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“Did you pack my book?”

Her husband shrugs, driving
carefully north.

“Sue... yolknowyou won'’t have
time to read. You never do.”

This year it's Wilfred and Helen’s
turn to host, so Mike and Sue head up the
congested motorway, the Daewoo’s boot
full of festive food, shiny-wrapped parcels
and the best wines Mike’s job in local
government can buy.

The closest weekend to Christmas
each year the two couples get together,
either at Wilfred and Helen’s in the
country or Mike and Sue’s in the suburbs,
swap ribald jokes, bemoan their children,
eat all those calorie-crammed treats they
neglect the rest of the year, and drink too
much. By the end they’ll be relieved to
separate, go back to their own conventions,
dull jobs and January diets.

Each year as they drive home the
couple in the car express delight to be
away, doubt that next year they’ll bother to
return the compliment; yet by the August
or September the old resentments will have
dissipated once more and a fear of
appearing inhospitable begins to take over,
until by October it seems out of the
guestion not to have their old friends over
again. It's only a weekend of eating and
drinking and arguing politics; where’s the
harm?

This year, Sue has taken some
persuading to make the trip; her mother
has recently died, and although she’s
known Wilfred and Helen since they all
met at the university twenty years ago she
feels fragile, exposed in their presence; she
knows them well enough, but no longer
well enough to share her mourning.

After turning off the motorway Mike
roars through a series of small, regulated
villages that never change unless you live
there.

By the time Mike pulls up the
familiar drive at the front of Wilfred and
Helen’s Sue feels optimistic again, happy
to see her old friends and catch up. After
all she and Helen shared a room at the
strange bunker-like halls for two years,
lusted over the same undergraduates in the
grimy student union bar, were each chief
bridesmaid at the other’s wedding, and still
speak on the phone at least once a week.
Sue was disappointed that Helen didn’t
make it south for her mother’s funeral but
as Helen had explained, work was hectic
and her eldest son had his own problems.

Wilfred opens the door, wearing a
white woollen jumper and slacks, and now
more hair on his grey-bearded chin than
Mike has left on his entire head: jumping
forward he pumps Mike’s hand like he’s
pumping an ale keg then gives Sue a
demure kiss, his bristles making her shiver
in her too cool, too cotton dress and
cardigan.

Without a word their eager host
leads the way to the guest room at the end
of the house, as if they've never stayed
before; annually they descend, the bed,
dresser, view from the window, all remain
as they were that first winter, right after
graduation, when Wilfred took on his
parents’ house and put his mother away so
she wouldn’t trouble anyone. Even the
wallpaper seems oppressive: dark brown,
like the curtains, like the distant hills
they've never visited and Sue can’t name.

It seems strange here in this big,
echoey house, without children; this is the
first time there have been none present and
the atmosphere seems cold and sterile
without their mess and their natural charm.
Over dinner, the conversation slides to
politics.

“UKIP, sighs Mike, to his obvious
regret. “I mean they’re a one-trick pony,
but you wouldn’tbelievethe new
regulations coming out of Brussels.”

“Green,” says Helen, timidly.

Nobody asks why: she’d always been
rather wet, rather warm. All eyes turn to
Wilfred.
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“Well, I'm almost ashamed to admit
it, but | voted BNP.” There’s a frozen
silence round the table: even Helen looks
embarrassed. “Look,” says Wilfred,
rubbing his beard, rising angrily to a
challenge that hasn't been verbalised, “it
was aprotest Things just can’t go on like
this! Look at the state of this place.”
Everyone looks round the dignified dining
room, paid for, like the rest of the house,
by Wilfred’s missing mother. “I don’t
mean -here | work in Chester and it's
becoming... an alien world.”

Wilfred, the teenage revolutionary,
the leftwing firebrand: Sue remembers the
time he seduced her with tales of the
revolution, explanations of Trotskyism,
and says nothing. No-one asks how she
votes; no-one cares.

Towards the end of port and cheese
Wilfred disappears into their son’s room
and emerges carrying a small machine and
pulls a projector screen from the living
room ceiling.Wii, he said: and so they
spend a harmless-enough evening playing
bowls, and boxing, and squash, without
leaving the room.

Once they're all sloshed Mike
suggests they swap partners, and Sue’s
mood of resigned boredom momentarily
lifts, until she realises he’s talking about
mixed doubles for the tennis game. Once,
when they were all young, they played
outdoors on real courts with real rackets,
feeling the sun and the wind on their skin.
Now they wave electric boxes around,
smash pixelated blots.

Sue partners Wilfred, who's quite as
hopeless at fantasy tennis as he was about
real sex that one time when he visited the
student halls knowing Helen was out;
Mike, on the other hand, is as adept at
electronic lobs and backhand smashes as
he once was in the bedroom, in the
conservatory, atop the multi-storey car-
park adjoining the mall; masterful.

Funny how Mike and Helen never
fucked back then: they've always made a
good team, leading 6-2 5-1 in minutes. On

match-point, Wilfred swipes ineffectually,
misses, and lands on top of his fantasy
partner; everyone laughs, but Sue feels he
lingers on her a moment too long, panting
with exertion and smelling of cigars; she
catches the eye of her husband, who looks
away with a pinkish, cuckolded smile.

Wilfred extricates himself and Sue
stands, smoothes her skirt. Now she sees
Helen looks resigned; when Sue sees that
expression she knows Helen knows about
the five-minute fling twenty years before
and has probably always known. Not
attending Sue’s mother’s funeral was her
sweet revenge. How tedious, how
bourgeois; why not produce a gun, stab her
with the corkscrew that hangs by the wine
rack (rendered obsolete by the fashion for
screw-caps), indulge in a moment’s
passion for once in her frigid, sterile life?

As they drive south two days later,
sure that this time there will be no return
invite, this tradition is cancelled, Sue and
Mike find themselves stuck in traffic
outside a town whose name she doesn’t
recognise. She finds herself jerking her
husband until he ejaculates onto his
driving pants. Her mother’s death hasn’t
been mentioned; embarrassment, Sue
guesses, or the season: like her cool cotton
dress, somehow inappropriate.

When they stop at the services for
Mike to clean himself up and purchase
mints she walks dreaming over the foot
bridge, finds a trucker’s resting place, and
asks around for a ride. When a driver
(blonde, foreignyoung asks where she
wishes to go, Sue shrugs, feeling light,
liking the way his blue eyes light up more
with hope more than expectation, and
smiles.

“Anywhere.”

The end
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