrible TV because nothing ever really got resolved. The reality was a man coming over three nights a week for a couple of hours and then going home to his wife as if nothing had happened. Over and over again. For years on end.


 


Helen had never expected to be someone’s mistress. She had wanted three things in life: a highly paid job in public relations, a flat of her own, and a man, also belonging to her exclusively. Somehow, she’d ended up as a personal assistant, which was a secretary in anyone else’s vocabulary. She rented a one bedroom apartment off Camden High Street with a small basement courtyard out the back and a crack in the bedroom ceiling. And as for the man, well, she believed in true love and commitment and till death do us part, it had just never happened to her.


She had grown up watching her parents’ dogged devotion to one another, their “us against the world” united front that often excluded even her, their only child, and she’d been trying to find her own gang of two ever since. She’d just never imagined she would find it with someone who was already another woman’s husband.


 


Somewhere, way back in her previous life, Helen had been engaged to another man, Simon, the last in a series of long-term boyfriends. Looking back now, she couldn’t remember exactly what she’d seen in Simon. Well, she could because he was young and good-looking, and he had a reasonable job and just the right amount of ambition, but she now found it impossible to fathom why she had stayed with him for five years. The one legacy of her parents that she couldn’t shake off was the idea that relationships were for life. So she ignored the fact that she was the one making all the future plans and she tried not to notice how his eyes glazed over when she talked about saving up for a deposit on their first shared flat. She had invested years in this man, it had to pay off, there was no way she was going to admit defeat. That is, until Simon gave her no choice in the matter. They’d been cooking dinner together, their nightly ritual which, Helen thought, was a sure indication that their relationship was mature and serious.


“I’m being transferred,” Simon had muttered into the colander full of potatoes he was peeling.


Helen had flung her arms around him.


“You got the promotion? Regional manager, wow. So, we’re moving to Manchester?”


He’d kept his head down, seemingly engrossed in digging out a particularly stubborn eye.


“Erm…not exactly, no.”


“Where, then?” He was making her nervous, standing there stiffly while she attempted to hug him. He’d put down the potato peeler and turned to look at her, taking a deep breath like a ham actor about to have his big soap-opera moment.


“I’m moving to Manchester. On my own.”


He’d gone on to say that of course it wasn’t Helen’s fault. It was all him, he was afraid of the commitment. He felt too young, he said, to be settling down with one woman. It was all a matter of timing. If he’d met Helen a few years later, when he felt ready for such a big step…


“I love you so much, it’s just me, I’m such a fuckup. I know I’ll regret this but it’s something I have to do,” he’d whined, wallowing in his role. He’d insisted there was no one else involved and Helen had believed him, had, in fact, felt sorry for him, he seemed so pained by the choice he was having to make.


Two months later, the news had filtered back to her that he was getting married to another woman.


Helen was thirty-five at the time. Bruised and battered by the failure of the relationship more than the loss of Simon himself, she had taken the separation hard. She’d made a promise to herself that she would have some fun, take opportunities when they arose without stopping to endlessly analyze their potential. And right on cue, Matthew had come along—her boss, of course, and twenty years older than she was—but why avoid a perfectly good cliché when it’s staring you in the face?


Matthew was handsome in the way that men in their fifties are allowed to be considered handsome despite (or maybe even because of ) the gray hair and the paunch. Tall and confident, he gave off the impression that he reveled in his alpha status. His hair was thinning, but he still wore it collar length and swept back, disguising the round hairless spot fairly successfully. When the time came for him to shave it all off and just be bald and proud, he would get away with it, as he seemed to get away with everything, because he had a way of striding around the world as if he owned it, that absolute self-belief that public schoolboys have, challenging anyone to dispute their place as high up in the social order. Physically, his most striking assets were his pale, icy-blue eyes, which stood out in a face that was fairly ordinary, but he carried himself like he was the most attractive man in the room and somehow that seemed to make it fact. His success at work seemed to function as an aphrodisiac, too, on some types of women, of which Helen was a prime example. He had the ability to make anyone feel as if they were the center of his world at any given moment. Mainly, though, he was good company, funny, a storyteller, a good listener. Loyal, unless you were his wife, of course.


 


Helen had arrived to work at Global PR, thirty-four years old, a bit of a late starter, having spent the best part of her twenties traveling and partying and trying to ignore the irritating voice in her head telling her to get on the career ladder before it was too late. She’d spent the time since she’d gotten back from her world tour drifting around from job to job: accountant’s assistant, shop manager, theater administrator. Periodically, she’d applied for a position as account manager for one of the bigger, showier public relations companies, but she’d always gotten knocked back. Finally, she’d decided that a foothold on the bottom rung was better than no foothold at all, and she’d accepted a job as assistant to Matthew Shallcross, managing director of Global PR, a middling-sized but flourishing company.


Global was a slightly overblown name for a company whose clients were exclusively British, but they had cornered the market in a certain type of up-and-coming potential tabloid favorite. They weren’t large enough to attract the rich and famous, but over the years they had become adept at forming relationships with those at the beginning of their fifteen minutes and blasting them into the papers with cleverly thought-up stunts. It was easy when you had clients who would do anything if it would put them in the newspapers. Every now and again one of these wannabes would fuck up, drive drunk, get someone who wasn’t their wife pregnant, go into rehab, and the Global account managers would be out fighting fires and raking in the money. These occasional high-profile blips, if handled correctly, guaranteed an interest in the client which could be very lucrative. Truthfully it was a little tacky, encouraging young and not very bright people to lay their whole lives out for public examination, but Helen considered it the sharp end of PR and she loved it. And, after a while, she overcame the irritation of correcting her friends every time they called her a secretary:


“I’m his personal assistant.”


“But what do you do?”


“I look after him…make his appointments, organize meetings.”


“Filing?”


“A bit.”


“Typing?”


“So?”


“That’s exactly what I do, typing, filing, fixing meetings. You’re a secretary, get over it.”


She’d started to get off on the vicarious power that being the boss’s assistant afforded her. She was the one who could say yes or no to meetings or telephone calls and, eventually, to press statements. Once he’d started to trust her, Matthew had had her read and later write all the releases that were sent out to the papers for several of his lower-profile clients. He’d encouraged her ambitions to have clients of her own, and the more he encouraged, the more those ambitions grew.


Helen believed that several of the other girls in the office envied her for her close proximity to the man generally considered the most powerful of the company directors, but she’d kept focused on her work until a fateful lunch changed all that. If you’d asked her at the time what she thought about women who had affairs with married men, she would have said they were sad, desperate, unfeeling betrayers of other women, told you they were at the top of her list of offenders. People to be looked down on and reviled…


Helen had considered whether Matthew was attractive during the time she’d been working for him, of course she had, and she’d thought that yes, he was, in an older man sort of a way, but that was it. So when he’d reached across the table at Quo Vadis and taken hold of her hand, she’d surprised herself by not pulling away.


“I’ve been wanting to do this for ages,” he’d said, and Helen had felt her heart leap up to the back of her throat. She had no idea how to respond, so she’d just sat there dumbfounded.


Matthew had carried on. “The thing is, I think you’re beautiful. And I’ve been trying not to acknowledge that that’s what I think for months.”


Helen had blushed. Not prettily, like the delicate heroine of a romantic novel, but a deep, slightly clammy, crimson.


“You know I’m married, of course.”


She’d managed to grunt a “yes.”


“We have young children. If it wasn’t for them…I’m not going to give you that line, you know, that my wife no longer understands me but…it is true we’ve drifted apart. We share the care of the kids, that’s pretty much it.” He’d laughed. “Can you see where this is going yet?”


Helen was still incapable of speech. Her free hand fiddled with the stem of her glass.


“No pressure. I don’t want you to think that if you say you’re not interested then I’ll make life hard for you at work or anything like that. Just think about it and, if you decide that, maybe, we could take things a bit further, then you know where I am. That’s all I wanted to say.”


And in that moment she’d realized that she wanted to sleep with him. She’d gone back to the office in a haze and could barely look at him for the rest of the afternoon.


That night, she’d bored her best friend Rachel stupid, in the pub.


“Should I?”


“No,” said Rachel.


“Maybe…”


“No,” said Rachel.


“What if…”


“Are you even listening to me?” Rachel eventually said snappily. “He’s married. Don’t do it. Don’t become one of those women we hate.”


“Women We Hate” were a big part of the bond between Rachel and Helen. They had started a mental list soon after they’d met, backpacking in India, and when they got back to London and Helen was staying in Rachel’s West Brompton flat while she looked for her own place, they had started to write it down. They kept a copy each and regularly, when they were drunk, they would check them through and update each other with the newest entries. “Women who steal other women’s husbands” had been there from the beginning, but in Helen’s mind, her case was different. For a start, she had never encouraged Matthew—he had done all the pursuing.


 


“You’re right. But…I think he really likes me.”


“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Of course he likes you, you’re twenty years younger than him and about to fall over into his bed just because he’s asked you to. Plus, you do his typing and make him cups of tea. You’re a middle-aged man’s fantasy. What’s not to like?”


“I knew I shouldn’t have told you about it,” said Helen sulkily. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”


 


The next morning, she’d waited till Matthew was alone in his office and gone in, shutting the door behind her.


“OK,” she’d said.


“OK, what?” He’d looked up from his paperwork and smiled at her. She’d blushed.


“If you want to…you know…then it’s OK, we can…you know…if you like. I’d like to.”


Matthew had laughed. “Are you talking in code?” He’d pretended to look around the office. “Are we being bugged?”


Helen was scarlet. “You know what I mean.”


“I do. And I’m very happy. Are you free on Wednesday evening?”


Helen had gulped so hard it made a noise.


“Yes.”


 


Next thing she knew he was in her bed and all her common sense and ambition and everything she recognized about herself had gone out the window. And Helen’s friends had kept saying to her, “Get out now, this can’t have a happy ending,” and she’d ignored them because inevitably, after a few weeks, she’d decided that she loved him and he had finally confessed that he loved her, too. And after a few months, Matthew had told her he wanted to leave his wife, Sophie, whenever the time was right. That was four years ago and he’d never even left her for a weekend, as far as Helen could remember.


Those first few months with Matthew had been fantastic, though. He was so much older than any man she’d been with before. He knew how to make her feel special. Despite the fact that they rarely went out anywhere, for fear of being seen together, he’d introduced her to all kinds of new experiences—food and music and wines that had simply never been on her radar before. And being newly in love and eager to please, she had pretended to love all sorts of things that later she was able to admit to herself she hated. Like Miles Davis and foie gras and sickly sweet Château d’Yquem.


On their fourth “date,” he’d brought over a copy of Baudelaire’s The Flowers of Evil and presented it to her, telling her that she would find it unlike anything she’d ever read. Helen, who had a passable 2:2 in French literature, had never told him this and, not wanting him to think his gift was unwelcome, had gushed her thanks. No one had ever bought her a book of poems before. Later, lying in bed in a post-coital flush, he’d asked her for her life history.


“Start from the beginning,” he’d said, seemingly genuinely interested in the tiny details of her past. When she’d reached the part about leaving home and moving to London, she’d skipped forward rapidly through her university days but he’d stopped her midflow.


“What did you study?”


Helen could feel herself coloring up. “Er…French,” she mumbled.


Matthew propped himself up on his elbows and looked down at her. “French?”


“Mmm.”


He was starting to smile. “Literature?”


“Kind of.”


“Kind of?”


“I mean, yes. Literature.” She was blushing furiously. Why hadn’t she just said, when he’d given her the book?


“So…Baudelaire…?”


“My dissertation.”


Matthew laughed noisily. “Why didn’t you say?”


“Because I didn’t want to spoil your present.”


He’d kissed her forehead. “Well, in that case, you can explain them to me, because I’m clueless. I just liked the look of the cover.”


She knew he was patronizing her and she didn’t know why she didn’t mind. It was just that no one had ever been this interested in her before. It took the pressure off, being the one who was there to be pleased rather than the one who always had to do the pleasing. It was so liberating not to always have to be the adult.


Matthew had lived, too; he’d been through stuff—not just in a “got married and had kids” kind of way—but he’d been alive for twenty years longer than her. He’d gone through the sixties as an adult. She didn’t know why this impressed her—she couldn’t have been less interested in the endless bangings on of the next generation up about the sixties—but somehow it made him interesting by proxy, by virtue of just having been alive.


In the early days of their relationship, Helen had made sure she wore her best underwear on Matthew days, rushing home from the office where they both worked to give herself ten minutes to shower and change, only to be undressed again. Their evenings were all about sex, their excitement only heightened by their restricted access to one another and the extended foreplay of a day spent pretending to be no more than colleagues. Gradually sleep crept in, signaling to Helen a more mature phase in the relationship. They were bonding on a deeper level, it seemed to her, able to relax in each other’s company. She stopped worrying whether she was in fancy lingerie, no longer felt the need to retouch her makeup every time his back was turned. She looked back fondly at this time as the nirvana period, that perfect stage when physical desire was joined by companionship and profound respect. It didn’t last long. These days sleep often won out entirely, exhausted as Matthew always was by his high-powered working day. And more and more, Helen was finding that she didn’t really mind.


After a few months, Matthew had felt uncomfortable asking Helen to take dictation or pick up his dry cleaning, so he’d requested she be found a new boss. This, of course, was interpreted by Human Resources as meaning that she was difficult to get on with or incompetent or both, and so the promotion which had been looming drifted away and Helen had missed her moment, as it were. That was three and a half years ago.


Of course, she could have left and gone to work somewhere else where she might have been more appreciated, but she’d somehow never gotten around to it and she was now officially “secretary material.” Besides which, if she left, she’d miss those stolen moments with Matthew throughout the day, and deep down she knew that if she wasn’t right there under his nose, someone else would probably catch his eye, eventually.


So now Helen took dictation and arranged meetings and drew up proposals for Laura, a high flying thirty-nine-year-old director of the company, who’d also started off as a personal assistant but had steadily climbed the ladder over the years. Laura was good at her job, she was a considerate boss, she encouraged and supported Helen, always gave her credit where it was due (which was often, because Helen was clever and she had a lot of good ideas, for which Laura was very grateful), and indulged her occasional mood swings. She would never for a moment consider asking Helen to fetch her dry cleaning. Helen hated her.


When she and Matthew first got together, Helen had suppressed her guilt by pushing all thoughts of his wife from her mind. She consoled herself with the thought that this was a short-term thing, to help her get over being fucked about by Simon. It was wrong, but it would be short-lived and no one would be any the wiser. After a while, when she’d realized that things had gotten a little more complicated than that, guilt had begun to set in. Tiny stabs at first, and then huge waves that had made it hard for her to look at her reflection in the mirror in the mornings. How would she feel if that were her, blithely saying good-bye to her husband as he went off to work, with no idea about the double life he was leading? It was an irrefutable truth that if no women ever went with a married man, then no wife would ever have to endure the heartbreak of finding out that her life as she understood it was a sham. As long as one woman was prepared to do it, then all women were in danger. And currently, she was that one woman.


So she knew she should call time on her and Matthew’s relationship before any real harm was done, but suddenly it didn’t seem so straightforward. She had feelings for him. She would miss him. Why should I be the one to give him up, she caught herself thinking one day, when it’s me he’s in love with? She began to feel little stings of jealousy and found herself rolling her eyes whenever Matthew mentioned his wife’s name. If he noticed this change, he never mentioned it, but the word Sophie would hang in the air between them, buoyed up by an icy wind that cooled the atmosphere and started to make him feel uncomfortable. So he talked about her less and less and when he did, it would be in an exasperated and disparaging tone, a mutual enemy to be reviled and laughed at and pitied at the same time. If Matthew felt shooting pains of guilt for this assassination of his wife—of whom he was still very fond—he never let on. And if Helen felt uncomfortable with the role she had assumed, then she buried those feelings so deeply that she would never have to acknowledge them.
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SOPHIE SHALLCROSS WAS SITTING in her large, raised, ground-floor kitchen in her beautiful five-bedroom, two–reception room, semi-detached town house, in an up-and-coming street in Kentish Town, watching Matthew start into his pasta puttanesca and listening indulgently to the details of his stressful day, including the game of squash, with colleague Alan, which he had apparently just won. She loved hearing the minutiae of his working life, the characters and gossip and the interoffice dramas that she herself never had time for, cramming as she did a full day’s work into the hours between nine and three, so that she could get home in time for the children’s noisy and demanding return from school. She rested her chin in her hand, elbow on the table, and laughed when he told her how Alan had skidded and banged into the wall, then thrown his racquet across the court, as if it were to blame. After the kids went to bed—nine thirty, no later, no exceptions except for birthdays and Christmas and the odd trip to the theater—they would curl up on the sofa and have a glass of wine, her favorite time of the day.


Matthew was able to keep his life with Sophie and children, Suzanne, twelve, and ten-year-old Claudia, separated in his head from his affair with Helen. He felt no guilt. In fact, when he was at home, he barely thought about Helen at all, a fact which he thought made him a good husband and father. Actually, Matthew was pretty much incapable of ever thinking about two things at once, as most men are, so he tended to go with whatever he was presented with—if Sophie was in front of him he’d think about Sophie, if Helen was in front of him he’d think about Helen, if it was an egg sandwich…and so on. The day Helen told him she was pregnant, she had just handed him a plate of stir-fry chicken. It was as though his brain split down the middle and she could see him struggling to focus—Ooh, noodles/My life’s ruined—like a dog with schizophrenia. She’d had an abortion, of course. She was the mistress.


Now, as they all sat around the table for dinner, he had no problem giving his family his full attention.


“Why are you always home so late?” Suzanne was asking inconveniently. “You’re never here in time to help Mum cook dinner and she’s been at work all day, too.”


Suzanne had been learning about the suffragettes in year-eight history and she took her studies very seriously.


“Don’t talk shit,” said blissfully unemancipated Claudia—who had also just learned about swearing, in the playground of Kentish Town Juniors, and liked to practice at every opportunity. “Mummies do the cooking.”


“Don’t say shit, Claudia,” Matthew jumped in.


Sophie picked up her cue. “You know I get home at three thirty and Dad’s never here till after eight, he works much longer hours than me.”


“That’s my point, exactly,” triumphed Suzanne.


This was a pretty representative dinner table conversation at the Shallcross household. Like most families, they could play their roles on autopilot.


Although Sophie had assumed the traditional role of caregiver to her family, she was anything but an average housewife. She’d got a first from Durham for a start. In maths. She had a career in the city doing something unexplainable, where she earned a small fortune—more than Matthew, as it happened—and where she was so indispensable that she was able to arrange her hours to suit herself. Truthfully, she did it because she wanted to, not because she felt she had to. However hard she’d worked or however high she’d gone, Sophie had always put family life first. Never mind that she got up at six, dressed in a suit, oversaw Suzanne’s and Claudia’s preparations for school, packed their lunches, walked them to the end of the road, got on the tube, rarely took a proper lunch break, got back on the tube, helped the girls with their homework, made dinner from scratch—no ready meals in this household—loaded the dishwasher, sorted out everyone’s clothes for the next day, and tried to stay awake long enough to offer Matthew some adult chat and a sympathetic ear for his problems at the office. There’d been little or no time for anything else for the past twelve years—no exercise classes or drinks with the girls. Recently, she had been passed over for a promotion because she was never in the office when the West Coast kicked in. But she had an absolute faith in the love and stability of her family and for Sophie that was worth a few sacrifices.


This evening panned out just like any other evening. It was two weeks to Christmas, and Matthew and Sophie had to decide what to get the girls while still avoiding the things they knew they wanted: makeup, high-heeled shoes, dogs, and miniskirts. Then there was the question of who was arriving when and who was sleeping where. Christmas at the Shallcross house was always a full-blown family affair, with Matthew’s mother, sisters, and the sisters’ husbands and children.


“Gerbil for Claudia?” Sophie asked, knowing what the answer would be.


“No.”


“Hamster? Guinea pig? Rat?”


“No, no, and no. No pets, we agreed.”


“OK. I’ll think of something else. Oh, and we need to get the box of decorations down.”


“I’ll do it on the weekend.”


“And a tree.”


“Weekend.”


“And order the turkey.”


At about ten thirty, and a bottle of Sancerre down, Matthew felt an uncharacteristic twinge of sentiment about Helen and what, through the hue of his sixth glass, seemed to him to be the uncomplicated nature of his other life with her, uncluttered by family and duty. He sneaked off to the study—doubling up as a children’s bedroom for the Christmas period—and dialed her number. Helen, who was tucked up in bed asleep, feigned indifference, although a late-evening phone call was a real event. Matthew found himself promising to come over on Tuesday in lieu of Thursday, which was the day of daughter Claudia’s Nativity play. Helen tried to give the impression that she might not be free, but couldn’t keep it up. It was all over in less than three minutes and everybody was happy.


In the tastefully deep red living room with original coving and architraves at number 155 Bartholomew Road, Sophie yawned and stretched and started to tidy away the lists that she had made. She slipped her arms around Matthew’s broad back and kissed the base of his neck, her favorite place, where the gray wispy hairs curled flat against it like a baby’s.


“Amanda and Edwin have invited us over for a pre-Christmas drink on Tuesday, can you bear it?”—Amanda being the elder, and slightly more annoying, of Matthew’s two younger sisters.


“If I must.” Matthew turned around, kissing her back.


“I’ve said we’ll be there at seven, can you get away early?”


“No problem,” he said, entirely forgetting the promise he’d made to Helen only forty minutes ago. “I’ll come home first and pick you up.”
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LYING IN BED, Helen replayed the phone conversation in her mind, looking for hidden clues. There had been only a handful of occasions over the years when Matthew had agreed to see her outside the appointed times. She wondered what had prompted it. Maybe a row with Sophie, she thought hopefully. Although she’d never met her, Helen wasn’t stupid—she knew that Sophie couldn’t really be the unattractive, gray-haired, past-her-sell-by-date, baby-making machine she liked to imagine on lonely Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday nights after Matthew had left to go home, or else why would he have married her? More to the point, why would he still be married to her all these years later? If he’d rather be with Helen, as he always said he would, then why wouldn’t he just stay the night and fuck what Sophie thought. That was…unless…


Stop! Helen dragged herself out of bed in an effort to think about something else. She pulled on a pair of baggy pajama bottoms and a T-shirt, walked through to the living room, and picked up the phone to call Rachel for the usual debriefing. Helen could always rely on Rachel to help her get things into perspective. Even if she was in the pub or on a date, Rachel would drop everything to indulge Helen’s whining. Because that’s what friends were for. Rachel was more successful than Helen, more beautiful, better off, but—and it was a big but—she was single. She had no man of her own—not even a time-share in one like Helen, and that, Helen couldn’t help but think—and it was a thought she wasn’t proud of and would never dream of voicing out loud—put her lower down in the female pecking order.


Their conversations usually went something like this:


“Do you think he still sleeps with her?”


“No, of course he doesn’t.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“He hasn’t found her attractive in years, hasn’t he told you that loads of times?”


“Yeah, but do you think he means it? Why’s he still with her, then?”


Then Rachel would run through her repertoire of stock answers:


“Maybe she’s threatened to kill herself if he ever leaves her. Or she’s got a terminal illness and he figures he should just wait it out. Or she’s loaded and he needs to find a way to get her money before he can go. Or she’s psychotic and he’s afraid of what she might do.”


They never reached any conclusions. And, of course, Rachel never said what she really thought, which was “What is wrong with you? Obviously he still loves her, what are you wasting your time for?”, so Helen always came away from their chats having somehow convinced herself that Matthew really was trapped in a loveless relationship, just waiting for the right moment to end it all and move in with her.


Helen had often fantasized about somehow letting Sophie know what exactly her husband did with his evenings. In her favorite fantasy, a distraught (and, frankly, ugly) Sophie threw Matthew out into the street without even a hope of a reconciliation, but Matthew, far from being upset, was relieved that he could finally live the life he’d wanted for the past four years. It tended to go on that he bought a big and beautiful home in the country, set Helen up as the boss of a small company making hand-turned pots (in her fantasies, Helen was always proficient in skills she had, in reality, never even tried). Conveniently, Matthew forgot all about his already existing offspring.


Helen had guessed, wrongly it turned out, that Sophie was in her early fifties. She knew she worked and liked to think that, like herself, Sophie had a job rather than a career. Something homely, she imagined. Maybe volunteering in the Oxfam shop, sorting through other people’s old underpants for a living.


Sophie, as it happened, was forty-five. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, she looked a lot like Helen, but had committed the cardinal sin of being a few years older.


Over the years, Helen’s friends had begun to embrace more grown-up lives. They’d replaced the pub with quiet nights in and dinners for two, and vodka shots with bottles of Pinot Grigio. Once a year, maybe, Helen would throw a dinner party and invite four or six of her girlfriends (well, two or three of her girlfriends and their partners because, whether she liked it or not, they came in pairs now). She’d listen to the conversations about children and kitchen-appliance buying and try to pretend she was interested (“He can use the toilet on his own now. How amazing! Wearing pull-ups already? Wow!”), but usually she was quietly suffocating with boredom. Lately she’d begun to feel that her friends were starting to judge her, looking at their (mostly hideously unattractive) husbands and worrying that they might be thinking of getting a Helen on the side.


So, on the nights when Helen did go out these days, she went out with Rachel and they drank and danced and bitched about men just as they did when they were in their twenties. Only they were both about to be forty and it was starting to look a little like desperation.


 


She settled down with a glass of wine in one hand, looking forward to sharing her good news with Rachel. She hit the number-three shortcut button on the cordless phone (number one, Matthew’s mobile; number two, Mum and Dad; number three, Rachel; number four, Rachel’s mobile; number five, Mum’s mobile; number six, work. Maybe she was sad.). Rachel’s phone rang. And rang. Eventually, just as Helen was about to give up, Rachel answered. She sounded distracted.


“Hi.”


“Rach, it’s me. Guess what…”


“Helen. Hi. It’s…erm…Can I call you back tomorrow? It’s not a very good time right now…Neil’s here.”


OK. Neil was the man Rachel had met at a club a couple of weeks ago. Nice enough, worked in IT. Good-looking. Helen knew they’d seen each other a few times since; she’d heard most of the details. Dinner once. A few drinks in the pub. Sex on date three. He’d stayed over on date four. Rachel’s usual pattern. In a week, she’d be bored of him. In two, he’d be history.


Since Helen had known Rachel, there’d been many Neils. While Helen had held out hopelessly for Simon, and then Matthew, Rachel’s relationships rarely lasted more than a couple of weeks. In the last few months alone there’d been Martin the fireman (too unreconstructed), Ian the bookshop owner (dull), and Nick the twenty-three-year-old hairdresser, who had left her for a nineteen-year-old boy. There had been nothing, so far, to indicate that Neil would be any different.


She pressed Rachel further.


“He won’t mind if you chat for a bit.”


“I can’t. I’ll call you tomorrow, OK?”


“But Matthew just called me. At half ten at night. He’s putting in a Tuesday. Tell Neil to go and put the kettle on or make a cocktail or something and you can help me decide what’s happened to him at home to make him want to do that.”


“I told you, I can’t. Look, we’re having a really good time and I don’t want to break the mood, OK? I’m not going to leave him twiddling his thumbs while I chat to you. If it was life or death, then maybe, but it’s not. It can wait till the morning. Love you. Bye.”


Rachel clicked the phone down. Helen sat, handset in one hand, glass of wine in the other, confused. In their ten-year friendship, never once had Rachel not had time for her. Never once had a man taken precedence over indulging Helen in the traumas of her personal life. That could only mean one thing. Neil was special. Neil, to Helen’s knowledge, didn’t have a wife and kids tucked away anywhere. Neil was going to be the man to rescue Rachel from the stigma of being single.


It was the end of an era and Helen knew it.


When Helen and Matthew saw each other briefly at work the next day, she was feeling warm and indulgent toward him because he’d changed his plans in order to see her, while he felt loving toward her because he’d forgotten all about next week’s clash of dates and she was being nice to him for, it seemed to him, no particular reason. They both went off for the weekend happy.


Helen managed to pry Rachel away from Neil for a bit of Saturday afternoon shopping and, despite the fact that she had to listen to a blow-by-blow account of true love blossoming, they had fun. Saturday night and Sunday she had to spend on her own, but she filled her time browsing the shops and the Internet to find the perfect Christmas gift for the man who had everything, including a wife who might wonder where he got a new cashmere sweater from, anyway. It was a skill finding something that he plausibly might have bought for himself, but which she was fairly confident he wouldn’t actually buy for himself between now and Christmas. She’d settled on a Paul Smith briefcase.


On Monday, Matthew was out at meetings all day, but so was Laura, so Helen had a good day of interspersing typing the odd document with reading magazines and listening to the radio. She considered calling Rachel for a gossip, but decided against it.


Six thirty on the dot her front doorbell rang and there was Matthew, as usual, a bottle of wine and a tub of ice cream in hand. They went through their usual routine—quick catch-up about the goings-on at work, drink, then bed, half-hearted fumble, then both gratefully drifting off to sleep.


At five to eight, Matthew looked at his watch on the bedside table and started to get up.


“See you in the morning,” she said, switching off the alarm before it rang.


He leaned down to kiss her and she circled his neck with her arms, holding him there.


“Maybe you can get away a bit early tomorrow night, I could cook you dinner. Or will you have to eat at home?”


A momentary look of puzzlement crossed Matthew’s face, and then as he said…“Tomorrow…?”…there was a slowly dawning realization.


“Did we say tomorrow?” he asked, clutching at straws. “I can’t tomorrow, something’s come up.”


And then all hell broke loose.


“What do you mean, ‘something’s come up’?”


“Just…family stuff. You know.”


“You forgot about me, didn’t you? You forgot you’d promised to see me and you made some fucking arrangement with your wife.”


“Calm down,” he said patronizingly.


“Calm down? You never think about me sitting on my own here night after night.”


“Go out, then, I’m not stopping you.”


“I can’t, I have no one to go out with anymore. No one wants to be friends with someone who’s screwing a married man.”


“Oh, so that’s my fault, is it? I have to lie constantly to be with you. Have you any idea how hard that is?”


“I’m not asking you to lie.”


“Yes, you do. Continually. You ask me to come over, you want to see me for lunch. Christ, I’ve lost count of the times you’ve tried to persuade me to tell Sophie I’m going on a conference so that I could take you away for a weekend.”


“You’d never do it, though, would you?”


“Because I don’t want to get caught. We both agreed…”


“Fuck what we agreed. I’m sick of being second best, of always having to be the one who gets let down…”


“I’m sorry about tomorrow. Really. But you’ve always known this was how it had to be.”


“Well, not anymore,” Helen said defiantly. “I mean it.”


“So, what, you think I should just tell my wife and children that I’m hardly ever home early because I’m with my girlfriend?”


“Why not?”


“Are you fucking mad?”


“No, I’m not fucking mad, I just don’t see what would be so fucking awful about telling the fucking truth to your perfect fucking wife after all these years.”


Silence.


There was a subject Helen and Matthew always avoided, except when they were having a blazing row—the subject of “Why won’t you leave your wife for me?” Now it was out there and it couldn’t be taken back.


“Leave Sophie out of this. This has fuck-all to do with her.”


“Why are you always defending her?”


“Because she’s my wife and none of this is her fault. And you knew I was married when we got into this.”


Matthew put on his coat. “I’m late. I have to go or she’ll wonder where I’ve been.”


Helen couldn’t back down this time:


“Then tell her, for God’s sake. I’ve had enough, honestly. Just tell Sophie about me or that’s it. I mean it this time. It’s over.”


“Fine.”


Matthew closed the front door behind him.
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SOPHIE NEVER WOULD HAVE ADMITTED IT, but she dreaded Christmas.


She couldn’t quite remember how the tradition had started that the whole family came to them and she became everyone’s slave for a few days. She had a dim recollection that they had all discussed an arrangement once whereby she and Matthew would do Christmas at their house one year, then his two sisters would take a turn each, thereby sharing the burden evenly.


Sophie and Matthew had happily offered to play hosts the first year and really went to town with food and decorations, and made-up games and quizzes. Suzanne and Claudia were nine and seven at the time, and so full of the joys of Christmas. Matthew’s sisters, Amanda and Louisa, sighed disingenuously over the domestic bliss and Sophie’s homemaking skills. Matthew’s sisters’ husbands, Edwin and Jason, cooed over her gravy and homemade orange-short-crust-with-Grand-Marnier mince pies and Amanda’s children, Jocasta and Benji, ran riot and wrecked the place, safe in the knowledge that no one was going to tell them not to, as their parents had clearly abdicated any kind of grown-up responsibility for a few days. Sophie and Matthew fetched drinks and nibbles and cleaned up spills and washed towels and nearly killed themselves in the process, confident that this would only happen once every three years.


Wrong.


The following year Amanda, whose turn it was meant to be, announced in October that she was pregnant and that she couldn’t possibly cope with playing host. Louisa declared that her house was in disarray because of the new extension which was currently under construction, so Sophie stepped in and offered that she and Matthew would willingly repeat the previous year’s invitation and even extended it to Matthew’s now-widowed mother, Sheila. This time Sophie’s parents, Bill and Alice, came for the day, as well. Luckily, her older brother, her only sibling, had the sense to spend Christmas in Spain every year with his own children and, recently, grandchildren. Things were only marred by Amanda’s constant throwing up, which seemed to get worse whenever there were potatoes that needed peeling.


The year after, Amanda’s young baby, India, and Louisa’s own pregnancy provided the excuses.


Last year no one even bothered to keep up the pretense, they just asked when they should turn up and put in their requests for en suite bathrooms (essential when you have a toddler) and downstairs rooms (vital when pregnant, Amanda again), followed by their demands for cups of tea and rounds of sandwiches. A fight broke out over the remote control and Suzanne declared it the worst Christmas ever.


So that was five adults and four children in addition to the two adults and two children who actually lived in the house, and the two additional guests for Christmas day. One vegan, two vegetarians, a dairy allergy, a gluten intolerant, a drunk, and a recovering alcoholic. Fifteen people in all.


This year, Amanda had a six-month-old baby, Molly, so that would make sixteen. But it was odds on that Louisa and Jason’s marriage might not last till Christmas, so maybe it’d be fifteen after all.


“Perhaps we should just tell them all we’re going away,” Matthew had said a couple of days before, feeling especially constrained by the inevitability of it all, the arguments, the drinking, the tears. “Do something spontaneous for once, go to a hotel and leave them all to fend for themselves.”


Sophie laughed, wishing they could do exactly that. “You know we can’t.”


“Yes,” Matthew had replied glumly, “I know we can’t.”


 


Following their argument, Helen and Matthew had pretty much avoided each other, except for when their paths had crossed at work. The day after, Matthew went for the drinks at Amanda and Edwin’s and made slightly strained conversation about the hunting ban (Matthew and Sophie pro, Edwin and Amanda against) and golfing holidays in Portugal (Edwin pro, Matthew, Sophie, and Amanda against). Edwin drank too much as usual and tried to pick a fight with Amanda about her decision to get Jocasta—aged nine—a Prada handbag. Three-year-old India drew a felt pen scribble on Matthew’s Ted Baker coat and was sent to her room and baby Molly knocked over a glass of Merlot on the white couch. Helen, meanwhile, sat at home, convinced that Matthew would turn up repentant, flowers in hand, at any second. He didn’t.


On Wednesday, Matthew was away visiting one of Global’s more important clients all day, his phone switched off. Helen went home from work as usual, watched the clock move past seven and then eight o’clock, took her makeup off, got into her pajamas, and cried herself to sleep.


Thursday night was, of course, Claudia’s Nativity. Claudia was playing a Wise Man wearing a beard and a long, striped outfit with open-toed sandals. When she went to present the Virgin Mary with her gift of myrrh, she stubbed her toe on the baby’s crib and said “Bollocks!” very loudly.


Helen had thought about sending Matthew an e-mail to see if he had changed his mind and was coming over as usual, but she knew that his bitch of a twenty-six-year-old assistant, Jenny, opened all his e-mails as a matter of course. Jenny also answered all of his telephone calls, and anyway, Helen and Matthew had long ago agreed to phone each other at work only in an emergency. That evening, she waited and waited, candles burning, white wine chilling, but he didn’t show. She decided that he was sulking and just wanted to make her feel bad.


Friday was the last day in the office before the two-week Christmas shut-down. Helen had convinced herself that Matthew would be happy that he’d taught her a lesson and would, any moment now, make an excuse to pop into her office in order to make it up to her. She had been intending to give him the briefcase last night, but now it sat wrapped up in silver paper and ribbon, under her desk.


She went to the secretaries’ annual Christmas lunch and got a bit drunk and tearful. For a split second she considered hooking up with Jamie, the company’s only male assistant, but he was barely twenty-seven and not even that good-looking, so she decided against it. She tried to bring the conversation around to Matthew as much as she could without giving herself away, but only managed to find out that he’d bought Sophie a pair of Tiffany earrings for Christmas, that he’d once asked Jenny to buy him some new underwear when he was going on a conference and had forgotten to pack any (Calvin Klein, black, large), and that Laura often rang up to invite him out to lunch and he sometimes went. None of this made Helen very happy.


At about four o’clock, she decided to use an emergency phone call and got an out of office message—Matthew Shallcross has left for the Christmas break and will be back at work on January fourth. She tried his mobile—switched off.


That night, Helen, Rachel, and Neil went to the pub together, and Helen had to concede that he was actually really nice and funny and clearly adored Rachel. What’s more, when Rachel talked to him about a band or a cool club, he didn’t think it was hilarious and cute to say, “Is that a new brand of cereal?” When Rachel told a story involving break dancing and a rah-rah skirt, he didn’t say, “I had a mortgage and a child to support by then, so I missed out on all that eighties stuff.” (Sophie was, in fact, Matthew’s second wife and he already had a son when he met her, Leo, who was now thirty-eight, by his first wife, Hannah. Leo was old enough to be Suzanne and Claudia’s father, just as Matthew could have been Helen’s, although she didn’t like to think about that, for obvious reasons.)


What’s more, Rachel’s evening didn’t end abruptly at eight o’clock because her boyfriend had a wife to get home to.


Helen stayed out far too late and had far too much to drink and went home and cried. A lot.


 


For the past few years, Helen had spent Christmas Day alone in her flat. She could have gone home to her parents, but it was too shaming at nearly forty years old to be turning up single. So she told them she was spending the day with her boyfriend. Not Matthew, her parents would have practically disowned her if they’d thought she was seeing another woman’s husband—oh no, this was the imaginary boyfriend, Carlo, that Helen had been telling them about for as long as she could remember. It was a tricky call but, on balance, it was worth having to deal with the offense her mother had taken because Carlo had never deigned to visit rather than face her pity and disappointment that her only daughter was a middle-aged spinster.


One year, dreading the miserable day of bad TV and turkey nuggets, she’d decided to go home anyway, telling her mum and dad that Carlo had gone to his own parents in Spain for a change. She couldn’t remember why or when he’d become Spanish, but over the years she’d found that she had a tendency to elaborate the lie to fill in silences. He was now not only foreign but wealthy and, she thought she could remember once saying, famous in his own country—for what, she couldn’t recall. By lunchtime, her mum was making sad eyes at her about the fact that he hadn’t yet called to wish Helen a Happy Christmas. By midafternoon, it had progressed to “Have you had a fight?” She’d chosen never to repeat the experience.


Christmas for Helen had always been a bit of a trauma. She had always loved the buildup—the shop window displays and the fairy lights and the schmaltzy films on TV—but the actual day itself had always been a letdown, a long, dull, formal lunch with no TV allowed until her mum and dad woke up from their afternoon nap and they had turkey sandwiches in front of the game shows. As she got older, the prospect of the endless, dreary afternoon began to eclipse any enjoyment she’d experienced in the run-up. She began to dread the whole holiday season.


Usually, these days, Helen got through it by going out with Rachel for a raucous Christmas Eve and then sleeping through most of the next day. This year, she couldn’t quite face the joy that was Rachel and Neil together, so she lied to Rachel, too, and told her she was going to a club with yet more imaginary friends, and then took to her bed with a bottle of vodka.


To Sophie’s dismay, Christmas Eve with the Shallcrosses was following its usual pattern. Amanda and Edwin and their family had arrived along with Matthew’s mother, Sheila, and were busy criticizing anything they could find to criticize, from the year of the wine they’d been offered to the make of the glasses in which it was given to them. Louisa and Jason were late, probably arguing. Louisa would be having a glass of vodka and rubbing it in the face of newly teetotal Jason. These days, when she really wanted to get at him, she told him he was no fun now that he didn’t drink which, for someone who’d once woken up in a police cell after slapping her in the face during a drunken row, was tough to hear.


“Do you remember when Louisa brought her first boyfriend, that Wilson boy, home to dinner and he brought a bottle of cava?” Sheila was saying now to Amanda, who laughed heartily at Sophie didn’t know what.


“Yes, and he said, ‘It must be good because it cost six pounds.’” Amanda dabbed at her eyes helplessly.


Sophie made a mental note to hide the six bottles of cava she had bought from Oddbins earlier, to bulk up her supplies, behind the crate of Laurent-Perrier in the kitchen. In all the years she’d been with Matthew, she had never managed to anticipate what the next gem of condescension to come out of his mother’s or sisters’ mouths would be.


She was under no illusions. She knew that both Amanda and her mother thought that Matthew had sold himself short when he’d married her, because she knew they found her very middle-class to their faux upper. Amanda liked to think she bore a striking similarity to Princess Michael of Kent, the refined woman’s pinup—which, in fact, she did—and affected a cut-glass accent to match, which could slice bread. Sheila, who in no small part resembled Lady Thatcher, was the only person Sophie had ever met who actually read Horse & Hound, even though she hated animals of all kinds. They were ridiculous women and Sophie often found herself pitying them despite their, at times, open hostility. Louisa had never been overly fond of Sophie, either, but in her case it was because no woman would ever be good enough for her older brother, no matter what. Sophie often marveled at how someone as charming and laid-back and fun as Matthew could be related to three such disagreeable people.


 


By nine o’clock, Louisa and Jason had turned up and everyone was settled in. Sophie was already exhausted, fixing drinks, offering around mince pies and sausage rolls, and washing glasses. Louisa and Jason were making a big show of not speaking to each other and she was doing her best to drive both him and Amanda insane by flirting with Edwin, who was lapping up the attention along with Matthew’s twenty-five-year-old malt whiskey. Sheila had already told Sophie that she thought Sophie had put on weight. Suzanne was sulking in her room because she couldn’t watch TV. Benji and India were fighting over a Game Boy. The baby was crying, although no one seemed to be doing anything about it. Claudia had managed to spill Coke down Jocasta’s Juicy Couture top, after several attempts, so at least she was happy. Matthew felt a sharp pang of longing for the cool, uncluttered quiet of Helen’s flat. For a split second, he thought about calling her, but he poured himself another drink and pushed that thought to the back of his mind.


By eleven, Louisa was sitting on the sofa with Edwin, listening intently to his every word and “accidentally” brushing his leg with her hand whenever she thought Jason might be watching. Edwin, half a bottle down, had started to slur in a way that would have been comical, had the whole scene not been so gruesome.


“You’re a good girl,” he drooled, patting Louisa on the knee as if she were a well-behaved Labrador.


“And you’re a naughty boy,” she replied nauseatingly, in what she thought was a flirtatious manner, but which actually came out more Barbara Woodhouse than the Joanna Lumley she was attempting. Truthfully, Louisa’s leg was getting a bit sore from all the patting. She could feel a patch of her thigh reddening up under her gray wool trousers. Safe in the knowledge that her sister had left the room—and was at this moment in the hall with their mother, trying to explain to Sophie why Filipinas were untrustworthy in the kitchen—she decided to force the issue a little.


“Amanda’ll be getting jealous,” she purred, placing her hand over his.


“Maybe we should all have an early night,” said Matthew, who had no idea how to handle the situation. He stood up. “What do you say, Jason?”


Jason’s eyes were glued to his wife and brother-in-law. Matthew sat back down again, unsure what to do next.


“OK, kids, I think that’s bedtime,” Matthew tried again. The younger children had already been sent upstairs, but Claudia, who had persuaded Suzanne out of her room with promises of adults misbehaving, was trying to decide how best to use the new word she’d just learned—it sounded like “runt”—and was hoping that Jason might use it again so that she could make sure she’d gotten the pronunciation and context right. Neither of them moved.


Checking that she still had Jason’s full focus, Louisa leaned in and stage-whispered loudly in Edwin’s ear, “I know you’ve always fancied me.”


Jason, having manfully resisted this far, poured himself a large glass of Merlot.


Finally, Matthew had had enough. He took the phone and shut himself in his and Sophie’s French Renaissance bedroom and dialed Helen’s number. He heard three rings and then the answerphone clicked in—Helen’s voice sounding chirpy and youthful and inviting. He hung up without leaving a message, then a stabbing pain hit him—where was she? Despite the fact that Matthew had a wife that he still, occasionally, had sex with, he went into paroxysms of jealousy if another man went within a few feet of Helen. Now, he started to imagine her in a variety of excruciating scenarios with good-looking younger men, sharing a cozy drink in a pub, a drunken kiss in the street, a bed. Who knows what she was—at this very moment—doing to get back at him? In fact, she was sleeping in a drink-induced near-coma, her mouth open, with just a hint of dribble coming out, and very unattractive noises rattling around her nasal passages, but in Matthew’s mind she’d already met, seduced, and all but married someone new.


He tried her mobile. Turned off. Matthew sat on the bed, staring at the duvet. Fuck. He was still sitting like this when Sophie came in, spoiling for a fight. This’d be a similar fight to the one Matthew and Sophie had had last Christmas and the Christmas before. It went along these lines:


“Your fucking family are out of control.”


“I didn’t invite them.”


“Oh, and I did? They invited themselves and what, you expect me to say no, then never hear the last of it all year?”
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