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It's  the  late  80s  and  there's  these  two  young
accountants... Think you know what you're in for?
Well think again: this is West Yorkshire,  Helena's
going out  with a member of  CND, and Matthew
wouldn't  be  seen  dead  in  red  braces.

16  years  throws  a  lot  at  a  friendship  –  musical
differences,  flat-shares,  marriage,  divorce,  affairs,
wanting  children,  having  children,  not  having
children, being apart, changing career...  Just how
much of  that  will  irreverent  humour and shared
history get you through? And what happens if you
fall in love? 
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Part I
Helena and Matthew



Chapter 1
When I grow up I want to be an 
accountant

Helena Robertshaw stood nervously at the foot
of  the  steps,  torn  between  feeling  grown  up
because  she  was  about  to  begin  her  career, and
feeling small because she wasn’t sure she was ready
to cope with it. She couldn’t remember her first day
at  school,  but  however  bad it  had  been,  at  least
she’d  had  her  mum’s  hand  to  hold.  She
straightened her already straight skirt and adjusted
her  already  neat  hairclip,  then  made  the  all-
important move through the front door and into
working life.

A  man Helena  had  spoken  to  on  the  phone
came  to  meet  her  in  reception.  He  had  a  wide,
insincere smile and a firm, insincere handshake; he
told  ‘Helen’  he  was  looking  forward  to  working
with her, and escorted her to the lift.  She smiled
politely at him, didn’t bother to try and correct his
mistake over her name, and was thankful that she
wouldn’t have to work with him too closely. At the
second floor Helena was pointed in the direction of
a large office.
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“I’ll  leave  you  here,  just  go  right  in,  they’re
expecting  you.  And  remember:  if  you  have  any
problems, anything, don’t hesitate to come and find
me. Dan Pearson, third on the left, just along here.
Can’t miss it.”

A final flash of the smile and he turned away,
striding along the corridor, floppy fringe flopping
with every step. Dan was almost exactly as Helena
had  envisaged  him  over  the  phone,  a  perfect
specimen of  yuppiedom; she was  just  waiting for
him to say ‘ciao’.

Helena had done her work placement with the
company  the  previous  summer  in  a  different
branch,  so  although she’d  known generally  what
the place was like and had been told how things
were organised, she wasn’t sure quite what would
greet  her when she opened the door she’d been
shown to. What she found was six desks, five men
her  side  of  thirty-five,  and  a  screwed-up  ball  of
paper  in  mid-flight  towards  one  of  them.  The
synchronised turning of five heads towards the tall
woman in the doorway, all other parts apparently
frozen  including  the  arm  still  raised  from  the
throw, made Helena laugh and she felt a little more
relaxed. The men looked expectantly at her.

“I’m Helena Robertshaw, I was told you were
expecting me.”

“Eleanor? I thought we were getting a Harriet
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or something, another aitch for the collection,” said
the  paper-ball  recipient  to  his  neighbour.  The
second  man,  by  way  of  explanation,  looked  at
Helena and pointed to each of his officemates in
turn:

“Matthew,  Mark,  Martin,  Hugh,  and  I’m
Henry. Quite pathetic, I know, but we were briefly
excited at the thought of a balance of initials. Did
you say Eleanor or Helena?”

“Helena. Definitely with an aitch.”
“Oh  well,  that’s  alright,”  said  a  less  puzzled

Matthew, “You can come and join us then.”
The  morning  flew  past  as  Helena  was

introduced to the arcane rituals of photocopying,
computer  print-outs  and coffee-making.  The  five
other  occupants  of  the  office  seemed  pleasant
enough, though Hugh was shy and almost entirely
silent.  Matthew was  closest  to  her  own age:  he’d
arrived as a graduate trainee a year previously and
still hadn’t got used to the idea that he now had to
work for a living. Helena was bubbling over with
detail that lunchtime when she hurriedly met her
boyfriend Keith for a sandwich in the park.

As she was putting on her jacket to go home
after an equally fast-paced afternoon, Martin asked
if she’d like to join the five of them at a local wine-
bar so they could get to know their new colleague.
Her first, silent, reaction was horror at the prices in
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wine-bars,  but  then  she  remembered  she  was
earning money now so it didn’t matter. What did
matter was that she had promised to meet Keith to
tell  him at  greater  length how her first  day had
been, and this was what she told Martin, but she
was disappointed that she’d had to turn them down
and hoped there’d be another opportunity to get to
know them better later on.

Matthew was also disappointed that Helena had
rejected  their  invitation,  or  rather  he  was
disappointed  by  the  reason  she  gave.  Having
already  worked  his  way  through  the  younger
secretaries in the past year, Matthew's interest had
been piqued in his new curvy officemate, with her
long chestnut  ringlets  and big  brown eyes.  She'd
laughed  more  at  Matthew’s  jokes  that  morning
than his other colleagues usually did, and being a
trainee accountant suggested intelligence. Matthew
watched her  long  legs  appreciatively  as  she  clip-
clopped out of  the room on her high heels,  and
decided that life was distinctly unfair.

Friday seemed to come round quickly, and with
barely  a  chance to  breathe  Helena found herself
facing  the  final  five  minutes  of  her  first  week at
work.  Mark  asked  if  she  was  joining  them for  a
drink after work, and when she didn’t immediately
reply he said:

“You can bring your boyfriend. We go along to
11



Hodgson’s every Friday after work. The wine bar,
just across there.”

He gestured towards  the window but  Helena
wasn’t watching, she was weighing up the pros and
cons of persuading Keith to go to a wine bar with
six accountants. 

“Maybe next week;  we’ve already made plans
for this evening.” She smiled at Mark, and Matthew
wondered if they were the same sort of plans he’d
have if he had a girlfriend like that. If Matthew’s
plans  involved  vegetarian  food  and  lengthy
discussion with four postgraduate politics students
then yes, they were.

Keith  was  two  years  older  than  Helena  and
they’d met at university during Helena's first year.
She’d  fallen  in  love  with  Keith’s  principles  and
eloquence,  though  he  was  also  tall  and  good-
looking. She hung on his every word, and he was
genuinely  fond  of  her, though  often  unwittingly
patronising and prone to treating her like a child.
During  the  holidays  she’d  pined  for  him in  her
northern home-town while he earnestly protested
anything and everything in London. After a year,
he’d graduated and gone to start his PhD close to
Helena’s  home,  and  she’d  been  in  the  reversed
situation  of  pining  for  him  all  term.  Since  June
she’d  been  back  at  home  permanently,  and  was
beginning to wonder if being apart was all that had
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kept them together.
That  Friday  evening  when  she  left  work,

Helena  went  straight  to  the  house  Keith  shared
with three other students. Keith himself answered
the door.

“Oh cool! I wasn’t expecting you till  later. Do
you want to borrow some clothes? You look a bit
power-dressed.”

He laughed, and poked the thick shoulder pads
on her suit jacket. She smiled and walked past him
towards his  bedroom. He raised an eyebrow and
pointed to the kitchen door.

“We’re  cooking  tonight,  remember?  Though
you should probably take that jacket off, I wouldn’t
want you to get pasta sauce on it.”

Helena  purposely  left  her  jacket  on,  and
followed  Keith  into  the  kitchen.  None  of  his
housemates were around.

“Keith, I think we need to talk.”
“What’s wrong, Ladybug?” he asked, sounding

concerned  and  stroking  her  hair.  She  gently
removed his hand from her head.

“Don’t call me Ladybug, it’s really annoying.”
He looked genuinely hurt, and Helena almost

lost her nerve and stopped right there. She felt a
lot of affection for Keith, and she was used to him
being  there,  even  if  ‘there’  meant  hundreds  of
miles away: she didn’t  want to hurt him, but she
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didn’t feel like she was in love with him any more,
and she wondered if she ever had been. Either way,
there  was  no  point  in  continuing  to  drift  along
together; her new situation had brought that home
to her.

“Keith,  I  don’t  think  we’re  going  anywhere,
we’re just kind of coasting, and we’ve grown into
different people since we started going out. I have,
anyway,  I  mean  eighteen  and  twenty-one  are
worlds apart …”

She trailed off: he was nodding, looking a little
upset  but  not  exactly  devastated.  Helena  didn’t
know whether to be offended by his apparent lack
of concern.

“I’m glad you brought it up, I’ve been thinking
something similar myself. I didn’t think it would be
such a big thing, you joining the capitalist world,
but …” He shrugged.

“You mean you can’t  handle me earning real
money while you’re still on a student grant?”

Helena was amazed by Keith’s reaction: to be
jealous because she was earning and he wasn’t was
just childish. Keith sighed, closed his eyes briefly,
and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“You should know me better than that. Money
isn’t important: attitude is. Perhaps it’s best that we
go  our  separate  ways.  Help  yourself  to  anything
you think belongs to you.”
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Helena returned to the kitchen with an armful
of jumpers and books a short while later.

“If you find anything else, could you bring it
round? It’s a bit of a tip in there.”

Keith nodded and gestured to a saucepan with
the vegetable knife in his hand: “Are you sure you
don’t  want  to  stay  for  dinner?  Mushroom  and
onion sauce.”

“I don’t like mushrooms.”
“Oh Ladybug, why didn’t you ever say so?”
“Because  you  put  mushrooms  in  everything,

and if I said I didn’t like them I thought you’d have
nothing to give me. And don’t call me Ladybug.”

They  looked  each  other  in  the  eyes:  Helena
looked away first, and left without another word.

Later  that  evening,  sitting  on  her  bed,  she
began  to  regret  her  decision:  Keith  had  been
around  for  years  and  her  life  suddenly  seemed
empty.  She  wasn’t  in  touch  with  anyone  she’d
known at school, and none of her university friends
lived close by; there wasn't anyone she could ring
and arrange to meet for a drink. She looked at the
clock: nearly eight, probably too late to catch her
officemates in the wine bar. Padding out onto the
landing  she  could  hear  the  sounds  of  the  TV
floating up the stairs  from the front room where
her  parents  were  watching  some  comedy
programme, so she could use the phone in their
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room undisturbed.  Maybe if she rang Keith now, it
wouldn't be too late to go back. Just then the phone
rang, making her jump, and she scuttled back into
her own room.

A few minutes later, there was a soft knock on
Helena’s  bedroom  door  and  her  mum  peered
round it.

“That  was  Keith,  love.”  Full  of  maternal
concern.

“What did he want?” asked Helena, wondering
if he’d phoned up to be insulting or to beg her to
come back, neither of which seemed like his style.
Why hadn’t her mum called her to the phone?

“He  says  he’s  tidied  his  room,  and  the  only
other thing he could find that was yours was one of
your  hair  clips,  but  it  must’ve  been  stood  on
because it doesn’t clip together any more, so he’s
just thrown it away. Why didn’t you tell us? Did you
have a big row, love?”

Helena  shrugged and shook  her  head at  the
same time, and suddenly found she was crying. Mrs
Robertshaw  sat  on  the  bed  and  Helena  flopped
against her, sobbing.

“It just wasn’t love any more, mum, it was just
habit keeping us together.”

“Oh,  love,  if  I’d  left  your  father  when it  was
only habit keeping us together …”
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Chapter 2
Cruising

After  a  weekend  spent  moping  around  the
house  with  her  parents,  wearing  big  floppy
sweaters,  Helena  woke  up  on  Monday  morning
feeling like she could cope again. It had, after all,
been her decision to break up with Keith, and she
was  a  grown-up  with  a  grown-up  job.   She
wondered if she’d bump into Keith in town while
she was buying her sandwich, which prompted her
to make a packed lunch before she left for work.

A morning spent with Matthew, full of himself
because  over  the  weekend  he’d  got  himself  a
midweek date with a very attractive waitress he’d
been eyeing up for weeks, and Helena was almost
light-hearted. She could never tell whether Henry
was seriously annoyed and distracted by Matthew’s
silly jokes and inconsequential chatter, or whether
he just felt it was his duty as the eldest in the office
to be some kind of authority figure. 

Lunchtime arrived, and Helena pulled a small
plastic tub from her bag.

“Don’t  tell  me you’ve been persuaded to take
someone  to  a  restaurant  you  can’t  really  afford,
too?” said Matthew as he pulled a slightly squashed
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sausage roll in a paper bag out of his jacket pocket.
Helena looked at his lunch and wrinkled her nose
up.

“We don’t all live with our parents, Helena; it
was my cheapest option.”

“If you must know, I made this myself.”
She  pulled  the  lid  off  the  tub  and  leaned  it

towards  him  so  he  could  see  the  triangular-cut
white-bread  sandwiches,  the  scotch  egg  and  the
apple. Matthew looked down at the limp pastry in
his hand.

“Swop you an unrecognizable lump of stuff for
a  box  of  sarnies?  No?  Oh  well  …What  are  you
eating  lunch  at  your  desk  for?  The  novelty  of
meeting your boyfriend every lunchtime worn off,
has it?”

A fleeting twinge of something that could have
been  pain  flashed  across  Helena’s  face,  and
Matthew wished he hadn’t said anything.

“We split up on Friday, actually, so it’s more like
I could sit in the park by myself and eat sandwiches
in the cold, or I could sit in the office by myself and
eat sandwiches in the warm.”

“Ah,” said Matthew, “but you’re not by yourself
here are you?”

Helena  smiled  at  him,  and  they  sat  down to
their  respective  lunches,  talking,  laughing,  and
getting to know each other better. Now that he’d
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got  the  date  with  the  waitress  to  think  about,
Matthew  didn’t  even  remember  that  the  week
before he’d been disappointed to hear Helena had
a boyfriend. 

#

Another  Friday  came  around quickly  enough
and this time Helena went along to the wine bar
with her officemates. It was full of members of the
many  nearby  law,  insurance,  accountancy  and
advertising firms, wedged elbow to elbow in their
suits,  trying  not  to  talk  shop.  After  a  couple  of
glasses of wine even Hugh became almost talkative,
and  Helena  was  enjoying  herself:  she  thought
about Keith’s undoubted views on drinking in wine
bars with accountants, and missed him for a brief
moment, though at the same time she knew she’d
done the right thing. 

Matthew had asked if she’d like to go to a club
later in the evening, with him, his new girlfriend
Sandra,  and Martin.  Helena had declined, partly
because she wasn’t sure she’d fancy staying up so
late when she’d got up so early that morning, and
partly because she didn’t want to give Martin any
ideas by pairing off with him. There was nothing
wrong with Martin, he just wasn’t really her type,
though when she thought about it she wasn’t sure
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what her type was:  going on past form it  looked
like being bearded CND members, and she wasn’t
sure she’d go out of her way to go out with one of
them again. 

The evening was drawing on, it was after seven
and  Helena  was  beginning  to  think  about  going
home.  She’d  told  her  mum she  wouldn’t  be  too
late, and besides she was getting hungry and hadn’t
been  talking  to  anyone  for  a  few  minutes.  She
looked  idly  round the  room as  she  drained  her
glass, and was starting to slide off the tall stool she
was perched on,when she caught sight of a group
of  young men in  grey  suits.  Nothing  unusual  in
that, the place was full of them, but on the fringes
of this group, ignored or forgotten, was a tall figure
nervously spinning a glass in his hands. He looked
up,  and  Helena  looked  away  quickly,  right  at
Matthew  who’d  been  watching  her  with  some
amusement. He leaned over her shoulder to look
in the direction she’d been looking in.

“Tall, stringy, looks like Tom Cruise?”
“Does he? I hadn’t really noticed,” lied Helena.
“Go  on  then:  buy  him  a  drink,  his  glass  is

empty.”
“I couldn’t do that!” 
Matthew laughed: “It’s OK for girls to make the

first  move these days,  you know. Did anyone tell
you it’s OK to ditch the corset, too?”
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Helena thumped him lightly on the arm, and
put down her empty glass.

“OK or not, I’m hungry and I’m going home.”
“Well  if  you’re  going  to  let  a  little  thing  like

dinner get  in  the way it  can’t  be  that  serious  an
interest. Sure you won’t come out later?”

Helena nodded and moved away, turning back
to wave to the rest  of  her officemates,  who were
watching  her  go.  She  almost  collided  with  a  tall
man on his way to the bar. They both exclaimed
apologies  at  the same time, looked at  each other
and  turned  deep  pink:  it  was  the  nervous  Tom
Cruise lookalike. Helena hurried away to the door,
and when she looked back, saw Matthew grinning
at her.

The  following  Wednesday  Matthew
remembered at half past nine that he’d forgotten to
post his mum’s birthday card, and sneaked out to
the  post  box.  When  he  came  back  he  looked
gleeful, and as he passed he poked at the elaborate
mound of  curly  hair  that  Helena  had  piled  and
clipped at the front of her head. She swiped at him
with  a  pen  and  started  patting  at  her  hair-
mountain as he dodged away behind his desk.

“Guess who I’ve just seen?”
“Maurice Chevalier.”
“Who? No, your friend Tom.”
“What? I don’t know any Toms,” said Helena,
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confused.
“Mr Cruise, I mean. In the lobby.”
Helena  coloured,  and  bent  over  her  desk  as

though she was looking intently at some important
paperwork.

“Really?  And  why  would  you  think  I’d  be
interested in that.”

“Tom  Cruise  is  in  the  lobby?”  asked  a  very
puzzled  Martin.  Matthew  gave  him  a  withering
look.

“No,  brainbox.  What  would  Tom  Cruise  be
doing here? He’s probably swanning around LA in
an open-top sports car or something.”

Henry looked at his watch:
“It’s one-thirty in the morning in LA.”
“Well,  it’s  probably  still  warm there  at  night.

He’s probably been out clubbing with a couple of
gorgeous  blondes,”  replied  a  defiant  Matthew.
Henry  sighed  and  went  back  to  his  work  after
sharing his opinion that even LA wasn’t really hot
in October in the middle of the night. Helena was
glad of the diversion and was hoping Matthew had
been permanently sidetracked, when he turned to
Martin to explain:

“Anyway, it’s just this guy Helena was after on
Friday, he looks a bit like a tall Tom Cruise.”

“I was not ‘after’ anyone on Friday, thank you
very much.” 
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“Only  because  you had to  go home for  your
tea.” 

“Come  on,  now,”  said  Henry,  sternly,  and
everyone worked in silence for a while.

At lunchtime, Helena waited until everyone else
had  left  Matthew  and  her  to  their  deskbound
lunches before she asked him where exactly ‘Tom’
had been.

“In the lobby.”
“Coming in or going out?”
“I don’t know, just standing around. I thought

you didn’t care, anyway?”
“Just curious,” said a slightly pink Helena as she

opened a magazine on her desk.  Matthew was  a
little affronted as he’d only brought a packed lunch
to keep Helena company, so he tried to keep her
attention off the magazine.

“We could find out if he works here or not.”
She  looked  up,  trying  not  to  appear  too

interested.
“Oh yes, how would we do that then?”

#

With  ten  minutes  of  lunchtime  left,  Matthew
and Helena were huddled together behind a large
potted palm in the lobby of their building. They
were  right  beside  the  front  doors,  but  anyone
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coming in would have had to look almost over their
shoulder  to  notice  them.  Helena  was  giggling  as
quietly as she could, but Matthew kept poking her
in the ribs to shut her up, which only made things
worse.  They’d been there a few minutes  with no
sign  of  their  quarry  when  a  voice  behind  them
made them both jump up.

“I  hope  you  weren’t  planning  to  ambush
anyone, Helen.”

“No,  Mr  Pearson,”  stammered  Helena,
embarrassed.

“Dan,  please.  And  what  about  you?  I  hope
you’re not leading Helen astray.”

“Of  course  not,  Darren,”  replied  Matthew,
smoothly.

“Dan.”
“Helena,”  said Matthew, pointing at  her. Dan

Pearson  glared  at  them  both  and  stalked  away,
pushing  his  fringe  away  from his  eyes.  Matthew
and Helena looked at  each  other  and burst  into
relieved laughter. With a last look around but still
no sign of ‘Tom’, they returned to the office.

After  their  unfortunate  encounter  with  Dan
Pearson, Matthew and Helena decided it was safer
not to hide behind pot plants any more, and the
following lunchtime at  about  the same time they
went  down  to  the  lobby  and  stood  to  one  side,
pretending to talk earnestly. Matthew was in fact
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reeling off Human League lyrics while he watched
the  front  door  because  Helena  was  nervous  and
couldn’t think of anything to say. They were about
to give up and go back upstairs when a tall figure
caught Matthew’s eye.

“Is that him? I think it is.”
“Where?” asked Helena, a little too quickly as

she spun round to see. There he was, well over six
feet tall and easy to spot. He was trailing behind a
couple  of  other  men  who  were  laughing  and
talking.

“Quick, over to the lifts.”
“What?” gasped Helena.
“Well  you  want  to  know  what  floor  he’s  on,

don’t you?”
“Yes, but …”
“Oh, I’ll go.”
Helena  felt  foolish  and  isolated  as  she  stood

alone,  trying  not  to  make  it  obvious  she  was
watching anyone, while Matthew hurried over to a
party  waiting beside one of  the lifts  and slapped
someone  on  the  back,  then  pretended  a  case  of
mistaken identity. 

“Sixth floor. Must be an advertising executive,”
said Matthew with relish, as he returned to Helena.
Matthew  constantly  made  fun  of  people  who
worked  for  the  advertising  agencies  in  the  area,
one  of  which  occupied the  top two floors  of  the
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building. Helena said nothing, and they returned
to the office in silence.

During  the  last  part  of  Friday  afternoon,
Helena was starting to fidget and repeatedly look at
her watch. Matthew was highly amused: he’d been
suggesting  chat-up lines  all  day  until  Henry  had
softly bashed him over the head with a folder and
told him to shut up or stand in the corridor on one
leg. Matthew of course had started to rise from his
chair, but a look from Henry made him sit down
and get back to work. Now at five to five, as Helena
got  up  and  picked  up  her  handbag,  Matthew
couldn’t resist a taunt.

“Touching up the warpaint?”
“Shut up, Matthew. I don’t laugh at you when

you  surreptitiously  sniff  your  armpits  and  check
your  breath  every  time  you  have  to  go  talk  to
anything female.”

Everyone  else  laughed  at  this,  and  before
Matthew could think of a suitably witty rejoinder,
Helena was shutting the door behind her.

With  her  make-up  slightly  stronger  than  it
would  normally  be  for  work,  and  her  hair
unclipped, Helena accompanied Matthew and the
others to the wine bar down the street. She'd told
her mum she didn’t know what time she might be
back, and she was wired on nervous excitement.

“You’re not paying any attention, are you?”
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“Sorry, were you talking to me?”
Helena turned guiltily  back towards Matthew,

who was  scanning  the  room for  tall  people  who
worked in advertising. 

“Not turned up yet?”
Helena  shrugged  in  what  she  hoped  was  a

nonchalant  sort  of  way, and tried  not  to  look as
disappointed as she felt.

“Anyway, I was saying, do you fancy going out
with us tonight?”

Helena hesitated.
“Don’t  worry,  Martin  knows  you’ve  only  got

eyes for Tom. So how about it?”
“Oh,  go on  then,”  said  Helena,  finishing  her

drink. She looked at her watch. “What time do I
meet you, and where?”

Matthew suggested she called at the house he
shared with Martin,  since that was where Sandra
was  meeting  them,  and  he  told  her  how  to  get
there.  She  checked  her  watch  again:  it  was  a
twenty-minute bus ride home.

“I  suppose  if  I’m  going  to  have  tea  and  get
changed, I’d better be heading off now. See you in
a bit then.”

Helena wasn’t in the brightest of moods as she
slumped  in  the  corner  of  the  bus  seat.  She’d
worked herself up over the afternoon into a state
where she could have gone over to speak to him,
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and he hadn’t been there. Of all  the monstrously
unfair things …Still, it might be just as well: she’d
been going out with Keith since she was eighteen
and  she’d  been  quite  shy  at  school,  never  the
clubbing type. Although she’d been at university by
herself after Keith had left, she hadn’t been single
and  this  would  be  her  first  taste  of  absolute
freedom.

As Helena unlocked the front door she realised
that she’d have to get a taxi home and it would cost
a fortune, but it  was too late now and she didn’t
even  have  Matthew’s  phone  number.  When  she
told her mum she was going out, and was asked if
she’d considered how she’d get home, she gave the
impression that paying for a taxi home from town
was a complete triviality now she had a job.  Her
mum pursed  her  lips  but  said  nothing  about  it,
instead asking who she was going with.

“A couple of guys from work, and one of them’s
girlfriend.”

“Oh,  I  see,”  said  Helena’s  mum,  with  an
annoying smirk.

“No, you don’t see at all. Matthew and Martin
are both just friends of mine. I’ve only just split up
with  Keith,  why  would  I  be  desperate  to  find
someone else?”

She  hurried  upstairs,  neglecting  to  mention
that she was in fact already interested in someone
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else,  he  just  hadn’t  had  the  decency  to  turn  up
somewhere she could talk to him.
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Chapter 3
DG

The  night  out  with  Matthew,  Sandra  and
Martin was good fun, not even entirely marred by
the  fact  that  Helena was  left  to  her  own devices
after a while when Martin became fascinated with a
girl  wearing  large  earrings  and  a  small  skirt.
Matthew didn’t  tease her about Tom Cruise once
on the Monday morning, and she was beginning to
think the whole  thing had been silly, particularly
hiding behind pot plants. 

On  Friday  night  Helena  had  been  wearing
heels that were too high for her to dance in and
had  hurt  her  ankle  -  nothing  serious  but  it  was
uncomfortable  on  the  stairs.  Since  she  hadn’t
wanted to spend long in the kitchen with her mum
and her  continuing  lectures  on sensible  footwear
on Monday morning,  Helena had to  go out  and
buy Monday's lunch. She was already inside the lift
before she noticed who one of the other occupants
was. He looked up and went a similar colour to the
one Helena felt like she’d gone, then looked back
down at the filofax clutched in his long fingers. It
had the letters DG stamped on the front in gold,
and Helena wondered if they were his initials. The
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lift reached the ground floor and she got out and
walked to the main doors without looking back.

For the rest of the week, Matthew kept calling
out  things  like  ‘Douglas  Graystone-Birch’,  or
‘Derek Grindly’,  much to Helena’s  irritation.  She
had  foolishly  told  him about  the  monogrammed
filofax and he and Martin had been helpfully, so
they  claimed,  trying  to  guess  what  Helena’s
mystery man was called. It took a lot of persuading
to get  Helena along to  Hodgson’s  after  work on
Friday  because  she  was  sure  Matthew  would
embarrass her in some way. In the end she did go:
half  hoping  that  DG  would  be  there,  almost
convinced he wouldn’t be. 

As  on  the  previous  Friday,  Helena  was
distractedly peering around the room and barely
listening  to  anything  that  was  being  said.  After
fifteen minutes or so, Matthew took her by the arm
and steered her into a position where she couldn’t
see much of the room without directly turning her
back on her companions.

“I  think  it  has  to  be  Donald  Grout,”  said
Martin, suddenly.

“No, no. Diphtheria Gervase-Smythe,” Matthew
chipped  in,  with  a  grin.  Helena  looked
exasperated.

“Will you two just give it a rest? I’m sure it’s a
normal name, whatever it is.” She looked sternly at
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Matthew.
“Why don’t you go ask him, then? We’re dying

to know, now.”
“What?”  said  Helena  as  she  turned round in

her seat, expecting to see no sign of him, or at the
most, a hint of tall person across the room. He was
standing about three feet away, facing her, talking
to an older man. She whipped back round in time
to see Matthew winking at him.

“Matthew!”
“What? Oh, Martin, would you like to step over

here and talk to Henry for a minute.”
Martin  didn’t  look like  he had any particular

desire to speak to Henry, but went anyway, leaving
Helena on her own.

A pair of feet came into Helena’s field of vision
and stopped. She looked up to see DG standing in
front of her, looking flushed. She wanted to stand
up  to  reduce  the  height  difference,  but  he  was
standing  so  close  that  if  she  did  she’d  probably
bang  her  head  on  his  chin.  She  smiled  weakly,
instead, and played with her glass.

“Um …”
Oh, for heaven’s sake! thought Helena.
“Would  you  like  a  drink?”  she  asked  as

confidently as she could.
“Well, actually, that’s what I came over here to

ask you.”
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She held out her glass, told him what she was
drinking,  and  he  ineffectually  tried  to  shove  his
way through the crowd to the bar.

“So?” asked Matthew as he reappeared in front
of Helena. She stood up and smoothed down her
skirt.

“I don’t know. I get the feeling he’s not good at
small talk.”

“Why  do  I  get  the  feeling  you’re  not  very
pleased with me?”

“Matthew, you winked at the man.”
“It got him over here, didn’t it? I’ll leave you to

it. Tell me what happens, tomorrow.”
He handed her a piece of paper and left  her

alone again. She looked at it, saw it was his phone
number, and put it in her jacket pocket. 

David  Gibbon  was  indeed  not  good  at  small
talk. Helena spent a painful hour feeling more like
a torturer trying to extract important intelligence
than an interested party trying to chat someone up,
before she finally gave up and began to make her
excuses. The man was good-looking enough, and
shyness can be attractive,  but Helena was getting
frustrated  and  had  decided  he  wasn’t  worth  the
effort.  She  looked  at  her  watch  and  looked
surprised.

“Oh,  look,  it’s  after  seven-thirty  already. You
know, I promised my mum I’d be home by eight
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because  I  have  to  …babysit  my  niece  …my
neighbour’s niece, I mean.”

She  didn’t  want  to  invent  a  fictional  niece  in
case she spoke to David again and let it slip that she
was an only child. He seemed nice, just difficult to
hold a conversation with, and she was trying not to
offend him.

“So  I’d  better  go  now,  the  bus  takes  twenty
minutes; I’ll probably be a bit late as it is.”

“Oh. Right. Um …”
“We work  in  the  same  building,  I’ll  see  you

around I’m sure.”
Helena  smiled  brightly  at  him,  wishing  she

hadn’t  used such an obvious ‘I  don’t want to see
you again’ line, and left quickly, not daring to look
back.

Her  mum  was  surprised  to  see  her  back  so
early,  and  wondered  if  something  bad  had
happened.  Helena  told  her  that  Matthew  was
taking  Sandra  somewhere,  just  the  two  of  them,
which had left her with a choice between going to a
club  with  Martin  and  being  deserted  almost
immediately, or going home. Not strictly true, but it
satisfied her mum’s curiosity.

The following morning Helena felt guilty: had
she  upset  David?  Should  she  have  tried  harder?
Perhaps he was just incredibly nervous in crowds,
and really he was pretty tall, even relative to her,
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and  those  cheek-bones  had to  be  worth  a  bit  of
effort. She wanted to pick up the phone and have
one  of  those  conversations  that  women  in  films
had, when they phoned their sister or best friend
and poured their heart out to her, and she made
them  feel  better  and  told  them  that  men  really
aren’t  worth  it,  and  all  that  sort  of  stuff.
Unfortunately  Helena  couldn’t  imagine  either  of
her female friends from university having that sort
of conversation, and besides, she hadn’t spoken to
either of them in weeks, she could hardly phone up
out of the blue and start moaning about fancying a
bloke who looked good but wasn’t up to much in
the conversation department. Matthew would just
have to do.

“Hello?”
“Hi Martin, it’s Helena. Is Matthew around?”
“Er …he’s around by the sounds of it, but I’m

not sure he’s in a position to come to the phone.
Shall I get him to call you when Sandra’s gone?”

“Oh, it’s not urgent, never mind.”
She gave Martin her number anyway, but hung

up feeling disappointed and alone, not expecting
Matthew to phone her back.  She made a cup of
coffee  and  grouched  round  the  house  until  her
mum took her to one side and gently suggested she
might like to  go shopping since it  was  her dad’s
birthday later in the week. Helena was about to say
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she’d been planning on buying a present  during
her lunchbreak on Monday, but then she realised
that her mother was trying to tell  her to get out
from under her feet because she was being a pain.

There  were  fewer  than  ten  Saturdays  to
Christmas,  though  judging  by  the  crowds  there
might  as  well  have  been  only  ten  days,  and
Helena’s mood didn't improve. She wandered half-
heartedly through several shops with no clear idea
of  what  to  buy  for  her  dad.  He  didn't  wear
aftershave, the only tie he ever wore was part of his
bus-driver's  uniform,  he  hated  socks  with
characters on them and could take or leave alcohol
and  chocolate.  He  wasn't  an  enthusiastic  reader,
had no great passion for music, and Helena knew if
she bought vouchers her mum would end up using
them.

Of course, now she was working she could buy
him a slightly more expensive present than she had
done in previous years, perhaps a jumper, another
boring  utilitarian  present  but  one  which  would
please her mum at least, who kept complaining that
Helena’s dad only ever wore one jumper outside of
work and it had holes in. If his daughter bought
him a new one for his birthday he’d be sure to wear
it at least long enough for his wife to throw the old
offending item of knitwear out. 

She was standing amongst the racks of casual
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trousers in Marks and Spencer, trying to spy out
the  jumpers,  when  a  tall  figure  caught  her  eye:
David was a few racks away with his back to her.
Helena hesitated, then decided to go speak to him,
if only a friendly hello in passing. 

“Hi David.”
David  started,  blushed,  and  turned  round to

face her with a slightly embarrassed smile. Helena
looked  at  the  surrounding  displays,  and  the
multipack of white boxer shorts  in his hand, and
blushed in turn.

“I was just buying a present for my dad, I was
on my way to the jumpers  and I saw you and I
thought ‘Oh look, there’s David, I’ll go say hello’,”
she blurted, turning even more pink.

“That’s very organised of you.”
Helena looked puzzled for a moment.
“Oh no, not a Christmas present, I mean it’s his

birthday on Thursday.”
David  nodded,  fidgeted  with  the  box  of

underwear  in  his  hand,  and  they  both  stood  in
awkward silence for a minute.

“Anyway, I’ll leave you to your, er, I’ll go look at
the jumpers.”

Helena  smiled  uncomfortably  at  him  and
started  to  walk  away. He  coughed  and  began  to
speak.

“Um, actually I wonder if you might be able to
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help me.”
Helena  turned  back,  intrigued  but  slightly

worried  that  this  man  who  was  almost  a  total
stranger  was  apparently  asking  her  to  help  him
pick some underwear.

“I, er, my mother always …I’m not sure what
size I need. I thought you might know how these
things work. Being a girl I mean, I wasn’t implying
…”

His face was a deep shade of beetroot by this
point, and he was waving his hands, and the pack
of underwear, in front of him as if to ward her off.
Helena couldn’t help but laugh.

“Oh I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh I suppose. I’ll
do my best but I’m not sure I’ll be much help. Do
you not know what size you’re wearing now?”

“No.  Perhaps I should have checked before I
set  out.  It’s  rather embarrassing I  suppose but  I
only left home quite recently, I’ve never had to do
this sort of thing before.”

“What  did  you  do  when  you  were  at
university?”

“I  phoned  mother,  or  I  waited  until  the
holidays.”

Helena started to laugh again.
After an amusing few minutes spent trying to

gauge David’s waist size in comparison to her own,
Helena picked up a shirt from a rack nearby and

38



sent him to the fitting rooms with it, to check the
label  in  his  underwear.  He  returned  with  the
necessary  information,  picked  out  the  right  box,
then followed Helena over to the jumpers.

“It’s a good job you came along when you did, I
was beginning to get desperate. I might have had
to enlist the help of a passing old lady and she’d
probably  have  hit  me  with  her  handbag  or
something.”

Helena  giggled;  he  was  definitely  better
company  this  morning  than  he  had  been  the
previous evening, and inwardly she was dancing in
celebration, glad that she’d bumped into him.

“How about when I’ve chosen a jumper for my
dad we go for lunch somewhere? I’m starving.”

“No nieces to babysit today, then?”
Helena coloured, and looked at her feet. 
“No, not today.” 
Lunch was a long affair at a hotel, punctuated

by much chatter and laughter. Helena wondered if
it was the suit that stopped David from being able
to  hold  a  conversation.  Today  he  looked  like
something  out  of  Brideshead  Revisited:  sand-
coloured trousers, an open-necked white shirt and
a v-neck jumper that may well have been meant for
playing cricket in. Helena was wearing jeans and a
big sweater, with her hair in a loose ponytail, and
no make-up, but she hadn’t thought about it at all.

39



Later, when she  was  on  her  way  home,  she  was
horrified that she’d met him while looking such a
mess  but  it  obviously  hadn’t  made  a  difference.
They hadn’t exchanged phone numbers but David
had suggested they meet for lunch on Monday and
Helena  had  agreed,  though  when  he  said  he’d
meet her by the potted palm she had to work very
hard to keep a straight face.

When she arrived home, her mum greeted her
with  the  information  that  Matthew  had  phoned
and would like her to ring him back as soon as she
got in.

“You’re  looking  very  pleased  with  yourself,
love,”  said  Helena’s  mum,  suspiciously.  Helena
waved the carrier bag at her:

“I  got  a  good present  for  dad.  I’ll  show you
later,  I’m  going  to  phone  Matthew  from  your
room, OK?”

Her mum nodded, and watching her bound up
the  stairs,  wondered  what  her  daughter  wasn’t
telling her.

Matthew himself answered this time, frustrated
because he’d phoned her about three quarters of
an hour after she’d phoned him, just missing her,
and had had to wait a few hours for her to return
the call and fill him in on the gossip.

“So  his  name,  after  all  your  speculation,  is
David Gibbon, and …”
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“David  Gibbon?!”  spluttered  Matthew,
dissolving into laughter. Helena could hear Martin
laughing in the background, too.

“Yes, yes, Matthew, as in monkey, very funny.”
Matthew continued to laugh and Martin began

to sing the Goodies’ song, Funky Gibbon.
“Look, do you want to know or not?”
“Yeah, go on. Sorry.”
“He’s from somewhere I didn’t want to admit to

not  knowing  where  it  was,  but  I  think  it’s  near
London. He calls his mum ‘mother’. And he buys
his underwear at Marks and Sparks.”

“My, you’re  a  fast  mover. Brief  or  boxer?  Or
thong?”

“Boxer. And if you must know, I bumped into
him in the shop this lunchtime, that’s how I know.
We went for lunch.”

“Oh yes, a likely story. So when are we seeing
our funky gibbon again?”

“Matthew! I’m warning you …”
“Sorry, sorry. The delightful David: when is our

next  date?”  he  managed  between  the  gales  of
laughter.

“I’m having lunch with him on Monday. I have
to meet him at one o’clock by the potted palm.”

At which point Helena started to laugh as well,
and  the  conversation  degenerated  into  general
silliness.
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Chapter 4
The Funky Gibbon

Helena  arrived  at  the  office  on  Monday
morning to find a gift bag on her desk. Matthew
and Martin were studiously not looking at her, and
were obviously trying to hold in their laughter. She
looked from one to the other and then down at the
bag,  sighed and opened it.  Inside was a six inch
high plush gorilla.

“That’s  a  gorilla,  Matthew,  don’t  you  know
anything?” she asked as she threw it  at his head.
Henry walked in at that moment, and tutted loudly.

“Matthew,  you’re  such  a  bad  influence.  So
disruptive. Helena: don’t throw things at Matthew,
it’s really very bad form.”

Helena  forced  a  serious  expression  onto  her
face,  feeling  slightly  subdued  by  Henry, until  he
picked up a cardboard folder, walked calmly over
to behind Matthew’s chair, and thwacked him softly,
but  with  a  great  flourish,  round the  back of  the
head with it.

“The best way is to smack him with something
when he’s least expecting it. Now settle down, both
of you.”

Matthew,  rubbing  the  back  of  his  head  for
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effect, set the gorilla carefully on the corner of his
desk  where  Helena  would  see  it  every  time  she
looked up.

By  lunchtime  Helena  was  starting  to  get
nervous about meeting David. She wondered if this
was supposed to be a friendly lunch since they’d
got  on so  well  on  Saturday, or  whether  it  was  a
genuine date. Before she went down to the lobby
she went to the toilet to touch up her make-up, just
in case.

David was standing very conspicuously near the
main  doors,  looking  nervously  around  him,
fastening and unfastening the clasp on his filofax.
Helena  briefly  wondered  whether  today’s  lunch
might be more like Friday evening in the wine bar
than Saturday in town, but was determined not to
let  that  put  her  off  since  she  now  knew  how
pleasant his company could be.

“Hi.”
“Hello.  Are we having a business lunch?” She

gestured to  the  cruelly  used filofax  in  his  hands
and he reddened slightly, which he seemed to do
quite often.

“Um, habit, you know: gives me something to
do with my hands. That’s the thing about being so
damned tall and gangly, you don’t know where to
put yourself. I can run up to the office and leave it
there, if it bothers you.”
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“No, it was just a joke; it’s fine, really.”
He  started  to  undo  the  clasp  again,  then

stopped and shifted the filofax into one hand and
held it by his side. There was an awkward pause
until Helena asked if he had anywhere in mind for
lunch.

“Er …Do you like ducks?”
“Ducks?” 
Helena wasn’t sure whether he meant to eat or

to look at.
“Er, yes, ducks. I thought if you liked we could,

um,  get  some  sandwiches,  go  to  the  park,  you
know. Feed the ducks.”

Helena smiled: this was beginning to look like a
date.  Presumably  feeding  the  ducks  gave  him
something to do while he was nervous.

“Feeding the ducks is fine by me.”
They  strolled  in  the  park,  they  ate  their

sandwiches,  fed  the  last  bits  of  crust  to  the
aforementioned  ducks,  and  while  Helena’s
attention was fixed on the occupants of  the park
lake David took the opportunity to tentatively hold
her hand. Encouraged by Helena’s gentle squeeze,
as they walked back to work he asked if she’d like
to  go to  a  firework display  in  the  same park on
Saturday evening. She said she’d love to, but it did
make her wonder what kind of man David was: in
his mid-twenties, never bought his own underwear
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before, and his idea of a hot date was feeding ducks
in  the  park or  going to  a firework display. That
kind of thing could be sweet, but it might get a little
wearing. 

By midweek, Matthew, and Martin at Matthew’s
insistence, had eased up on Helena: the gorilla still
had pride of  place on Matthew’s desk but they’d
stopped  singing  Funky  Gibbon  at  every
opportunity,  settling  instead  for  humming  it
occasionally,  and  David  was  now  referred  to  as
‘your  boyfriend’,  and  even  sometimes  ‘David’.
Matthew had suggested that perhaps a good way to
dispel the image they had of David as some kind of
lost extra from Brideshead Revisited would be to
meet  him  properly, say  at  Hodgson’s  on  Friday.
Helena naturally had her misgivings about this idea
but agreed to mention it to David if she saw him in
the meantime.

Thursday morning saw Helena up much earlier
than usual,  in order to give her dad the jumper
she’d bought him for his birthday. She’d tried to
jazz  up the dull  present  by wrapping it  in  shiny
green paper with a big blue bow stuck on the front,
but she needn’t have bothered because her dad was
delighted, and with no prompting at all threw away
his  old  jumper  once  he'd  tried  on the  new one.
This of course pleased Helena’s mum no end, and
the whole family started the day with a smile. Thus,
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when Helena arrived at work and caught sight of
David’s distinctive frame as he stepped into the lift,
she  didn’t  hesitate  but  shouted  his  name.  He
jumped out again, looking faintly embarrassed but
happy to see her, and they took the stairs together,
giving  Helena  the  opportunity  to  invite  him  to
meet  her  friends  at  Hodgson’s  the  following
evening.  They were  exchanging  phone numbers,
and kisses, in the corridor outside Helena’s office,
when Matthew emerged from the lift behind them,
humming Funky Gibbon as  he walked past  them
and opened the office door.

“Matthew,  I  hate  you.  Why  must  you  be  so
juvenile?” demanded Helena as  she stormed into
the room, her good mood evaporating rapidly.

“Because it’s better than being old and boring.
Come into work together, did you?”

“No we did not! I happened to see him in the
lobby, that’s all.”

“Where he just happened to be waiting for you,
I bet.”

He  hadn’t  of  course,  but  Helena  considered
that that would have been nice, and consequently
hated Matthew more for pointing it out.

“For some reason that I really don’t understand
I’ve  just  persuaded  him  to  come  and  meet  you
tomorrow  night.  You’d  better  be  on  your  best
behaviour, Matthew.”
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Matthew snapped off a smart salute without a
word,  and Helena sat  down and began to  work,
barely speaking to him for the rest of the day.

By  half-past  four  on  Friday  Helena  was
beginning  to  regret  her  invitation  to  David.
Matthew and Martin had been getting giddier all
afternoon,  and  she  was  dreading  the  encounter.
She tried not to look too miserable as she left the
office with them at the end of the day, but she was
half-hoping  that  David  would  be  unavoidably
detained elsewhere.

Unfortunately for Helena, David was waiting at
the bar for them. She introduced him to each of
her officemates in turn, Henry and Mark politely
shook  hands  with  him,  Hugh  waved  tentatively
from behind Henry’s shoulder, and Matthew and
Martin  each  grinned  a  broad  grin  as  they
vigorously pumped David’s hand.

The  introductions  over, Matthew  and  Martin
remained with Helena and David while the other
three moved off across the room. The conversation
was somewhat stilted, though buoyed up slightly by
Matthew’s natural volubility. Helena was watching
both  him  and  Martin  very  closely  for  signs  of
impending mischief, and kept trying to kick them
surreptitiously  every  time  one  of  them hummed
Funky Gibbon. David seemed to loosen up a little
around Matthew: he was shy and nervous, but not
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insecure enough to question Matthew’s apparently
friendly  interest  in  his  origins,  schooling,  and
family life.

A  lull  in  the  conversation  caused Matthew to
start humming Funky Gibbon again, which he now
did  out  of  habit  since  he’d  been  humming  it  so
often recently.

“That tune you keep humming: is it something
in the charts? I don’t really keep up with that sort
of thing but it sounds vaguely familiar. I wondered
if I’d heard it on the radio, perhaps.”

Helena  was  horrified:  she  could  think  of
nothing  to  say  in  order  to  glide  swiftly  and
painlessly through this situation, and she wondered
how Matthew would handle  it.  She  needn’t  have
worried;  Matthew’s  natural  openness  and  charm
sprang to the rescue:

“Oh David, surely you know that song? Funky
Gibbon, by The Goodies?”

David looked thoughtful, but unsure.
“You  must  know  The  Goodies:  comedy

programme,  on  TV?  It’s  just  that  every  time
Martin and I see you, it  puts us in mind of that
song, as you can imagine.”

David laughed,  colour suffusing his  cheeks  as
usual.  “It’s  ringing  faint  bells  now,  yes.  I  don’t
recall  ever  watching  The  Goodies,  but  I  think  I
remember  some  ribbing  at  school  about  it.  I’m
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afraid I’m not particularly funky though. Perhaps I
should make more of an effort to be, live up to my
reputation as it were.”

He smiled and Matthew smiled warmly back at
him, impressed by his good-humoured acceptance
of the joke. Helena stared at Matthew in disbelief:
she couldn’t believe that he’d had the cheek to just
come right out with the truth, and more than that,
she couldn’t believe he’d got away with it.

The following afternoon Helena was having a
long, relaxing soak in the bath when she heard the
phone ring. A minute later her mum knocked on
the bathroom door and called through it:

“That was for you. Someone called David,  he
said he’d phone back in half an hour.”

“Right. I’ll be out soon.”
Helena could sense her mum standing outside

the door, wondering how to pry without sounding
too nosy. She smiled to herself, and waited.

“He sounded very …”
“Southern? Yes, he is.”
“Oh. Someone from work, is he?”
“No.”
“Oh.  Well  he’s  not  one  of  your  university

friends.”
There was a pause, but Helena said nothing as

her mum’s last remark had been a statement rather
than a question.
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“I’ll go put the kettle on then, if you’ll be out in
a minute.”

“OK.”
Helena  listened  to  the  shuffling  slippered

footsteps  crossing the landing to the head of  the
stairs, and laughed softly into the bubbles.

Fifteen  minutes  later,  dry,  dressed,  and
downstairs, Helena relented and explained to her
mum that David worked for a different firm in the
same building,  and was taking her  to  a  firework
display that evening.

“Oh, I see. That’s why you’ve been in the bath
half  the  day,  is  it?  Am  I  to  expect  you  home
tonight, then?”

There was a hard glint in her mother’s eye as
she asked that, and Helena could only shrug as she
gulped her tea. 

There had been a fierce row the first time she’d
stayed  at  Keith’s  house  when  he  had  begun  his
PhD. Telling her parents that she’d slept with him
plenty of times at university hadn’t seemed to make
things  any  better,  but  her  father  usually  kept
resolutely quiet on the subject and her mum had
eventually  restricted  herself  to  stern  looks  and
pursed lips. 

“Oh well. It’s just a mother’s natural concern,
you know, that’s all.”

“I’ll try and phone and let you know, OK?”
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Her mum sniffed, and busied herself with pots
and pans. Helena took her mug upstairs to wait for
David’s call.

Her  mum  having  sent  her  off  with  a  final
disapproving  look,  Helena  caught  the  bus  into
town in  the  early  evening.  She’d  tried  to  find  a
good balance between sexy and warm, hadn’t been
able  to,  and  had  settled  for  jeans  and  a  heavy
jumper, with  her  hair  loose.  Her  tinfoil-wrapped
toothbrush nestled in the bottom of her handbag
with  a  fresh  pair  of  knickers,  just  in  case  David
turned out  to  be  a  little  less  naive  and innocent
than he’d seemed so far.

He was waiting for her at the bus stop a couple
of streets away from the park, and greeted her with
a kiss and a look of sheer delight. Helena was glad
she’d plumped for warm over sexy, since it didn’t
seem to matter. They walked arm-in-arm along to
the park, past the small lake where they’d fed the
ducks  earlier  in  the  week,  to  the  edge  of  a
gathering crowd. 

The  fireworks  were  just  about  to  start,  and
Helena was  amused by  the look of  eagerness  on
David’s  face,  followed by  childlike  wonder  at  the
first green starburst. She thought fireworks could
be quite pretty, but hadn’t got excited about them
for about ten years, yet here was David, a couple of
years older than her, apparently engrossed in the
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spectacle.  She envied him in a way, and watched
the  rest  of  the  display  trying,  but  not  quite
managing, to find the same pleasure in it that he
seemed to.

At last  the final  firework faded into the night
sky, and the spell was broken. Quite early on, David
had moved behind Helena so he could stand with
his arms around her, and watch the fireworks over
the  top  of  her  head,  but  as  the  crowd began to
disperse he let go and moved to her side. Helena
felt suddenly disappointed, like she’d been plunged
back  into  reality  from a  pleasant  daydream.  She
also felt cold without David’s shared bodyheat, and
shivered.  The  smell  of  the  bonfire  had  been
gradually making her hungry, too, reminding her
of bonfire nights from her childhood when she’d
eaten potatoes baked at the base of the fire.

“We  should  get  some  chips,”  she  declared,
rubbing  her  gloved  hands  together  for  warmth.
David  peered  about  him,  as  if  chips  might
magically appear, perhaps on a silver tray borne by
an obliging butler.

“I know a good chip shop, not far that way.”
Helena pointed to a nearby exit from the park.

“Er …my flat’s over there somewhere, I think.
We could go there to eat them.” 

David swivelled around, obviously disorientated
in  the  dimly-lit  park.  Coming  to  no  definite
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conclusions as to where his flat might be in relation
to the chip shop, he let Helena lead him away.

“Ah,  that  chip  shop,”  said  David  as  they
rounded the street corner.

“Are we near your flat then?” asked Helena.
He pointed to the darkened windows above a

greengrocers on the opposite side of the road.
“Just there.”
Helena was  surprised when David pointed to

the  flat  above  the  greengrocers,  and  even  more
surprised when they went inside with their parcels
of  strongly-smelling  chips.  From  David’s  accent,
manner, and apparent home-life she had expected
him to live somewhere rather grand, and when he
said ‘flat’  she’d imagined something which might
be better described as an ‘apartment’, possibly with
views.  This,  however,  was  small  and  dingy,
decorated in shades of beige, with woodchip walls
and expansive views of the green neon cross above
the pharmacy opposite. David noticed her look of
shocked wonder  as  she  looked  around the  small
living room, and explained:

“Father  said  he’d  paid  out  plenty  of  money
while I was at  school  and university, and he was
damned if he was going to pay out a penny more
once I got a job. So I erred on the cautious side in
my  budget.  I  could  probably  afford  to  rent
somewhere a bit nicer than this, but it suffices.”
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“Oh no! I mean yes, it’s fine, just big enough
for one. Very …”

“Easily-maintained?”
Helena laughed.
“Something like that, yes. At least it’s warm.”
David took her coat and scarf and draped them

over  a  chairback.  He  started  to  fetch  plates  and
forks from the tiny kitchen but thought better of it,
and they sat on the hideous but comfortable chintz
sofa to eat.

They were both so hungry they barely  spoke
until they’d finished their chips. David finished first
and  began  telling  Helena  about  a  bonfire  party
he’d been to at  boarding school,  where someone
had put laxative in the mushy peas and there had
been  no  lessons  the  following  day.  Thankfully
David didn’t  like mushy peas,  and had therefore
been spared any indignity.

“That’s  mad,  it’s  like  something  out  of  Billy
Bunter. I can’t believe there are really schools like
that out there. You didn’t have to wear a silly hat or
anything, did you?”

David coloured and looked down at his hands:
he had in fact been to one of the more well-known
public schools, and had worn a hat which he freely
admitted  could  be  considered  silly. Desperate  to
change the subject, he said:

“Er, what  time’s  your last  bus  home? I  never
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thought to ask.”
Helena’s face fell, though David didn’t see as he

was  still  closely  inspecting  his  fingernails.  She
hadn’t  meant  to  offend  him  with  her  flippant
remark about his boarding school, but now he was
apparently politely suggesting it was about time she
left.

“I’m not sure, I’ll dig out the timetable.”
She got up from the sofa, looked around for a

bin  for  her  chip  wrappers  and put  them on the
table next to her handbag, not being able to find
one.  Dipping  her  hand  into  her  bag,  she  came
across her toothbrush and thought how stupid an
idea that had turned out to be. She pulled out a
crumpled  bus  timetable,  checked  her  watch  and
turned to the section marked ‘Saturday’.

“It goes in three minutes, just past the park: I
probably  couldn’t  make it  even  if  I  ran.  I’ll  just
have to get a taxi.”

“Oh, no, I wouldn’t want you to have to pay for
a taxi.”

David sprang from the sofa and for a moment
Helena thought he was going to produce his wallet
and give her the taxi fare. Instead he picked up her
chip paper on his way to the kitchen, thrust it with
his own into a carrier bag hanging from a nail on
the kitchen wall,  and asked if she’d like a cup of
tea.
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While David was out of sight filling the kettle,
Helena  leaned  against  the  table,  frowning  and
wondering what was going on. She’d asked a silly
question  which  had  offended  him,  and  he’d
pointedly asked when she was going home. She’d
discovered she’d just about missed the last bus and
he’d  said  he  couldn’t  let  her  pay  for  a  taxi,  but
hadn’t offered her money or asked her to stay, and
she knew he didn’t have his own car. What’s more,
he’d cheerfully gone off to make her some tea. She
stuck her head round the kitchen doorway:

“Could I maybe use your phone? I’d better let
my mum know how I’m going to be getting home,
now I’ve missed the last bus.”

She had of course told her mum that she’d try
and let her know whether or not she was coming
home that night, but the real reason she mentioned
it  was  to try and find out from David what he’d
meant by not letting her pay for a taxi.

“The phone’s  on the table, help yourself.  But
really, you  know, a  taxi’s  very  expensive,  you’re
welcome  to  stay.…On the  sofa!  I  mean,  I’ve  got
spare  blankets  and  everything.  Actually  I  don’t
have a spare pillow but there’s a cushion or two,
I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

David was beetroot red, and Helena discreetly
withdrew to use the phone. She wasn’t sure if he
was really that pure, or just trying not to offend her
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or seem pushy. 
Helena  could  hear  her  mother’s  smirk  down

the phone as she told her that she’d missed the last
bus,  but  David  was  kindly  rooting  out  spare
blankets  at  that  very  moment.  She  wasn’t  sure
whether  her  mum  didn’t  believe  that  she  was
sleeping on the sofa, or whether she did believe her
and  was  amused  because  she  could  tell  how
disappointed Helena was.  At least  the toothbrush
and knickers would get used after all.

When Helena had put the phone down and was
sipping hot tea from a small beige cup with brown
flowers painted round it, David emerged from his
bedroom, looking faintly apologetic as he crossed
to the table to pick up his tea.

“I’m afraid I’m not as organised as some of my
friends: they seem to have piles of fresh towels and
bars of soap and spare toothbrushes and things, for
when  people  come  and  stay  unexpectedly. I  can
offer you a clean towel, but that’s about it.”

“Oh, that’s OK, I’ve got …”
Helena bit her lip and felt her face grow hot.

David blushed lightly and looked down at the floor,
picking at the handle of his cup.

“Planning for every eventuality?” he asked, still
not looking at her.

“Well,  it’s  usually  better  than  being  caught
unawares.”
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He took  the  teacup from her  hand,  and put
them both  on  the  table  before  taking  her  in  his
arms and kissing her.
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Chapter 5
Christmas looms

As November lurched foggily into its final few
days,  everyone seemed to start  thinking seriously
about plans for Christmas. David and Helena had
spent most of their free time together since bonfire
night,  mainly  around  town  or  at  David’s  flat:
Helena had no particular desire for her parents to
meet him, after the comments they’d made when
they’d briefly spoken to him on the phone. He was,
of  course,  spending  Christmas  with  his  family  in
the  south  of  England,  leaving  the  day  before
Christmas Eve and returning just after New Year.
Helena felt guilty about neglecting her new friends
Matthew  and  Martin  since  she’d  started  seeing
David, and she was hoping to spend some leisure
time with them while he was away.

The final  Monday of November was cold and
bleak; Henry was at  home nursing the cold he’d
passed on to Martin, who in turn had passed it to
Matthew.  Spirits  were  low, little  work  was  being
done, and around mid-morning Helena made an
effort to cheer things up.

“What’s  anybody  doing  for  Christmas  then?
Any wild parties?”
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“I’m  going  home  for  Christmas  but  I  might
come back for New Year, if there’s anything going
on,” replied Martin, somewhat nasally.

“Matthew?”
“Hmm. Well,  mum and dad invited me over,

but I don’t think I fancy Christmas in Spain, to be
honest. I’ll probably just sit at home and watch The
Great  Escape  by  myself,”  said  Matthew, between
sniffs.

Helena  felt  herself  sinking  into  the  cloud  of
despondency surrounding her two friends. Surely
they shouldn’t be this boring: Christmas and New
Year  were a time of  parties  and rowdy, drunken
behaviour,  of  spending  lots  of  time  with  your
friends and as much time as you could stand with
your family, overindulging.

“You can’t sit at home by yourself at Christmas,
Matthew. Come and spend Christmas at my house,
if you think you could bear it. Actually, I suppose
I’d better check it’s  OK with my parents; I’ll  ask
tonight if you like.”

Matthew visibly brightened up at this.
“Yeah,  I  could  come  and  watch  The  Great

Escape at your house, instead. At least I wouldn’t
have to make my own dinner,” he said, with a grin.

That  evening  at  the  kitchen  table,  Helena
broached the subject of Christmas.

“I was talking to Matthew today, and he’s going
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to be on his own for Christmas so I was wondering
if he could come here?”

Helena  looked  expectantly  at  each  parent  in
turn. Her mum, who Helena knew wouldn’t mind
cooking extra Christmas dinner, turned to look at
Helena’s  father, chewing slowly on a mouthful of
meat pie.

“No,” he said when he’d finished, and began to
fill his fork again. Helena was disappointed at such
a definite and immediate refusal.

“Why? It’s  not as if  we’ve got a full  house or
anything.”

“An  Englishman’s  home  is  his  castle.  He  can
come on Boxing Day if you want.”

“But he’s going to be alone on Christmas Day,
dad!”

“Well that’s not my fault, is it?”
“Well yes, it is now, because you could’ve had

him over here but you won’t.”
“Now  Helena,  don’t  argue  with  your  father,

dear. And finish your tea before it gets cold.”
“Well  I  don’t  think  it’s  very  Christian,

voluntarily  leaving  your  friend  on  his  own  for
Christmas Day.”

Frank Robertshaw paused with his fork halfway
to his mouth and looked at her gravely. Helena’s
parents, nominally C of E, as so many are, without
setting  foot  in  a  church  when  there  wasn’t  a

61



wedding,  funeral  or  christening  to  draw  them
there, saw religion as a subject not to be spoken of
in anything but tones of deepest respect. 

“He  is  not  my  friend,”  he  said,  gradually
getting annoyed.

His  wife  tried  to  draw the  conversation  back
onto less dangerous lines by asking why Matthew
would be alone in the first place.

“His  parents  have  emigrated  to  Spain,”
explained Helena.

“Bloody  hell!  And  here’s  me  thinking  you’re
trying to guilt me into having some orphan over to
disrupt  the  family  Christmas.  They  have  planes
that go over to Spain, you know, he could catch one
of them.”

“He doesn’t want to go to Spain for Christmas.”
“Well in that case he doesn’t deserve to be taken

in by anyone else on Christmas Day, if he’s only on
his own because he can’t be bothered to fly over to
Spain and spend Christmas with his parents. And
he’s not coming on Boxing Day, either.”

“Dad!”
“That is final.”
Helena  received  a  look  from  her  mother

warning  her  not  to  retaliate,  and  the  meal  was
finished in silence.

Later  that  night,  as  Helena  lay  on  her  bed
listening to the radio,  her mum came upstairs  to
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say  that  Matthew could  come over  on  Christmas
Eve to help finish off  the tree and stay for tea if
he’d  like  to,  but  that  was  the  best  bargain  she’d
been  able  to  make.  Helena  was  grateful  for  the
intervention, but she still  didn’t know how to tell
Matthew  the  following  morning  and  she  wished
she’d kept her mouth shut, and asked her parents
before she’d mentioned Christmas to him.

On  the  Tuesday  morning,  Helena  was
determined to tell Matthew straight away that her
dad  had  refused  to  allow  him  to  join  them  for
Christmas dinner, to get it over with and limit the
discomfort.  Matthew  and  Martin  trailed  into  the
office  shortly  after  Helena  had  arranged  herself
comfortably behind her desk, and Matthew looked
distinctly under the weather. Thinking it was just
his cold getting worse, Helena offered sympathy:

“Are you alright Matthew? You look dreadful,
you should’ve stayed at home.”

“Split  up  with  Sandra,”  offered  Martin,
helpfully.

“Thank  you  Martin.  Yes,  I’ve  split  up  with
Sandra.”

“Oh,”  said  Helena,  surprised.  “I  thought you
two were getting along quite nicely.”

Matthew  sat  down  and  bent  over  his  desk,
pretending to be busy in order to hide his face.

“The woman was an absolute philistine. I don’t
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know what I ever saw in her.”
“Bee  Gees  fan,”  mouthed  Martin,  to  Helena,

who  nodded  understandingly.  She  couldn’t
imagine Matthew staying on good terms for long
with  someone  with  such  incompatible  tastes.  It
didn’t make her task any easier, though, and she
wasn’t sure whether she should mention Christmas
or  not,  but  in  the  end  she  decided  it  might  be
better to tell him now while he was already down
instead of waiting for him to feel better first.

“Er …Matthew?”
He looked up, suspicious.
“You  know  how  I  said  you  could  spend

Christmas  at  mine?  Well  my  dad  seems  to  have
other ideas.  Sorry,” she said,  sheepishly. Matthew
gave a humourless smile.

“Nothing  like  kicking  someone  when  they’re
down, is there?”

“My mum wondered if you’d like to come and
help trim the tree on Christmas Eve instead, and
have tea with us?”

“Ooh,  goody.  Just  what  I  need,”  he  said
sarcastically, not looking up from his desk. Helena,
slightly hurt, said nothing and started to work.

Late that night, having recently arrived home
from  an  evening  spent  with  David,  Helena  was
called to the phone by her mother.

“For you. Matthew,” she said as she passed over
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the handset with a look of disapproval; she wasn’t
entirely sure that Helena was not two-timing David,
but she was sure that it didn’t seem quite right that
Helena’s closest friend was of the opposite sex.

“Hello?”
“Hi. I just sent Martin out for chips so I could

phone you without him sitting in the background,
taking the piss.”

“Oh. What’s up?”
“Oh,  you  know,  I  was  a  bit  unfair  this

morning.”
“Well,  you were in a mood. You just  split  up

with your girlfriend, you’re bound to be touchy.”
“God you wouldn’t believe it, she just phoned

me …”
He spent a few minutes venting about Sandra

before  he  remembered  that  he’d  phoned  for  a
reason, and Martin would be back soon.

“Anyway,  is  the  offer  of  tree-trimming  still
open?”

“Yeah, I suppose.”
“It would actually be quite nice to feel like I was

part  of  a  family  Christmas  …That  sounds  really
wet, don’t tell anyone I said that.”

“OK, I won’t,” laughed Helena.
“My  parents  never  went  in  for  that  sort  of

thing, you know, all the paper chains and the tinsel
and the fairy lights. ‘Waste of time and money, and
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nothing  to  do  with  the  spirit  of  Christmas’,  but
when you’re a kid, it is.  It’s not as if I didn’t get
presents, but it might’ve been nice to open them in
a pile of pine needles instead of sitting next to a
two  foot  high  green  plastic  bog  brush  …That’s
Martin back, I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”

Matthew  abruptly  hung  up,  leaving  Helena
smiling to herself on her parents’ bed.

After lunch on Friday, Matthew couldn’t settle
down  to  work  at  all.  Hugh  had  pinned  a  small
cardboard robin to the front of  his  desk the day
before, and Matthew was enthused with the spirit
of the impending festivities.

“We should  decorate  the  office,  what  do you
reckon?”

“We’ve got a robin, what more do you want?”
asked Martin.

“Have  you  seen  the  secretaries’  office?  They
must  have  about  a  hundred yards  of  fairy  lights
strung  up.  You  could  see  if  they  can  spare  you
anything,” suggested Helena. 

Matthew sprang from his chair and grinned.
“What an excellent suggestion,” he said as he

opened the door with one hand and sorted out his
hair with the other. Martin and Helena looked at
each other with raised eyebrows.

“Didn’t take him long to get over Sandra, did
it?” laughed Helena.
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Matthew reappeared ten minutes later with ten
feet  of  coloured  lights  and  a  green  and  yellow
paper lantern.

“Aha! Success. Who wants to help?”
Martin  and  Matthew  struggled  to  array  the

lights around the window while Helena stood on a
chair and pinned the lantern to the middle of the
ceiling.

“There,” she said as she stepped down. “Very
festive.”

Turning  to  the  window  she  surveyed  the
haphazard lighting arrangement with disbelief, but
smiled encouragingly when Martin straightened up
from the plug and asked her opinion.

“I  think  they  might  be  better  turned  on,
though.”

While  Matthew  and  Martin  systematically
checked and tightened each bulb in the fairy lights,
Matthew  mentioned  the  firm’s  Christmas  party,
which  one  of  the  secretaries  had  reminded  him
about.

“Has anybody got their tickets yet?”
No-one had: Hugh didn’t want to go, Mark had

other plans for the evening, Henry was still away,
and Martin was waiting until the last minute, to see
if he got a better offer.

“Does nobody else think it might be a laugh? All
those managers getting pissed and making fools of
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themselves. All the totty we don’t normally get to
see.”

“Matthew!” admonished Helena.
“All  the people we don’t  know, all  the money

you have to spend on a ticket …” added Martin.
“Oh,  you’re  all  boring.  Helena,  aren’t  you

going?  It’s  your  first  office  Christmas  party, you
should  at  least  experience  it  so  you  know  what
you’re avoiding in years to come.”

“I don’t know. It is quite expensive though. Is it
a buffet?”

“You see, now we get to the important points:
‘Will there be food?’. Yes, I think it’s a buffet and
disco, or something. Why? Interested?”

“Mm …I’ll go if you go.”
Matthew grinned.
“I  knew  someone  in  this  office  must  have  a

thirst for adventure.”
Matthew and Helena bought their tickets that

afternoon before they left  work, and Helena told
David  that  evening  that  she  was  going  to  a
Christmas party the following week. 

“What day is your party?”
“Thursday, why?”
“Oh, I was hoping it might be Wednesday. I’ve

got  to  go  to  a  sort  of  cocktail  party  thing  on
Wednesday  evening,  seeing  all  the  important
clients before Christmas,  you know. Now I shan’t
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see you on Thursday, either.”
He seemed quite disappointed, but Helena had

already bought her ticket and was looking forward
to going.

The following Wednesday evening, since David
was  at  the  cocktail  party,  Helena  was  at  home
picking  through  her  wardrobe  and  wondering
what to wear for the party. After half  an hour of
holding various  items of  clothing in front  of  her
and  putting  outfits  together  on  the  bed,  she
decided to phone Matthew for advice.

“What are you wearing tomorrow night?”
“Well,  simply  because  I  can’t  be  bothered  to

think  about  it  too  deeply, and  there’s  not  much
time to go home and get changed before we go to
this hotel or whatever it is, I’m going to take my tie
off and put it in my pocket.”

“That’s it? Just work-clothes without the tie?”
“If  I’m  feeling  particularly  energetic  I  might

bring  a  ‘casual’  shirt  and  change  into  it,”  he
conceded.

“That  doesn’t  help  me much;  I  don’t  wear  a
tie.”

“You could change your shirt.”
“What, wear a navy suit and a gold lamé top, or

something?”
“Well, it’s a look.”
“Not  a  very  good one.  I  could  just  ditch the
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jacket  and  change  my  earrings  though,  what  do
you reckon?”

“Just the earrings, or are you changing the top
as well?”

Helena’s mum overheard most of Helena's side
of  the  conversation,  but  when  Helena  started
describing her many tops and shirts to Matthew so
he could help her choose, her mum had to move to
somewhere  out  of  earshot.  She’d  thought  it  bad
enough that Helena was going to a Christmas party
with Matthew rather than David, but this was going
too far.

Helena had eventually settled on a change of
top  from  sensible  blouse  to  something  skimpier,
changing  her  earrings  from  small  and  barely-
noticeable  to  long  and  dangly,  and  making  her
make-up  a  touch  more  bold.  Her  suit  skirt  on
Thursday was black and just above the knee, and
she took a denim jacket to work with her so she
wasn’t too cold when she left her suit jacket at the
office that evening.

During  the  afternoon,  Helena  began  to  get
nervous. Martin hadn’t had a better offer, but his
cold had returned with force and he didn’t feel at
all  like  partying,  so  Matthew  would  be  her  only
friend  at  the  hotel  that  evening.  She  hoped  he
didn’t  make  a  beeline  for  any  young  secretaries
from the other departments and leave her on her
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own.  Much  to  Henry’s  despair,  Matthew  had
brought in a green paper hat from a cracker and
insisted on wearing it all day to get himself in the
right frame of mind.

Hometime  arrived,  everyone  else  left  fairly
promptly,  and  Matthew  and  Helena  were  left
sitting on their respective desks, swinging their legs
and wondering what to do to kill time.

“I  suppose  we  should  get  changed,”  said
Helena, after a couple of minutes.

“Is it going to take you half an hour to do your
make-up or something?”

Helena looked studiously unamused.
“It’ll only take me as long as it’ll take you to do

all your hair-tweaking and deodorising.”
“Wanna bet?”
“Alright then, I’ll race you,” challenged Helena,

sliding  down from her  desk.  She  picked  up  her
handbag  and the  carrier  bag  containing  her  top
and  jacket.  Matthew  unhooked  the  coathanger
supporting his  purple silk shirt  from the back of
the  door,  and  placed  his  free  hand  on  the
doorhandle.

“On your marks, get set …”
Matthew threw open the door and barged in

front of Helena.  She grabbed his  jacket sleeve to
slow him down, and trotted out into the corridor in
her  high  heels.  They  made  their  way  down  the
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corridor, laughing and shoving each other, before
diving through their respective toilet doors, which
were opposite each other.

Helena supported herself against the sink, still
laughing,  then  noticed  one  of  the  cubicle  doors
opening and straightened up with a serious look on
her  face.  She  tried  to  touch  up  her  make-up
quickly without making a mess, unclipped her hair
and  dashed  a  comb  through  it.  She  then
remembered that  the replacement for her blouse
was small, tight, and had no fastenings, so she had
to slow down and carefully ease it over her head
without smearing her recently applied and possibly
still wet mascara. She swopped her earrings, threw
everything back into her bags, and lunged through
the door into the corridor. There was no sign of
Matthew so she took out her blouse and folded it
carefully, and  put  on  her  denim jacket.  She  was
kneeling on the floor, folding her suit jacket when
Matthew emerged.

“See! You’re not even ready, and I went to the
toilet  and then hung around a bit  to  give  you a
head start.”

“You  want  to  be  careful,  Matthew,  hanging
around in toilets; you’ll get yourself a reputation.
Anyway, I am ready, and I was ready before you,
I’m just neatening out my jacket.”

“Yeah, yeah. OK, we’ll call it a draw then.”
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Considering  the  view  afforded  by  Helena’s
kneeling  position  and  tight  top,  Matthew  would
have  been prepared to  concede  anything  at  that
moment. Helena stood up and noticed Matthew’s
stare.

“What’s  wrong?  Did  I  go  too  fast  and  get
lipstick across my chin or something?”

“No,  no,  it’s  fine.  Good  shirt,  good  choice.
Yeah, I think I picked well, considering I couldn’t
see any of  them,” he replied, recovering himself.
Helena shook her head in disbelief. The audacity of
the boy sometimes.

“Shall  we  go  get  a  quick  drink  in  before  we
head  off  to  this  do  then?”  she  asked.  Matthew
nodded,  they returned their  discarded clothes  to
the office and left the building.

“What’s  the  funkster  doing  tonight?”  asked
Matthew as they started on the first drinks of the
evening,  in  Hodgson’s.  Helena  sighed but  didn’t
take him to task: Matthew didn’t seem to mean any
of it nastily, and David apparently found it amusing
when Matthew called him things like that.

“I  don’t  know,  actually.  I  haven’t  seen  him
today.”

“You  mean  you  haven’t  checked  up  on  him
since his cocktail party? He could be lying drunk in
a ditch somewhere!” said Matthew, in mock horror.
Helena raised an eyebrow.
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“David?”
“Yes, that’s true, he’s probably not drunk in a

ditch. But he could have been trapped in a corner
by a boring client and still  be there, too polite to
excuse himself.”

“Matthew …”
“Alright,  alright,  I’ll  lay  off  the  boyfriend.

What’ve  you been up to for the past few weeks?
We’ve only seen you at work.”

“Are you sure you really want to know?”
“Is  that  really  all  you’ve  been  up  to?  I

wouldn’t’ve thought David had it in him.”
“Matthew!”
“I’m kidding! David’s not too bad, I suppose,

he’s just a bit of an easy target.”
“Yes, well find a harder one then.”
“You  really  love  the  guy,  don’t  you?”  said

Matthew, incredulously.
“He’s sweet, and he’s gentle, and he’s always so

happy to be with me …”
“Helena, you make him sound like a spaniel.”
“Oh honestly, Matthew, if  you’re  going  to  be

like this all evening …How’s your lovelife, anyway?
We’ll talk about that for a bit, shall we?”

“Not  much  to  say,  really.  I  can’t  say  I’m
particularly on the lookout at the moment.”

“But if it was offered on a plate, you wouldn’t
say no. I see. Such depth of emotion.”
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Matthew noticed it was about time to move on,
so  they  drained  their  glasses  and  headed,  with
some  trepidation,  to  a  hotel  a  few  streets  away
where the party was being held.

For  the  first  few  minutes  they  hung  around
near the doorway, not quite sure where to go or
what  to  do.  There  seemed to  be  a  lot  of  people
there  that  they  only  knew  by  sight,  or  didn’t
recognize at all. Helena was beginning to wonder
whether this had been a good idea, when Matthew
suddenly strode across the room to the buffet and
picked  up  two  plates.  Helena  followed,  took  the
plate he held out to her, and started picking out vol
au vents and other finger foods from the loaded
platters on the table.

“Oh come on, that’s  pathetic!  It’ll  never keep
you going all evening.”

“I don’t want to look greedy, Matthew, it’s not
exactly very ladylike.”

Matthew turned from side to side, and back to
Helena.

“I don’t think we’re being watched, but I can’t
be certain. What about the woman in the red skirt
over there? Is  that  a notebook in her hand?” he
said in a conspiratorial whisper. 

“What  if  I  run  into  someone  senior?”  asked
Helena, still unconvinced.

“They’ll  be  pleased  to  see  the  food  they’ve
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bought  isn’t  going  to  waste.  Now  get  that  plate
loaded.”

Helena  was  taking  Matthew’s  advice  and
ladelling potato salad onto her plate when a slick
voice called her name from somewhere behind her
right  shoulder. She turned,  ladle  in hand, to see
Dan Pearson bearing down on her, and she glanced
to  Matthew  for  support  before  she  turned  on  a
winning smile and greeted Dan.

“Well well, I see you’re taking full advantage of
the provisions.  I like to see a girl  with a healthy
appetite.”

Helena blushed and replaced the potato salad
ladle. She saw Matthew frown, but Dan’s attention
was fully on Helena.

“Hard work,  you know, you get hungry,”  she
faltered, in reply.

“Now, I haven’t seen much of you yet. I hope
that  means you’re  not having any problems,  and
not that you’re too shy to come and see me.”

He placed what he probably intended to be a
reassuring  hand  on  her  arm;  Helena’s  smile
became  more  forced  and  she  stiffened  slightly.
Matthew shifted his feet, to bring him just that little
bit  closer  to  her.  Dan  noticed  and  looked
unsmilingly  at  him for  a  moment before turning
back  to  Helena  with  a  grin  that  made  her
uncomfortable,  keeping  his  hand on her  arm all
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the while.
“Spending  all  your  time  with  the  same  old

crowd  can  be  so  boring.  Come  with  me,  I’ll
introduce you to people, help you mingle.”

He  made  to  move  away,  pulling  gently  at
Helena’s  arm,  but  she  stood  firm.  Matthew
straightened himself to his full height so he could
look  down  on  Dan  Pearson,  and  he  very
deliberately put his arm round Helena’s shoulders.

“I  think  we  can  mingle  quite  happily  by
ourselves, thanks,” he said, looking Dan directly in
the eye. Dan looked furious and disgusted but tried
to be gracious.

“As you wish,” was all he said as he walked away.
“Thank  you,”  said  Helena,  still  watching  the

retreat of Dan Pearson across the room.
“Not a problem,” replied Matthew, leaving his

arm round her shoulders just that little bit longer
than  was  strictly  necessary,  before  returning  his
attention to the food.

The rest of the evening was thankfully free of
Dan Pearson, or indeed any other slimy men trying
to pick Helena up. Since she was dancing, eating,
and talking with Matthew, she guessed most people
thought  they  were  a  couple,  and  she  was  quite
happy to give that impression if it meant a pleasant
and relaxed night. The two of them became sillier
and more giddy with every passing glass of wine,
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and Helena was having a great  time stuffing her
face, and laughing at drunken senior management.

Eventually  Helena  became  aware  that  it  was
getting late and it was about time she caught a bus
home. Matthew offered to see her to the bus stop,
and they left the hotel together, giggling. The blast
of cold air as they emerged from the front door was
a  shock,  and  Helena  tottered  alarmingly  on  her
high  heels  for  a  second.  Matthew  grabbed  her
elbow to support her.

“Honestly woman! Are you sure you’re fit to go
home by yourself?” He laughed, but he was half-
hoping she’d decide to stay at his house, boyfriend
or no boyfriend.

“I’m perfectly OK, thank you. The step must’ve
been uneven, that’s all.”

They made their way slowly up the street and
round  the  corner  to  the  bus  stop,  Matthew  still
holding  her  arm.  The  street  was  deserted  and
dimly lit, and Helena was glad Matthew had come
with  her.  The  cold  air  was  sobering  her  up
gradually, and she was vaguely aware that Matthew
was still holding her arm, though he didn’t need to
anymore, but she didn’t want to ask him to let go in
case she sounded prickly. 

They  stood  next  to  the  bus  shelter,  Helena
facing  the  direction  the  bus  would  come  from,
Matthew facing her, still  touching her arm if  not
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actually holding it. It was dark, quiet and they were
entirely alone: if she pushed him away there would
be no-one to witness his failure. He started to lean
his  face  towards  hers,  slowly  so  as  to  give  her  a
chance to protest if she wanted to, but she didn’t
seem to be doing so. 

In fact, Helena wasn’t really thinking at all; it
didn’t occur to her that Matthew leaning forward
like that could only mean he was about to kiss her,
and she certainly didn’t reflect on the fact that this
would be a bad thing because she was going out
with  David.  Luckily  for  Helena’s  slumbering
conscience, Matthew suddenly stumbled, let go of
her  arm,  and  turned  to  see  a  man  slowly  and
unsteadily walking past them.

“Sorry  mate,”  said  the  passer-by,  sounding
quite drunk. Before Matthew could either forgive
or berate him, Helena announced that her bus had
swung  into  view  round  the  corner.  As  the  bus
pulled  alongside  them,  Helena  gave  Matthew’s
upper arm a quick squeeze and jumped onto the
bus steps. Had she looked out of the window as the
bus  drove  away,  she  would  have  seen  a  bitter-
looking Matthew give the bus stop a sharp kick.

Once on the bus, Helena thought about what
had  apparently  been  about  to  happen,  and  was
shocked at herself. If Matthew hadn’t been walked
into by a drunk she would have let him kiss her,
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with no thought for their friendship, or for David;
she was somewhat upset and confused to find that
she didn’t feel quite as horrified as she thought she
should do. She hoped it was just because she was
sleepy and full of alcohol; she didn’t want to think
too  deeply  about  whether  she  was  attracted  to
Matthew or not, afraid of the conclusions she might
draw. 

The following morning as Helena was getting
ready for work, she was thinking over the events of
the  previous  evening,  wondering  if  she  had  led
Matthew on, and also wondering if meeting him at
work  might  be  awkward.  She  was  quiet  and
subdued over breakfast,  but her parents put that
down to a hangover and said nothing.

Matthew  on  the  other  hand  had  taken  his
frustration out on the bus stop, then concluded as
he  walked  home  that  since  he  bore  David  no
particular ill-will  it  was probably for the best.  He
wasn’t the sort to stay friends with old flames, and
on  reflection  Helena  was  a  good  friend  and  he
wouldn’t  want  to  lose  her  for  the  sake  of  a  few
weeks’  dalliance.  By  morning  he  had,  if  not
forgotten about the end of the previous evening, at
least come to terms with the result and moved on.

Helena  practically  tiptoed into  the  office  that
morning, to find everyone else already there.

“Have  you  got  a  headache?”  asked  Matthew,
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with theatrical loudness and a grin. She smiled at
him with obvious relief as she sat down at her desk
opposite him.

“No worse than yours, I imagine.”
“Me?  What  makes  you  think  I’ve  got  a

headache this  morning? I  barely  touched a drop
last night.”

“Sober and dignified to the end,” said Helena,
wincing inwardly as she considered how that might
be  taken.  Matthew,  if  he  noticed  any  hidden
meaning, showed no sign of it.

“I  told  Martin  about  Dan  Pearson,”  Matthew
said with distaste. “He reckons we should stick ‘I’m
a sleazy old sod’ on his back next time he’s on his
way to some important meeting. He goes in for all
that back-slapping crap, he’d never realise.”

“That’s just a touch juvenile, Matthew.”
“It was Martin’s idea, not mine.”
“And  I  didn’t  say  it  wasn’t  a  good  one,  just

juvenile,” she smiled. The worst had been passed
with no ill effects.
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Chapter 6
Festivity

On the night before Christmas Eve, Helena was
sitting alone on the floor of her bedroom, drinking
tea  and  checking  that  she’d  wrapped  all  the
presents  she’d  bought.  David  had  left  for  his
parents’ house earlier that evening, and though she
thought she’d miss him over the holiday, she was
also  looking  forward  to  having  a  bit  of  time  to
herself or with her friends. One of her university
friends, always more the sort of person to go to the
pictures with than to have deep discussions with,
had  already  drifted  away  from her;  another  was
working in an investment bank in New York. That
only  left  one,  who was hoping to visit  Helena at
New Year.

As  a  joke  about  the  way  they’d  got  together,
Helena had bought David some boxer shorts  for
Christmas, more colourful than the ones he usually
wore,  and  had  of  course  given  him  the  neatly
wrapped package already, with strict instructions to
leave it unopened until Christmas morning. She’d
taken a box of  Quality  Street in to work for her
officemates  to  share,  though  there  was  still  a
separate present for Matthew, for when he came to
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help with the tree  the following day. Other than
that,  there  were  only  her  parents’  presents,  and
they were duly wrapped, ribboned and tagged, so
she carefully put them all back on top of her shoe
collection. Finding herself at a loss, she was about
to go downstairs to watch TV with her mum and
dad,  when  the  phone  rang,  her  mum  answered
and called up to Helena.

Sitting on her parents’ bed, listening to David
telling her excitedly about the changes his parents
had made round the house,  and how happy the
dog had seemed when he’d arrived home, Helena
felt guilty. She hadn’t thought of phoning him, she
couldn’t  honestly  say  she  was  overjoyed  to  hear
from  him  again  so  soon,  and  she  was  barely
listening to him. Instead she was wondering how
many mince pies were left in the packet downstairs,
and how many times a day David would phone her
during his absence. Matthew’s comment on David
as  spaniel  came  back  to  her,  and  she  felt
uncomfortable.

Christmas Eve dawned in a limp drizzle,  and
Helena’s dad had already been out and bought a
tree by the time she dragged herself out of bed and
padded downstairs in dressing-gown and slippers.
Christmas seemed to have come very quickly this
year, partly due to the fact that Helena had been at
work until  the 23rd instead of  being home from
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university  by the  second week of  December with
not much to do. She ate her breakfast opposite a
slowly  defrosting  turkey, with  her  mum bustling
about the kitchen, seemingly on all sides at once. 

“Can I do anything, mum?”
“You can get out from under my feet and get

dressed. I need the table.”
Back upstairs, washed, dressed, and at a loose

end with none of the homework-guilt of previous
Christmases  to  contend  with,  Helena  listlessly
switched  the  radio  on  and  then  off  again,  and
flicked through a  magazine.  Eventually  she  went
downstairs to watch TV, and became engrossed in a
film  she’d  seen  countless  times  before  and  had
never really liked.

She was flicking through the Radio Times and
TV Times to see if there was anything bearable on
that  lunchtime  when  the  doorbell  rang,  and
seconds later she heard Matthew being greeted by
her dad. 

“Hi,” said Matthew with a grin as he was shown
into the living room by Helena’s  dad.  Her mum
followed,  wiping floury hands on her floral  print
apron.

“Hello. Well, you’ve met my dad. Mum, this is
Matthew.”

Helena’s  mum  very  politely  but  with  little
warmth, said hello and shook Matthew’s hand. She
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didn’t entirely approve of Helena’s close friendship
with  this  young  man,  and  although  she’d
intervened  with  her  husband  in  order  that
Matthew should be allowed to join them that day,
she  wasn’t  intending  to  welcome  him with  open
arms.  Helena  guessed  this  much  from  the
studiously neutral look on her mother’s face, and
wondered  if  the  day  would  turn  out  to  be
extremely uncomfortable for everyone.

“Well,” she went on, brightly, “Who’s for tea? It
looks miserable out, Matthew, I hope you haven’t
got too cold.”

She ushered him along the hall to the kitchen,
filled the kettle and offered him a mince pie, which
he  took  and  held,  standing  awkwardly  in  the
middle of the room. Helena’s mum had returned
to the kitchen to resume whatever preparations she
had been in the middle of when Matthew arrived,
and the atmosphere she created made conversation
almost impossible.

“I didn’t know when your friend was coming,
so I’ve done plenty of veg just in case. We’re having
chicken  pie,”  said  Helena’s  mum,  as  if  Matthew
wasn’t  standing next  to her. Pointedly turning to
Matthew, Helena asked if he’d already eaten, and
whether he liked chicken pie.

“I had tea and biscuits  for breakfast.  Chicken
pie sounds great.”
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“Tea and biscuits for breakfast? What kind of a
start  to  the  day  is  that?  You’re  all  alike;  I  keep
telling Helena she’ll  learn one of  these  days  that
you can’t get through half the day on fresh air. It’s
no wonder you none of you seem to have much get
up and go,” complained Helena’s mum as she lifted
lids off pans, and peered inside the oven. Helena
smiled ruefully at Matthew, who grinned back and
began to eat his mince pie.

“And  don’t  be  filling  up  on  those,  either:
dinner’s nearly done. Is that tea ready yet?”

When  they  sat  down  together  around  the
kitchen table, Helena was dreading a painful half-
hour of  stilted conversation punctuated by heavy
silences,  but  Matthew’s  light-hearted chatter  soon
opened everyone up, and by the end of the meal
Helena’s  parents  had both fallen under the spell
cast by Matthew’s charm and good humour. 

After lunch, with the ice broken and everyone
pleasantly  full  of  pie,  the  tree-decorating  began.
Now that the moment had arrived, and Matthew
was actually present as an observer, Helena started
to feel self-conscious about her family’s Christmas
Eve rituals, and she briefly wondered whether this
had been such a good idea. Her dad was gleefully
pulling out a couple of festive LPs to listen to while
they  were  busy,  and  her  mum  was  unwrapping
baubles  and  telling  Matthew  the  history  behind
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each one. Helena pulled a carrier bag full of tinsel
towards  her  and started  sorting  it  out  by  colour
and  length  on  the  living-room  floor.  She
remembered  what  Matthew  had  said  about
Christmas  decorations,  and  selecting  a  three-foot
length of green tinsel,  leaned over and draped it
around his neck from behind, making him jump.

“There you go, you can take that home and pin
it on your wall or something.”

“Why thank you, I’ll treasure it always,” replied
Matthew,  tying  it  loosely  into  something
reminiscent of Hawaii. An hour or so later, the tree
was  complete.  Matthew  hadn’t  made  fun  of  any
aspect  of  their  Christmas  Eve  so  far,  much  to
Helena’s relief, and she was glad he’d spent the day
with  them.  Tea  wasn’t  quite  ready  though  so
without  really  thinking  about  what  her  mother’s
thoughts  on  the  matter  might  be,  she  took  him
upstairs  to her bedroom, because that’s  what she
was used to doing when friends came to visit.

“So, this is my room.”
“No posters of Patrick Swayze, or Tom Cruise? I

suppose  you’ve  got  David  for  that  though,”
grinned  Matthew  as  he  scanned  the  small  room
with its pictureless walls and small bookcase.

“Mum doesn’t  want  the  wallpaper  damaging.
Sit down, I’ll put some music on.”

Matthew looked interested, and sat cross-legged
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on  Helena’s  pillow while  she  plugged in  a  small
radio-cassette-player that stood on the windowsill.
She pulled a tape at random from a shoebox on top
of the bookcase, and Matthew noticed that it wasn’t
in its case. 

“You  shouldn’t  leave  tapes  lying  around
without  a  case  you  know,  they  won’t  last  five
minutes. I bet you don’t rewind them when you’ve
finished, either.”

“It’s  just  a  tape,  Matthew,  it’s  not  like  it’s
important.”

Matthew  shook  his  head,  refraining  from
pointing out that it wasn’t just a tape, it was music,
and there could be nothing more important than
that.  When  Helena  pressed  play,  and  Matthew
heard what she’d put on, he considered changing
his mind about it being music — it was a throwaway
pop song by a one-hit-wonder from the previous
year, but thankfully the tape had been wound to
halfway through the song before Helena put it on.
Suddenly, the music was drowned out.

“Argh!  Bruno  Brookes!  Helena  how  can  you
listen to something that badly edited?”

“What do you mean? I wouldn’t have thought
you’d have minded him talking over the song, it
didn’t look like you were enjoying it.”

“That’s not the point, you can’t tape songs off
the  radio  where  they’re  submerged  under  the
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inane  prattlings  of  a  brainless  DJ,  it  ruins  the
feeling of the music.”

“I always tape stuff off the radio; I’m not going
to buy the single, it gets really expensive if you like
loads of songs in this week’s chart, then you go off
them after  a  few  weeks  and  you  never  listen  to
them again.  Some things I  keep for a while,  but
mostly I just keep taping over it all.”

The arrival of teatime cut short Matthew’s aural
torture at the hands of Helena’s music collection,
and he didn’t ask her what she meant by ‘you go
off  them after  a  few weeks’;  it  was  a  concept  he
could not get his head around.

Almost immediately after they’d finished their
meal, Matthew declared it was about time he left,
he didn’t want to encounter too many drunks on
the way  home and he  wasn’t  too sure about  the
frequency of the buses, either. Helena felt  a little
disappointed that he was leaving so soon, though
in fact  he’d been there for  about  six  hours.  Her
mum had made him a small Christmas pudding to
take home with him, and had also parcelled up a
few mince pies. 

They were all  gathered in the hallway, saying
goodbye to Matthew, who was insistent on keeping
the  tinsel  garland  round his  neck,  when  Helena
remembered  she  had  a  present  for  him  in  the
bottom of her wardrobe.
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“Oh, hang on Matthew, I forgot your present.”
She  ran  up  the  stairs,  and  Matthew  felt

ashamed  that  he’d  spent  the  day  with  Helena’s
family, accepted two meals, food to take home with
him,  and  now a  present  from Helena,  and  he’d
never thought of getting her a Christmas present
or  bringing  a  box  of  chocolates  with  him to  say
thank you.

“There  you  go,  no  opening  it  till  tomorrow
morning.”

“As if I’d cheat. You’ll have to wait till you come
over on Boxing Day, for yours,” said Matthew as
she handed him a small  package with a red bow
attached. He hoped he’d be able to find something
lying around the house that he could wrap up and
give to her without it being too obvious.

“I’m coming over on Boxing Day, am I?”
“Well,  you don’t  have  to.  I’ll  probably  phone

you  tomorrow,  anyway.  Thanks  for  dinner  and
everything.”  He  smiled  at  Helena’s  parents,  and
they  waved  him  off  down  the  garden  path  as
though he was part of the family.
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Chapter 7
A new start

Martin  returned  for  New  Year,  with  the
intention of going to a fancy-dress party with some
friends, but the plans disintegrated on the morning
of New Year’s Eve, and faced with the prospect of
only  Matthew  and  the  TV  for  company, Martin
insisted Helena join them for the evening. Helena’s
mother  responded  to  Helena’s  intention  of
sleeping on the sofa  at  a  house occupied by two
men  with  a  bout  of  furious  oven-cleaning,  even
though she didn’t entirely disapprove of Matthew
any more.  Helena chose  to  ignore  it,  and had a
pleasantly  silly  evening  involving  paper  hats,
boardgames,  and  unusual  cocktails,  mostly
involving  lager  as  a  base  ingredient.  David  duly
returned  from  his  festive  stay  in  the  country,
ecstatic at his reunion with Helena, and life settled
down again into its pre-Christmas groove. 

The start of February meant Matthew’s annual
Valentine gamble could get underway. He was still
unattached,  having  had  only  casual  and  largely
disastrous dates  since  Sandra and he had parted
company in November. The big decision, as always,
was  whether to  send a  whole  stack of  cards  and
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hope  for  one  to  pay  off,  or  pick  a  target  and
bombard her with flowers, cards and chocolates on
the day. He was discussing this quite seriously with
Martin one morning when Helena arrived at her
desk.

“What’re  you  two  up  to?  You  look  far  too
engrossed to be doing any work,” she asked as she
arranged her raincoat on a coat hanger.

“Ah, a woman’s insight. How handy.”
Helena paused and looked suspiciously at them

both, before sitting down and saying:
“Go on…”
“Well,  as  you’ve  no  doubt  spotted,  it’s

Valentine’s Day next week. Now it’s all very well for
couples like yourself and David, you just break out
the  champagne  and  oysters,  invest  in  some  new
barely-there  underwear,  start  feeding  each  other
grapes and Bob’s your uncle.”

“Matthew!”
Matthew  made  placating  gestures  and

continued:
“But the problem for those of us who aren’t in

that fortunate situation are twofold: firstly, is there
anyone we might want to try and use Valentine’s
Day to ensnare, and secondly, how best to go about
this. Now…”

“You mean you want me to tell you what’s the
best way of getting into some poor girl’s knickers
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without forking out too much on chocolate?”
“Helena, Helena…Yes.”
Helena shook her head. Sometimes the pair of

them were beyond belief.
“I suppose it depends on the girl in question.

Do either of you have anyone in mind?”
“Martin does, don’t you Martin?”
Martin scratched the back of his neck nervously

and looked at his desk, saying nothing.
“Oh well I’ll tell you then. It’s the fat lass in the

outer office, she's just been ditched by her fiance.”
“She’s  not  fat  Matthew,  she’s  well-

proportioned,”  said  Martin,  rubbing  his  ear, still
not looking up.

“Well,”  began  Helena,  somewhat  taken  aback
by this news, “You’re probably best off sending her
flowers rather than anything chocolatey…”

“She’s  not  fat!”  reiterated  Martin,  looking
furiously  at  Helena.  “And she’s  not  middle-aged,
either.”

Helena  looked  helplessly  at  Matthew,  who
looked embarrassed, as though he and Martin had
had  this  argument  on  several  occasions  already.
Martin was twenty-five, and although Helena didn’t
know how old the woman in question might be, she
would have guessed at over thirty.

“Er, no, but then she’s not going to be as easily-
impressed as a young girl, is she? So you probably
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need  more  than  an  anonymous  card  and  a  red
rose. What about you Matthew, anyway?” 

Helena was desperate to steer them away from
a touchy subject, but Matthew just shrugged. He’d
been compiling a mental  list  of  possibilities  for  a
couple of weeks, but none of them were more than
half-hearted selections.

“I don’t know, I thought about maybe sending
cards to every available girl in the company, plus a
random  selection  of  barmaids  and  supermarket
checkout girls.”

“It’s a technique,” commented Helena, unsure
as to whether or not he was joking.

“Where’s  David  taking  you?”  asked  a  sorry-
looking Martin.

“I  think he’s  making  me dinner  at  his  place,
actually.”

“Grapes for afters?” asked Matthew, assuming
innocence.

The fateful day arrived the following Tuesday.
Matthew had indeed sent cards of varying degrees
of expense to almost every unattached girl he could
think of, to see who he got positive responses from.
Martin  had  said  no  more  about  the  amply-
proportioned  Karen  in  the  outer  office,  and
Helena had received a large, soppy card through
the  post,  anonymous  but  clearly  in  David’s
handwriting.
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At half past nine, the office door burst inwards,
followed by the large frame of a besuited woman.
She turned to a shocked Matthew and elaborately
ripped up a card, fluttering the pieces over his desk
and the surrounding floor.

“It might be your idea of a hilarious joke but I
don’t think it’s very funny!” she shouted.

Helena  could  only  see  a  back  view  but  she
guessed it  was  Karen,  and  wondered what  cruel
trick  Matthew  had  played  on  her,  just  because
Martin  was  interested  in  her.  Helena  was
disappointed in Matthew, she knew he was flippant
and teasing a lot of the time but this poor woman
sounded close to tears.

“Oh,  hello  Martin,”  said  Karen,  quietly, as  if
she’d just noticed there were other people in the
room.  Matthew  was  staring  at  her,  stunned  to
silence,  while  Martin  looked  like  a  rabbit  in
headlights.  No-one  spoke  for  a  few  seconds  that
seemed much longer.

“Er, Karen, I’m not sure how to put this, but I
think  you’re  about  the  only  woman  under  forty
that I haven’t sent a card to today,” said Matthew,
keeping  a  wary  eye  on  the  pieces  of  abused
greeting-card  that  littered  his  workspace.  Karen
looked at him, wide-eyed, embarrassed enough at
her unwarranted scene that she didn’t notice any
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implied insult. Martin was still frozen in silence.
“Oh God, Matthew I’m so sorry. What must you

think of me? I didn’t think it was the sort of thing
you’d do but you know you are a bit of a joker and
it just said ‘Will you marry me? M’, and I…”

Karen  trailed  off  into  tears,  pulling  a  lace-
edged handkerchief from the sleeve of her blouse
and  dabbing  carefully  at  her  made-up  eyes.
Matthew and Helena stared at  her, not  knowing
quite what to do or say, until  the contents of her
card  sunk  in  and  they  both  turned  to  look  at
Martin, who swallowed with great difficulty, tried to
say something then returned to panicked silence.

“Martin!” breathed a shocked Helena. “I know
I  said  she  wouldn’t  be  easily  impressed,  but  a
proposal?”

Karen paused in her eye-dabbing and peered at
Martin  distrustfully.  He  looked  ragged  and
miserable, trying to shrink into his chair.

“I know it’s a bit old-fashioned…” he mumbled
as he accidentally snapped the clip off a pen he was
playing with.

“Martin?” queried Karen, sniffing and dabbing.
“Oh crumbs,  Martin,  I  never  thought,”  she said,
mostly to herself, as she frantically started picking
up all the pieces of card. Matthew gathered up the
ones that had fallen onto him, and handed them to
her, still  wary as if she might turn on him again.
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Was she planning on throwing the bits of ripped
card at Martin now?

“Does anyone have any sellotape?”
Martin leapt up with a tentative smile and held

out  his  tape dispenser to  Karen,  who beamed at
him as she took it. Matthew leaned forward across
his desk and loudly whispered to Helena:

“What just happened there?”
“I  have  no  idea,  but  if  I  were  you  I’d  start

writing a Best Man’s speech.” 
The  day  settled  down after  the  early  drama.

Helena  received  a  large  basket  of  flowers,  also
clearly from David, and Martin wore a permanent
shocked  smile.  No-one  had  dared  ask  him  yet
whether the proposal to Karen had been seriously
accepted, but it  was clear that they were now an
item  at  least.  Helena  hadn’t  realised  how  well
Martin and Karen knew each other because she’d
never seen them together outside of work, but she
discovered  they'd  gone  out  together  a  couple  of
years earlier and on reflection the proposal didn’t
seem quite as bizarre as it had done at first.

At lunchtime, when only Helena and Matthew
were  at  their  desks,  eating  sandwiches  and
commenting on Matthew’s lack of response to his
Valentine  mailshot,  their  office  received  another
unexpected female visitor.

“Hi. Are you Matthew, by any chance?” asked
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the  head  that  peered  round  the  door  after  a
tentative knock. Matthew assured her that he was,
and she stepped inside.

“This was on my desk this morning in a blank
envelope, so I opened it, but I think it was probably
meant for someone else, I’ve only been here a few
days.  Anyway someone said it  looked like one of
Matthew’s,  so  I  asked where  Matthew was  and I
came to return it so you can give it to whoever it
was  meant  for.  Though  you’d  need  a  new
envelope.”

Matthew watched her, rapt, as she brandished a
Valentine card in front of her. She was petite, with
almost  elfin  features  and  short,  slightly  spiked
blonde hair; her jacket sleeves were marginally too
long for comfort, which lent her the air of a child,
pretending.

“You can keep it if you like,” he said.
The blonde girl smiled and stood the card up

on Matthew’s desk, bending from the waist rather
than  stepping  closer.  She  turned  to  go  back
through the door she’d left open.

“Hang on! What’s your name?”
“Clare,” as she closed the door behind her.
Matthew looked at Helena, who was munching

on a sandwich, with a bemused look on her face.
“Do  I  take  it  she  was  one  of  your  many

recipients?”  she  asked  when  she’d  finished  the
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mouthful.
Matthew shook his head slowly.
“No, I have no idea who she is.”
He picked up the card she’d returned and read

it, then nodded thoughtfully.
“Laura’s moved offices, I forgot. Well, I know

where Clare is now, anyway.”
“Are  you  going  to  go  deliver  that  to  poor

deprived Laura then?”
“Not  a  lot  of  point  now, she  doesn’t  stand  a

chance with Clare to be compared to.”
After work, having left Matthew lost in thoughts

of Clare, Helena made her way to David’s flat. He
had taken the afternoon off work to prepare her a
meal and she was looking forward to finding out
what culinary delights were in store for her. The
smell of burning that greeted her on the stairs did
not, however, bode well. She wrinkled up her nose
and peered into the tiny kitchen.

“Ah.  It’s  probably  best  if  you  don’t  look  too
closely,” said David, steering her towards the sofa.
“Dinner won’t be long. Champagne?”

“Er, yes, please. Is something burning, David?”
She  rose  from her  seat,  concerned about  the

smell and the faint smoke-haze in the kitchen. This
time, David didn’t stop her.

“Not any more,  no.  Never flambé before you
can roast, as the old saying goes, and I think we can
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all learn a lot from that.”
“Pardon?” asked Helena.
“Um.  Well,  I  wanted  to  cook  you  something

special, so I asked mother’s advice but she did warn
me it might be quite tricky, which is why I took half
a day’s holiday, but…”

Helena looked at the blackened unrecognisable
lump on the worktop, that David was pointing at.

“What was it?”
“Oh that’s really not important now. I’ve made

you  something  else  that  I  know  you’ll  like.  Not
made as such, more just heated, really. Anyway, sit
down, I’ll bring it through in just a tick.”

Helena  retreated  from  the  kitchenette’s
doorway  and  fished  a  small  envelope  from  her
handbag. She placed it on the table and sat down
opposite,  sipping  her  champagne.  After  a
moment’s thought, she lit the three candles in the
centre of the table and switched off the light.

“Here  we  are,  lovingly-prepared  specially  for
my  beautiful  Helena,”  announced  David  as  he
placed a laden plate in front of her with a flourish.
Helena  looked  at  the  contents  of  the  plate  and
began to  laugh,  then stopped when she  saw  the
hurt look on his face.

“Oh no I wasn’t…I mean, thank you, it’s lovely.
It’s just that it seemed quite funny that you’d taken
the afternoon off for this, that’s all. There’s a card
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for you.” She gestured to the envelope by his plate,
and David sat down, somewhat mollified.

“Gosh, who can this be from?” he asked with a
smile as he opened the card from Helena. “Which
reminds me, I have a small gift for you.”

Helena was dismayed by this news, not because
she  didn’t  want  a  present  but  because  it  hadn’t
occurred  to  her  to  buy  anything  for  David,  and
he’d  already  sent  her  flowers  earlier  in  the  day.
Keith had never been a partaker of the ‘capitalist
festivals’ as he called them, and declared that those
who  had  love  had  no  need  of  Valentine’s  Day,
which  meant  they  had  never  even  exchanged
cards.

“It can wait though, surely? I wouldn’t want the
crispy pancakes to go cold, not after you’ve worked
so hard on them.”

After the meal,  David went into the bedroom
and returned with his hands behind his back.

“Close your eyes and hold out your hands.”
Helena,  perched  on  the  edge  of  the  sofa,

obediently closed her eyes and cupped her hands
in front of her. She felt something soft and furry
brushing her palms before David instructed her to
look at the present. Looking down she immediately
saw a small grey toy rabbit, which felt very soft, and
she was about to thank David when she noticed the
glint at its neck.
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“Oh…It’s  a  bracelet…Are  they  aitches?”  she
asked, looking up at David who was grinning. He
nodded,  and  knelt  in  front  of  her  to  fasten  the
chain of gold aitches around her wrist. When it was
secure, he coughed in a preparatory sort of way.

“Father  thinks  it’s  about  time you visited  the
family pile.” He grimaced and looked down. “And
mother’s  been  asking  when  she’s  going  to  meet
you. I thought we could go down there over the
Easter weekend.” He looked up at her expectantly.
Helena’s  mind  raced;  she  tried  not  to  look  as
disturbed as she felt by the sight of David kneeling
before her, talking about meeting his parents. She
clutched the rabbit to her chest and tried to think
of a suitable reply.
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Chapter 8
Endings and beginnings

The  morning  after  the  Valentine  dinner,
Helena confided in Matthew:

“I told him my friend’s coming over from New
York at Easter and I was hoping to see her.”

“Oh is she? That’s nice.”
“No Matthew, she isn’t,  I  haven’t  heard from

her since Christmas.  I  couldn’t  face  going to  the
‘family pile’ to be vetted by ‘mother and father’. I
doubt they’d approve, anyway.”

Helena looked thoroughly  miserable,  she  was
all but drooping into her coffee mug, but Matthew
couldn’t resist:

“He  probably  wanted  to  show you  the  estate
and then propose by the trout lake or something.”

Helena looked up from her drink.
“That’s  what  I  was  afraid  of:  why else  would

father and mother be so anxious to meet me if not
to check I was suitable material for the next lady of
the manor? It’s not really me, rattling around in a
big house in the country with a load of dogs. He’s a
nice lad…”

“But …?”
“Exactly:  ‘but’.  I’m too  young  to  be  thinking
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about marriage, anyway.”
“We might be jumping to conclusions.”
They  looked  at  each  other  and  shook  their

heads, which at least made Helena smile, however
wanly.

“Urgh, Matthew, I don’t know what to do. I feel
terrible for lying to him but it was the first thing I
thought of, I couldn’t just say I dreaded him taking
me home to meet his parents, could I?”

Matthew shrugged and slid off the desk he was
perched on.

“I  dunno  …It  seems  to  me  though  that  the
kindest  thing  to  do,  if  he’s  thinking  in  terms  of
marriage and heirs, and you’re not even planning
on meeting the folks …Come on, we’d better get to
work,  we  can  talk  about  this  later.”  He’d  seen
Helena’s features descend further into misery, and
he was determined not to provoke her into tears in
the office. 

At ten past  one Hugh,  Henry and Mark had
already  gone  for  lunch.  Martin  was  collecting
Karen from her office to take her shopping for an
engagement ring, much to his own disbelief,  and
Helena  had  just  made  coffee  for  herself  and
Matthew  as  preparation  for  a  long  and  serious
discussion about what she should say to David. She
was placing Matthew’s mug among the disordered
papers on his  desk when the office door opened
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and Martin stuck his head round it.
“Clare’s in the corridor,” he whispered with a

grin,  and  left.  Matthew  sat  up  in  his  chair  and
looked thoughtful. Leaving it just long enough to
be  unconnected  with  Martin’s  visit,  but  not  long
enough to miss her, he strode purposefully to the
door and opened it.

“Matthew  what  about  your  coffee?”  asked
Helena, who didn’t want to be deserted when she
needed so badly to talk to her friend.

“Back  in  a  minute,”  Matthew  replied
distractedly as he went out. Helena slumped onto
the  corner  of  her  desk,  dejected  and alone,  and
sipped her coffee, burning her lip. Trying not to let
the feeling of hopelessness reduce her to tears, she
pulled a glossy magazine from her bag and started
into her sandwiches while she read an article about
nailcare.

Less than ten minutes later Matthew returned,
apparently  having  had  no  success  with  Clare,
who’d been chatting to Dan Pearson when Matthew
walked past and said hello, ostensibly on the way to
the toilet.

“She barely glanced at me. She didn’t even get
my name right, she called me Michael. In front of
Dan sodding Pearson.” He glared at his feet, which
were resting on his desk, as he sipped his coffee.
Helena found this quite entertaining, considering
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the casual way in which Matthew usually dismissed
girls he didn’t find attractive, but she didn’t think it
would be a good idea to say so.

“Well,  give her time. The old Matthew charm
usually works sooner or later.”

Matthew  gave  a  humourless  huff  of  laughter
and a noncommital grunt. 

“Anyway,”  He  pulled  himself  together  and
swung his feet down from the desk, sitting up to
look more alert. “We were sorting out the problem
of how to stop you being the new Lady Gibbon,
weren’t we.”

By the end of the week, Martin and Karen had
started  to  plan  the  wedding,  Karen  flashing  her
new, tasteful and not too expensive ring at every
opportunity.  Martin  had  made  it  clear  to  his
officemates that Karen was all for a quiet affair at a
registry office, so no offence was to be taken if an
invite  failed to  show up.  In  private  of  course  he
assured Matthew and Helena that however quiet,
the pair of them would be expected to attend. He
didn’t mention David, in case Helena had split up
with him by then; Matthew hadn’t told him much,
but he was aware that things were not all sunshine
and flowers in the world of Helena.

She had been trying her best to avoid David for
the rest of the week, diving into the bathroom at
home every time the phone rang, and declining to
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accompany  her  colleagues  on  the  usual  Friday
evening excursion to Hodgson’s. Instead, she spent
Friday evening sitting on her bed drinking endless
tea,  weighing  up  her  feelings  for  David.  She
couldn’t  continue to avoid him without upsetting
him;  he  was  probably  already  wondering  what
exactly he’d done to offend her. On the other hand
she couldn’t speak to him without agreeing to visit
his  family  home,  or  offering  him  a  watertight
excuse for never doing so. The time had come for
decisions.

Early enough on Saturday morning to slip out
of  the  house  unnoticed  and  therefore
unquestioned, Helena set off to visit David. For the
entire bus journey she fidgeted in her seat, bit at
her  thumbnails,  and  practiced  conversation-
openers  in  her  head.  When a  bleary-eyed David
opened  the  door,  however,  her  mind  went
completely blank.

“Oh gosh, Helena, you’re here early. I seemed
to keep missing you on the phone, I was going to
ring you later to see if you were coming over.”

Helena had followed David up the stairs  and
into  his  small  living-room,  and  now  stood,
hesitating, in front of the sofa. Should she blurt out
what she’d come here to say, and then leave? Or
take her coat off, sit down over tea and a chat, then
gradually work up to the fact that this was the end.
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“Er…David I’ve…”
“Hang on, I’ll make some tea. It’s a trifle chilly

this  morning,  specially  just  wearing  a  dressing
gown.”

He  rubbed  at  his  arms  to  drive  home  his
opinion on the temperature, and stepped into the
kitchen to fill the kettle. Helena waited, unmoving.

“See what I mean? You’ve frozen into place!…
What’s wrong?”

“David I can’t go visit your parents at Easter.”
“Yes you said that, you’re friend’s over from the

States. That doesn’t matter, it didn’t have to be at
Easter.”

“No,  I  mean  I  can’t…Look,  David,  you’re  a
lovely person…” She cringed as the words left her
mouth;  what  a  crass  and  insincere  phrase.  She
looked up into David’s face: he looked as though
he’d  just  seen  someone  pull  up  in  one  go  six
hundred  petunias  he’d  spent  all  day  planting,
unable to understand why anyone would want to
do such a thing to him.

“I just think perhaps we want different things
from this, that’s all.  You’d better have this  back.”
She  reached inside  her  handbag for  the  bracelet
he’d  given her  so  recently, but  David  held  up a
hand.

“No no,  it  was  made for  you,  it  would  seem
improper for anyone else to wear it.”
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He’d  had  it  made  for  her?  Helena  felt  like
someone had punched her softly  in the stomach,
and  remained rooted to  the  spot,  one  hand  still
halfway  out  of  her  bag,  clutching  the  bracelet.
Surely this was proof that she was doing the right
thing though; it must have cost him a fortune. With
a swift decisive movement she drew her hand out
and placed the bracelet on a sofa cushion.

“I couldn’t keep it.”
“Why, Helena?”
“Why? Well it must have cost you…”
“No, not the bracelet, I mean why…I thought

you were happy, I thought we were happy.”
Helena  concentrated  on  her  bag-clasp  as  she

fastened it, turning over a variety of replies in her
mind. 

“Yes, it’s been fun.”
“Well  why  are  you  suddenly…Oh…Are  you

bothered about  making  a  bad impression on  my
parents?  I  can  easily  put  them  off  for  a  few
months.”  His  face  brightened  as  his  moment  of
partial  insight  arrived,  and  Helena  felt  truly
wretched.

“I think I’ve just realised how different we are.
I’m sorry David, I have to go.” She rushed down
the stairs and outside without looking at David, not
wanting to see the brightness fade once more as she
kicked her faithful lapdog in the teeth.
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Walking  hurriedly  through  the  still-deserted
streets, sniffing repeatedly, wishing she’d had more
than two tissues with her, Helena wondered what to
do next. She didn’t want to go home and face her
mother’s silent questioning as she encountered her
around  the  house,  but  neither  did  she  feel  like
wandering through the shops,  particularly as her
eyes must be quite red. She looked at her watch:
nearly half past nine, probably not too drastically
early for social calls.

Helena  had  never  called  on  Matthew
unannounced  before,  and  she  felt  more  nervous
than she thought she ought to as she walked up the
short path to the front door. All the curtains were
closed but there were lights on downstairs so she
took a deep breath and rang the doorbell.

“Helena!  You’re  bright  and  early,  love…Oh,
what’s  wrong?  Come in!”  Karen ushered Helena
inside with such maternal bustling that Helena had
to smile; poor Martin probably hadn’t realised how
loudly ticking a biological clock he was up against.

“Is Matthew awake yet, do you know?”
“Well I haven’t seen him, but…Martin! Did you

take Matthew some tea?”
Martin, in T-shirt and striped pyjama bottoms,

appeared from the kitchen with a mug in his hand.
“Mm.  He  grunted  but  that  doesn’t  mean

anything with Matthew, I’ve had conversations with
110



him before and he’s turned out to be fast asleep.
Bob upstairs and see.”

Helena  hesitated,  torn  between  a  need  for  a
sympathetic ear and her embarrassment at calling
on Matthew while he was still in bed.

“He’s alone, if that’s what you’re worried about.
And I don’t  think he’s  naked. Not in this  house.
Not  in  February,”  supplied  Martin,  with  a  grin.
Helena gave him an exasperated look and started
up the stairs.

She knocked tentatively on Matthew’s bedroom
door  and  listened  for  a  reply,  which  wasn’t
forthcoming. Unsure whether to retreat down the
stairs  or  try  again,  she  waited  on  the  dimly-lit
landing for a few seconds, until she heard a loud
thumping  from  downstairs.  Leaning  over  the
bannister  she  saw  through  the  open  living-room
door,  Martin  standing  on  the  arm  of  the  sofa,
whacking the ceiling with a telephone directory. He
looked up at the bemused face of Helena peering
down at him.

“That’ll get him going, try again.”
“Is that a tried and tested method?”
“There are no guaranteed methods for waking

Matthew up, I’m afraid,  but I have my favourite
tricks,” replied Martin, mock-solemnly. Wondering
why exactly she had decided to come here at such
an  hour,  Helena  pushed  herself  away  from  the
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bannister and returned to Matthew’s door, where
she tapped gently at the panelling.

“Martin bugger off! It’s Saturday you git!” came
from within, muffled by a duvet.

“Matthew!  It’s  Helena,”  was  all  the  reply  she
could think of. There was a pause, and then a less
muffled  invitation  to  enter.  She  did  so,  to  find
Matthew lying  in  bed,  squinting  at  her  over  the
edge of his covers.

“Hello. What brings you here?” He turned onto
his side and picked up his watch from the top of a
pile of paperback books beside the bed, bringing it
close  to  his  half-open  eyes  to  read  the  digital
display.  He  raised  his  eyebrows  and  turned  to
Helena. “What are you even doing out of bed at
this time on a weekend?”

“Not everyone’s as lazy as you, Matthew. I was
just at a bit of a loose end, that’s all.”

“Bit of a loose end?” he repeated, taking in her
reddened  eyes.  “You  wouldn’t  happen  to  have
recently left David’s flat, would you?”

There  was  a  knock  at  the  door,  and  Martin
appeared with a steaming mug in his hand.

“You looked like you could use some tea,” he
said, handing it to Helena, who smiled gratefully.

“Where’s  mine?”  asked  Matthew,  indignantly.
Martin leaned over to one side.

“Going cold next to your bed, by the looks of it.
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Told you you can never tell,” he said, turning to
Helena.

“What?” asked a puzzled Matthew as he sat up
and leaned out of bed to pick up his lukewarm tea.
Helena shook her head in reply, and Martin left the
room, closing the door behind him.

“Sit down then, take your coat off. Actually you
might not want to take your coat off, it’s a bit cold
for  that.  You  can  put  the  fire  on  though,”  said
Matthew, propping himself  up among his  pillows
and wrapping the duvet round him so that only his
head and the tea-bearing hand were exposed to the
cold air. Helena bent to switch on the electric bar-
fire  in  the  small  hearth,  looking  around  for
somewhere to sit  as  she did so.  Straightening up
with a frown, she asked Matthew if there was a seat
she’d missed.

“Under the pile of clothes. Just shove them on
the  floor. Careful  nothing  bites  you,”  he  replied
with  a  grin.  Gingerly,  Helena  reached  for  the
wooden chairback under an overhanging shirt and
tipped the assorted items of clothing onto the floor.
Sitting down on the plastic-covered seat, she held
her mug with both frozen hands and sipped her
tea.

“Well  come  on,”  said  Matthew, not  unkindly.
“You’re  obviously  here  to  pour  your  heart  out
about something so you might as well get started.”
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Giving a limp groaning sigh, Helena gathered
her thoughts and began.
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Chapter 9
Moving on

The following week, Matthew’s search for new
lodgings  became  serious.  Martin,  as  Matthew’s
landlord,  hadn’t  given  him  any  deadline  for
moving  out,  but  Matthew  thought  it  best  not  to
linger  beyond  the  wedding  day  in  late  March
unless he really had no other choice. He had been
casually glancing through the classified ads in the
local papers for a few days, but for some reason the
proximity of March 25th had hit him forcibly while
he  was  cleaning  his  teeth  one  morning,  and  his
search had deepened.

Devoid of David’s company, and still  trying to
avoid  too  much  questioning  from  her  mother,
Helena  had  been  spending  a  lot  of  time  at
Matthew’s  house,  helping  him  go  through  the
papers, and getting to know Karen.

Finding  digs  for  Matthew  was  proving  to  be
quite  tricky;  furnished  accomodation  for  one
person usually meant rooms in a shared house, or
somewhere  like  David’s  flat.  Matthew,  while  not
exactly fastidious himself, had a pessimistic view of
the ability of others to keep a house fairly clean and
not too untidy, and resolutely refused to move in
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with complete strangers. Unfortunately, he also had
no particular wish to live alone, perturbed by the
thought of having to make his own meals and do
his  own  shopping  if  he  was  unwell.  Helena’s
suggestion  of  renting  a  two-bedroomed  house,
moving in and then interviewing candidates to find
a suitable housemate had met with initial interest,
until they realised how much more expensive the
rent would be while he was still living alone.

“This  is  hopeless,  Matthew,  you’re  far  too
picky,”  complained  Helena  one  evening  as  she
tossed her pen onto the kitchen table, following her
unsuccessful trawl through yet another local paper.

“Well  I’ve  still  got  a  couple  of  weeks  to  find
something,”  he  replied  absentmindedly,  slowly
tapping his penlid against his lower lip as he leaned
over the newspaper he had open in front of him.
Helena looked across at the page he was reading:

“Matthew! You’re reading the football reports!
I’ve spent nearly an hour reading through adverts
for you, and you’re not even helping.”

“I only just started reading the sports page,” he
defended. “It’s the next page after the adverts stop,
I turned over and got distracted. It’s about time we
had  a  break  anyway.”  He  pushed  his  chair  back
with a squeak of lino, and got up to make tea.

“It’s  probably  about  time  I  went  home,
actually,” said Helena, standing up and stretching
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her arms above her head to loosen her shoulders.
“Mum’s been complaining she never knows when
to expect me home, she doesn’t know whether to
have my tea on or not, a simple phone call is all it
takes…”

“Maybe you should move out,  join  the club,”
suggested Matthew, dropping teabags into the pot.
“You could go share a house with a load of girls,
then  you’d  have  friends  to  watch  weepy  movies
with and discuss men…and I’d suddenly know the
phone  number  of  several  unattached  young
females.” He turned to Helena and grinned, and
she shook her head with a laugh.

“As if I’d tell you my phone number if I lived in
a house full of girls. They’d throw me out. No, I’m
afraid I’ll be staying at home for a while yet.”

“Why?” asked Matthew, more seriously. “It’s a
long trek on the bus every day, you have to get a
very  expensive  taxi  home  if  you  go  out  late  at
night…”

“It’s only twenty minutes each way on the bus.
And  I  don’t  stay  out  late  that  often.  I’d  just  be
throwing money away, renting, when I could stay
at  home  and  have  my  tea  cooked  for  me  every
night.”

“And  have  your  mum  breathing  down  your
neck all the time and asking where you’ve been and
who  with  and  why  are  you  home  so  late.  You
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should think about it,” he went on, warming to his
theme.  “Part  of  the  money  you’d  spend  on rent
would be made up for because you wouldn’t need
bus fare or taxis home…”

“But depending on where I rented, I might still
have  to  get  the  bus  to  work,  or  a  taxi  home at
night,  and  at  the  moment  I  don’t  pay  any  bills
except part of the phone bill, and I don’t cook very
often and I don’t have to go buy food or do any
laundry. Honestly Matthew, there’s  no reason for
me to move out yet, I’m OK as I am.”

Matthew shrugged, beaten for the moment, but
beginning to wonder if Helena might make a good
housemate. She in turn was telling herself that her
arguments  for  staying  at  home  were  far  more
convincing than Matthew’s arguments for moving
out, but there was a nagging doubt underneath it;
she considered that living with people her own age
might be a lot more fun than living with her ageing
parents. Determined not to subject herself to any
more  of  Matthew’s  persuasive  arguments  in  case
she buckled, she picked up her coat and handbag,
said her goodbyes, and left for home.

By that  weekend,  with only  a  fortnight  to go
until  Martin’s  wedding,  Helena was  beginning to
weaken.  For  the  remainder of  the  week she  had
gone straight home after work, trying to avoid any
further conversations with Matthew on the subject
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of her leaving home, but left alone to think about it
she  had  begun  to  turn  over  in  her  mind  the
possibility  of  sharing  a  house  with  him.  On
Saturday  morning,  she  tentatively  broached  the
subject at home while waiting for the kettle to boil.

“Mum,  what  would  you  say  if  I  said  I  was
thinking about moving out?”

“I’d say ‘why would you want to leave here to
live with a bunch of strangers?’, probably,” replied
Mrs Robertshaw, not looking up from her perusal
of the morning paper at the kitchen table.

“I don’t want to live with a bunch of strangers; I
meant sharing a house in town with a friend. I’d be
nearer to work and it’d be easier for going out. I
just thought it might be fun,” explained Helena.

“I  didn’t  think  you  had  any  friends,”
commented  her  mum,  turning  a  page  slowly.
“Except  the  lad  that’s  getting  married,  and
Matthew…”  She  looked  up  at  her  daughter,
sharply. “You are not going to live with Matthew,
young lady. I knew that lad was up to no good.”

“You  knew  nothing  of  the  sort!”  countered
Helena,  pushing  herself  away  from  the  worktop
she’d  been  leaning  on,  ignoring  the  click  of  the
kettle  as it  boiled. “You liked Matthew when you
met  him.  Anyway, what’s  wrong  with  living  with
Matthew?”

“What’s  wrong…?  Frank!  Frank,  come  and
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speak to your daughter! We were too soft on you
with Keith, I said we shouldn’t have let you…”

“What  are  you  hollering  about,  Marjory?”
asked Helena’s dad as he entered the kitchen and
took  in  his  wife’s  furious  countenance  and  his
daughter’s defensively-crossed arms.

“Tell her why it’s called ‘living in sin’, Frank!”
stormed Helena’s mother.

“Hang on!” interrupted Helena, “Nobody said
anything  about  that;  Matthew  and  I  are  just
friends, when I say sharing a house I mean sharing
a house, not sharing a bed.”

“Helena!” admonished her mother, closing her
newspaper  with  a  loud  rustle  and  slap  of  the
tabletop.

“You  started  it,”  Helena  pouted.  “I  just
thought, since Matthew’s looking for a housemate
and I was beginning to wonder if it was about time
I moved out,  it  made sense,  that’s  all.  I’m going
out, I’ll see you later.”

Helena  left  the  kitchen  to  put  her  shoes  on,
wondering whether to go for a walk to calm down,
or head into town. She heard her mum berating
her bewildered dad for being too lenient a father
and  letting  his  only  daughter  turn  out  so
shameless, and that helped her to decide.

When Matthew opened his front door an hour
later, a  grumpy-looking  Helena  was  standing  on
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the path.
“Hello.  What’s  up with you?” he asked as  he

stood aside to allow her into the hallway.
“Do you want a housemate?” she asked.
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Chapter 10
Flying the nest

While Martin and Karen were on honeymoon,
Matthew  and  Helena  moved  into  their  newly-
rented terraced house, a mere fifteen minutes’ walk
from their  office  building.  It  wasn’t  in  the nicest
part of town but neither was it in one of the worst,
though  Helena’s  mother  had  sniffed  loudly  and
said  nothing  when she  had  first  seen  where  her
daughter  was  going  to  be  living.  The  house  was
furnished to a fairly basic standard but the rent was
cheap, it  was handy for going to work and going
out, and Matthew and Helena were young enough
not to mind hard chairs and a touch of mildew.

“We  should  have  a  house-warming  party,”
suggested Matthew as he unpacked the tins of food
he’d  brought  with  him,  and  stacked  them  in  a
kitchen cupboard.

“We  could  give  our  guests  baked  beans,  I
suppose,”  replied  Helena,  eyeing  Matthew’s
cupboard.

“Ah, these were on special offer,” he explained,
waving a tin in her direction.  “That’s  the sort  of
budgetting  concern  you’re  going  to  have  to  get
used to, now, Helena,” teased Matthew, with a grin.
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“I  did  spend  three  years  at  university, thank
you.  Who  would  we  invite  to  a  housewarming
party, anyway? Except Martin and Karen?”

Matthew paused in his tin-stacking and sat back
on his heels.

“Well  you see,  this  is  the  beauty  of  having  a
party: you can invite all sorts of people you’d quite
like to know, but don’t really as yet.”

“You mean you want us to have a party so you
can invite loads of girls round?”

“Essentially,  yes.  Have  you  never  thrown  a
party before?”

“No,” replied Helena, unwrapping an old plate
she’d used at  university, and wondering whether
she’d done the right thing. “It’s odd getting all my
battered old pans and things out again, it feels like
being back at university, in a way.”

“Does that mean you’re going to start  getting
up  to  all  sorts  of  wild  student  antics?”  asked
Matthew, resuming his cupboard-arranging.

“I  doubt  it,”  replied  Helena,  slowly. “I  don’t
think I got up to much of that in the first place.”

“Too busy going on peace marches with Keith?”
“Something  like  that,”  said  Helena,  with  a

grimace that Matthew didn’t see, since he had his
back to her and his head in a cupboard. “I think it’s
about time we had a cup of tea, don’t you?”

Since neither Matthew nor Helena had a great
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deal  of  belongings,  by  the  end  of  the  evening
everything was more or less in its place and they
were left with a short time to fill before they retired
to  their  beds.  There  had  been  discussions  about
renting a TV, but neither of them had got around
to organising it in advance, so late-night Radio One
was drowning the silence in their living-room. 

“We wouldn’t  have  much  room  for  a  party,”
mused Helena,  drowsily curled up on the lumpy
sofa.

“Intimacy,” was Matthew’s short reply from his
beanbag in front of the gas fire.

“You could invite Clare.”
“The  thought  had  never  crossed  my  mind,”

said Matthew sarcastically, not looking up from the
novel he was reading. Helena pouted, wanting to
chat to her friend since he was in the same room,
but reluctant to disturb him since they now had to
live  in a shared space.  She glanced at  her watch
and sat up, stretching her legs out towards the fire,
toes pointed. Still not looking up, Matthew reached
out as if  to tickle the feet that were now in such
close proximity, and Helena pulled her legs back so
fast that she fell back into the cushions.

“Don’t you dare, Matthew!” she shrieked.
“Ticklish?  Oh  dear,  you  probably  shouldn’t

have told me that,” he said, turning to her with a
grin. “Off to bed?”

124



“I  suppose  so,  it’s  after  eleven.  Night-night,”
said  Helena,  levering  herself  from  the  sofa  and
heading for the door. Matthew waved at her and
turned the radio off, scrunching down further into
the beanbag to finish the chapter he was reading.
He  thought  that  Helena  might  be  a  good
housemate,  on the whole,  but he would miss the
easy-going Martin and their  occasional  ridiculous
evenings of such high-brow pursuits  as Buckaroo
with forfeits.

The  next  morning,  Helena  awoke  with  a
disoriented  feeling  when  her  alarm  sprang  into
action,  not  immediately  recognising  her
surroundings. She smiled sleepily to herself as she
remembered  that  she  was  in  her  new  bedroom,
away from parental  jurisdiction and only  a short
walk from work, with no unpleasant wait at a cold
bus-stop to contend with. She threw back the duvet
and switched on the portable radio-cassette player
by  her  bed,  dancing  over  to  the  heavy  old
wardrobe.  Matthew,  meanwhile,  woken  from  his
restless first night in a new place by the sounds of
chart  music  coming  through  the  wall,  missed
Martin afresh when he realised he would have to
make his own tea first thing in the morning instead
of relying on his obliging housemate always being
up first.

Helena was almost finished breakfasting by the
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time Matthew padded into the kitchen rubbing his
eyes.

“Is it strictly necessary to get up this early for
work?” he asked, not in the best of moods due to
the bad night’s sleep, the early waking and the lack
of tea.

“I’m used to getting the ten past eight bus; I’m
sure I’ll start getting up a bit later when I’ve been
here a while. There’s tea in the pot,” said Helena,
far too brightly for the time of day, in Matthew’s
opinion. He opened the cupboard the mugs should
have  been  in,  if  he  was  in  his  old  kitchen,  but
instead was confronted by pyrex dishes.

“Next  one  along,  to  the  left,”  said  Helena.
Matthew duly moved to the next cupboard to the
left and selected a mug for his much-needed tea.
“What  time  do  you  normally  get  up  for  work
then?” asked Helena, taking in his dishevelled state
and half-closed eyes.

“When  Martin  realises  I’ve  only  got  five
minutes to leave the house or I’ll be late. I don’t
know, about eight I guess,” said Matthew, pouring
tea and trying to get his befuddled brain in gear.
Helena  watched  him  with  interest,  finding  it
strange  to  be  having  breakfast  with  Matthew,
particularly  with  no  Martin  around.  In  time  of
course she’d get used to it,  but the novelty made
her feel pleasantly refreshed, as though she was on
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holiday despite being about to leave for work.
They  walked  to  work  together,  earlier  than

Matthew  would  have  chosen,  but  there  was  no
point staying in the house an extra quarter of an
hour alone, just to prove a point. Still half-asleep,
he  trudged  along  with  his  hands  in  his  jacket
pockets,  while Helena bounced along the uneven
pavement with a smile on her face, oblivious to the
chill drizzle.
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Chapter 11
How to make friends and 
influence people

“How about this party then?” asked Matthew a
few days later as he and Helena sat down to eat in
their small kitchen.

Helena nibbled on a chip as she considered the
implications of throwing a party: all the food and
alcohol to provide, the music and guestlist to sort
out, the neighbours and the mess to contend with. 

“We’ll  have to wait  till  Martin and Karen get
back,” she said, finally.

Matthew grinned at this apparent acquiescence,
letting his imagination run through the many and
varied  young  women  who  would,  no  doubt,  be
attending.

Since the newlyweds would be arriving home
that weekend, Matthew decided that the following
Saturday  evening  would  be  an  ideal  time  for  a
housewarming party, and began to pass the word
around.  Every  woman  invited  by  Matthew  that
week was  urged to bring a friend along,  and he
subtly tried to make it clear to them that he and
Helena  were  housemates  but  nothing  more.
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Helena wondered if it had been a mistake, giving
her backing to this  scheme,  but she had an idea
Matthew wouldn’t  have let  the matter drop until
she agreed. 

After work on the Friday, Helena and Matthew
went straight to the supermarket,  piling a trolley
high with snack foods,  beer and wine. They had
contemplated cocktails,  but since they didn’t have
any of the basic ingredients already, it would have
been too expensive to buy everything they needed.
Helena  compromised  by  buying  orange  juice,
maraschino cherries and small paper umbrellas to
accompany  the  sparkling  white  wine.  Matthew
seemed quite cheerful as he handed over his share
of cash at the checkout, but Helena’s heart sank as
she let  go of  her sheaf  of  notes.  To make things
worse, they had to get a taxi home because there
was too much to carry.

Neither Matthew nor Helena owned anything
tremendously  expensive  and  breakable,  but  that
didn’t  stop Helena going from room to room on
Saturday morning, assessing possible damage and
trying to take preventative measures. She wrapped
her favourite mug, and the pint glass someone had
stolen  from  the  student  union  for  her  on  her
nineteenth birthday, in a jumper and stowed them
at  the  bottom  of  her  wardrobe.  When  Matthew
emerged  shortly  after  ten  o’clock  and  padded
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downstairs barefoot, swinging the tassel on the end
of his dressing-gown cord, he found Helena staring
into the kitchen, deep in thought.

“Boo,”  said  Matthew,  conversationally,  as  he
tried to squeeze past her to satisfy his tea-cravings.

“Hang on,”  she said,  distractedly, putting her
arm up to block his path.

Matthew leaned over her shoulder and peered
into the kitchen with interest.

“What are we looking at?” he asked.
“I was just wondering if I could move the table

up against those cupboards to stop anyone getting
at them.”

Matthew  shook  his  head  in  despairing
amusement.

“Helena,  if  any  of  our  guests  were  desperate
enough  to  want  to  pilfer  my  beans,  they  could
move the table, in fact it’s probably tall enough that
they could crawl under it and open the doors. Now
shift yourself, I need to put the kettle on.”

Disgruntled,  but  reluctantly  persuaded  by
Matthew’s  reasonable  comments,  Helena  stepped
aside with her arms folded across her chest, then
stuck her tongue out at the back of Matthew’s head
as he stood at the sink.

Late that afternoon, Martin and Karen arrived
to assist with the preparations. Matthew was glad to
be  rescued  by  his  erstwhile  housemate,  as  his
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current one was beginning to drive him round the
bend  with  her  fussing  and  fretting.  Karen  and
Helena  started  filling  paper  plates  with  peanuts
and crisps  while  Matthew and Martin  sorted out
the  drinks.  Watching  Martin  and  Karen  smiling
shyly  at  each  other  across  the  kitchen  whenever
their  eyes  met,  Matthew  felt  a  pang  that  wasn’t
quite jealousy. 

Matthew had shared Martin’s house for over a
year, he was used to having his friend around to
moan about his latest girlfriend to, or watch trashy
TV  with,  and  now  here  was  Martin,  a  guest  in
Matthew’s  house,  at  a  party  that  was  Matthew’s
alone. Well,  not  entirely alone, since Helena had
split the cost with him, but it wasn’t the same and
never would be.

“You  alright  there,  Matthew?”  asked  Helena,
looking up from a half-full plate of Quavers. “You
haven’t  just  realised  you’ve  forgotten  to  invite
anyone, or anything?”

“Oh no, I invited plenty of people, don’t you
worry,” replied Matthew, breaking into a grin and
unpacking  a  stack  of  plastic  cups.  “And  they’ll
probably start arriving in about an hour, so you’d
better  go  get  changed or  you won’t  be  ready  in
time.”

Martin laughed, Karen tutted with a smile, and
Helena threw a well-aimed peanut that hit Matthew
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on the forehead.
A couple of hours later the atmosphere in the

house  had  changed;  far  too  many  people  were
crammed  into  the  two  small  rooms  downstairs,
there was a queue for the bathroom, and Helena
was only thankful that the carpets were too old and
worn  to  sustain  serious  damage  from trodden-in
crisps.  Matthew  was  in  his  element,  jealously
guarding  his  record-player  in  the  corner  of  the
living-room, proudly showing his collection of 12”
singles to a friend of the barmaid from Hodgsons.
He  had  just  put  a  New  Order  album  on  the
turntable when he looked up to see Clare in the
middle  of  the  room,  talking  to  Martin.  Matthew
had been half-convinced she wouldn’t turn up, but
there she was in a long, belted mohair jumper that
was slipping off one of her shoulders, and fuchsia
pink tights. He carefully replaced his singles in the
correct place on the rack, and strode over to talk to
her.

“Hi  Clare,  glad  you  could  make  it.  I  see
Martin’s  provided  you  with  a  drink  already,”  he
began, giving Martin a slight reproving look.

Clare smiled broadly, flashing her teeth briefly,
and gestured expansively with her half-full plastic
cup.

“It’s  very…cosy,  isn’t  it?”  she  commented,
glancing from the beige curtains to the thin brown
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carpet.
Matthew  was  unsure  how  to  react;  she

appeared to be insulting the cheap shabbiness of
his  rented  home,  but  on  the  other  hand  Clare
using the word ‘cosy’ in relation to a room in which
she and Matthew were spending the evening could
be a good thing. 

“You said to bring a friend…” she continued,
and  Matthew  tore  his  gaze  from  her  naked
shoulder as her companion arrived at her elbow.

In  the  kitchen,  Helena  poured  Matthew
another can of lager into a cracked plastic cup, and
added a paper umbrella for good measure.

“Dan  Pearson,”  he  muttered,  chin  resting  on
his clenched fist as he leaned on the kitchen table.
“I  can’t  believe  she  brought  Dan  Pearson  to  my
party.”

“Well don’t let it ruin the night, I can’t see them
staying long, I think she’s more or less run out of
things to curl her nose up at.”

Matthew looked up at Helena and smiled at the
suppressed venom in her voice.

“You can stop hiding in the kitchen, Matthew:
she’s gone and she’s taken the slimy sod with her,”
said Martin with contempt as he entered the room
with an empty bottle in each hand.

Matthew didn’t know whether to be glad or not,
but after all, there were plenty of other attractive
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women  in  the  house,  a  fair  few  of  whom  were
single  and  unlikely  to  look  down on  his  lack  of
interior  design as  much  as  Clare  seemed to.  He
pushed himself up from the chair and grabbed his
cup.

“Back to the fray then,” he said, with a gleam in
his eye. “Here, have this.” He carefully tucked his
paper umbrella behind Helena’s ear, and bounded
into the hallway.

“Yuk,”  said  Helena,  removing  her  new  hair-
decoration and suppressing a smile. “He could’ve
wiped the beer off it first.”

In the early hours of Sunday morning, when
even  Martin  and  Karen  had  left,  and  they’d
ensured  all  the  rooms  were  free  of  canoodling
couples,  Matthew  and  Helena  sat  at  the  kitchen
table, surrounded by empty beer-cans and plastic
cups. 

“Dan Pearson’s bloody welcome to her; snooty
little madam,” mumbled Matthew.

“They suit each other. I thought you’d enjoyed
tonight — don’t let her spoil it.”

“Yeah,  you’re  right,  I  shouldn’t,”  he  agreed.
“And she didn’t, really,” he continued, brightening
up considerably. “I’ve got a  whole host of phone
numbers.”

Helena laughed, and shook her head.
“That’s our Matthew, never down for long.”
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“What about you? I was too busy to notice what
you were up to.”

“I bet you were. Mopping up spilled drinks and
putting  out  more  crisps,  mainly.  And  worrying
about what might be going on in my bedroom…
I’m  not  sure  I  like  throwing  parties,”  reflected
Helena.

“Yeah, I could tell,” said Matthew, with a sleepy
smile. “Next time I’ll wait until you’re away for a
few days.”

Helena wasn’t sure whether to believe him or
not, but rather than worrying about it she decided
it  was  about  time  she  went  to  bed.  She  slowly
pushed  herself  up  from  her  chair  and  stood,
swaying gently with her hands resting on the table.

“Are  you  sure  you  can  make  it  upstairs?”
enquired Matthew. 

“Yes thank you, I’m not half as drunk as you
are.”

“Madam,  I  resent  that  allegation,”  declared
Matthew, leaping to his feet with his hand on his
heart, and his finest dignified expression in place.
“I’ll have you know I’m the very model of sobriety.”

Helena  laughed,  and  Matthew  gave  an
exagerated hiccup for good measure. Suddenly he
swooped at her legs, swept her up and rushed from
the room, hitting the lightswitch with his shoulder
as he went.
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“Matthew! Put me down! What are you doing?”
cried Helena, her head and arms dangling down
his back as he jogged along the hallway and up the
stairs.

Slightly  out  of  breath,  a  grinning  Matthew
deposited  a  still-protesting  Helena  on  her  feet
outside her bedroom door.

“Sober enough for two,” he said. “And all that
was in a straight line,” he pointed out, wagging his
finger  in  front  of  Helena’s  shocked  face  for
emphasis.

Before Helena could think of any suitable reply,
Matthew had kissed his finger before touching her
forehead with it,  said goodnight and disappeared
behind the door of his own room. Bemused but not
really annoyed, Helena shrugged and went to bed.
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Chapter 12
Twelve pages turned

Helena glanced up at the reddening leaves on
the  trees  lining  the  main  road  as  she  walked  to
work  with  Matthew  at  her  side.  September  was
drawing to a close, and they had by now worked
out a compromise, leaving the house early enough
to placate Helena’s fear of late-arrival,  but not so
early that Matthew felt like he was getting up in the
middle of the night.

Sharing a house had precipitated a whole host
of  habits  over  the  last  few  months,  apart  from
walking  to  and from work  together. Helena  had
somehow found herself  having  an uncomfortable
Sunday  lunch  with  her  parents  every  week,
occasionally alleviated by the additional presence of
Matthew, for whom Helena’s mother baked special
treats and put on her most twinkly smile. Despite
them  never  having  anything  to  say  to  their
daughter, and her father largely ignoring her with
his head buried in the Sunday paper, Helena had
met with frosty resistance on the few occasions she
had attempted to stay away from her parents on a
Sunday. 

“You know, I’ve been in this job a whole year,
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next week,” observed Helena.
“As  long  as  that?  My,  doesn’t  time  fly.  That

means  I’ve  been  there  two  years,  I  suppose,”
replied a subdued Matthew.

“I  feel  like  I  ought  to  be  starting  something
new.”

“Sick of it already?”
“No,  I  don’t  mean  that,  it’s  just…”  Helena

paused to work out what she did mean. “It’s this
time  of  year,  the  leaves  changing  colour  and
everything, it’s the time of year when you move up
a class and get a new teacher, you know.”

Matthew laughed. 
“Well,  think  about  it,”  continued  Helena.

“Every year for as long as I can remember, come
September I’ve started a new school year, then I
started university and moved up through the years
there, new courses every year. Then last year I was
about to start a job, and this year, for the first time
ever,  nothing’s  happening:  I  don’t  get  a  new
classroom, I don’t get to start learning new things
from new people, I don’t get new routines at all. I
just get to keep on walking to the same office every
morning from the same house, to do the same job
with the same people. It doesn’t feel right.”

“Oh thanks a lot,” said Matthew, then “Yeah, I
know what  you  mean  though.  I  think  I’ve  been
feeling a bit like that myself. Time to move on.”
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Helena glanced at Matthew’s face, concerned by
the tone in his voice. She wondered, selfishly, if she
was going to have to move back in with her parents
soon, and hoped not.

“How  do  you  mean,  ‘move  on’?”  she  asked,
cautiously.

Matthew shrugged, and Helena felt some relief;
it didn’t seem like this was the final surfacing of a
long thought-out plan to move to a new city, more
like the idle musings of a grey morning.

“Two  years  is  a  long  time  though,”  Matthew
expanded. “And I can’t say this has been my dream
job.  I’ve  just  about  finished  all  my  exams  and
everything…Maybe  after  Christmas  I’ll  start
looking for a new job, it is a new decade after all.
I’ll  miss  Martin,  though.”  Matthew  saw  the
beginnings of a pout from the corner of his eye, but
deliberately didn’t say anything to put things right.
He  wasn’t  intending  to  move  house  if  he  could
avoid it, most likely his new workplace would be no
more than a few streets from his old one.

“We’ll see if you still feel the same in the new
year,”  said  Helena,  dismissing  the  subject  with  a
tight  smile  as  they  arrived  outside  their  office-
building.

The  following  week,  Helena  and  Matthew
accompanied  their  officemates  to  Hodgsons  after
work on Friday as usual. It was barely half-past six
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when  Matthew  drained  his  glass  and  made
preparations to leave.

“Oh yes, hot date?” asked Mark.
Matthew  was,  for  the  moment,  single,  the

phone  numbers  from  the  house-warming  party
having amounted to little more than a handful of
scattered dates that had fizzled out by midsummer.

“No. I’m taking Helena out for dinner,” replied
Matthew with a cheeky smile in her direction.

“Oh are you now?” she said, still perched on a
bar-stool, unaware that Matthew was serious.

“Yes  I  am;  I  booked  a  table  at  an  Italian
restaurant this lunchtime,” Matthew informed her
with some satisfaction.

Realising that  he wasn’t  just  winding her up,
Helena took a great gulp of white wine and began
to button her suit jacket up.

“Haven’t  you  both  had  your  birthdays  this
year?” asked a puzzled Henry, wondering if  he’d
missed  another  office  romance,  having  thought
Martin and Karen were ancient history until their
sudden engagement.

“Are you implying I’m so tight I can’t  treat a
friend to  dinner  unless  it’s  her  birthday?  Henry,
I’m hurt,”  deadpanned Matthew. “Anyway, it’s  to
celebrate her surviving a full year in our office with
no visible signs of damage.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that; she’s voluntarily
140



sharing a house with you,” chipped in Mark.
“Martin and Karen were going to come too,”

explained Matthew to Helena, choosing to ignore
Mark’s comment. “Only he had to go straight home
because Karen’s not been well today.”

Karen had,  in  fact,  stayed in bed crying  that
morning, so Martin had confided to Matthew when
he  arrived  at  work;  she’d  been  convinced  for
several  days  that  she was  pregnant,  and when it
had  become  apparent  that  she  was  not,  the
disappointment had been too much for  her. Not
that they were actively trying, Martin had assured
Matthew with panic in his eyes, but Matthew had
an idea it was only himself that Martin was trying to
convince.

“Well I suppose I’ll just have to make do with
your company, won’t I?” said Helena, shouldering
her  handbag  and  trying  to  suppress  the  excited
smile  that  had surfaced at  the  prospect  of  being
taken out for dinner unexpectedly, even if  it  was
only by Matthew.

“Less of that, or you’ll buy your own dessert,”
he cautioned, leading the way through the throng
to the outside door.

Helena only thumped him gently in the back in
reply; they had been friends for a year, after  all,
and if truth be told, that was what this dinner was
celebrating.
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They were waiting for the coffee to arrive at the
end of their meal when Matthew brought up the
subject of changing jobs. This time he did reassure
Helena that he wasn’t about to move out, at least
that was his plan so far.

“I  mean,  everyone  needs  accountants,  don’t
they? Within reason.”

“You  could  set  up  by  yourself,  that’d  be  a
radical change of direction,” suggested Helena.

“No, I’m too lazy for that, I wouldn’t have the
self-discipline to keep my own books in order. It’d
be lonely, as well. No-one to mess about with.” He
grinned at Helena across the table,  remembering
the times he’d had her in fits of giggles over the
past year, and earned them both a sharp word from
conscientious Henry.

“Are  you  just  thinking  about  changing  firms
then?” 

“Not if I can help it; I don’t think I like the idea
of being paid a smallish amount of money to help
people who make very large amounts of money to
make more, and pay less tax. Do you?”

Helena  shrugged,  never  having  given  the
matter much thought; she enjoyed her job, she did
what she was employed to do, the firm gave her
money  for  it,  she  had  a  comfortable  life.  Why
would she question that?

“I  was  thinking  about  trying  to  work  for  a
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charity  or  a  hospital  or  something,  somewhere  I
can  work  with  a  clear  conscience  and not  worry
about  whose  rich  pockets  I’m  helping  to  line,”
continued  Matthew. “But  I  haven’t  really  looked
into  it  yet.  I’ll  have to  see  what  I  can find after
Christmas.”

Helena  smiled  encouragingly  at  him,  but
wondered  if  he’d  considered  the  financial
implications such a move might have. She was sure
that once he realised his salary was more likely to
decrease than increase, he’d change his mind; if he
still wanted a change he could always apply for a
promotion. She said nothing, however, thinking it
would  be  better  to  let  him find  out  for  himself;
trying to turn him against it might only make him
more determined to make an unwise move.
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Chapter 13
Another day, another decade

The  nineteen-eighties  ended  with  no  great
bang, the world continued to turn and Helena’s life
continued  very  much  as  before.  She  went  to  a
raucous New Year’s Eve party in the company of
Matthew, Martin and Karen, and was kindly seen
home  by  Martin  and  Karen  when  Matthew  left
early with a striking woman named Carmen who
turned out to be a fledgling model. She also turned
out to be the sister of one of Matthew’s old flames,
which made things awkward, and the relationship
disintegrated in a matter of days.

Although he hadn’t spoken about it to Helena
in  the  meantime,  Matthew  hadn’t  forgotten  the
plans he’d sketched out in the autumn. When she
asked him, in the early days of the new year, if he’d
made any resolutions, the only one he mentioned
was ‘find a new job’. Helena was surprised that he
was  still  determined,  assuming  from  the
intervening silence on the subject that it had been a
passing  whim or  a temporary dissatisfaction with
his current job, and that things had settled down
again.  Since he did seem to be serious,  however,
she felt she should try and help in some way.
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“Have you actually  started  looking  for  a  new
job?”  she  asked as  they  slumped on beanbags  in
front of the fire one evening.

“Well…I’ve  had  a  bit  of  a  skim  through  the
papers this week; it all seems to be either more of
the same, or in London.”

“Do you  think  you might  end up  moving  to
London then?” asked Helena, hoping the answer
was no.

“God, no! I couldn’t  live in London,”  replied
Matthew, much to Helena’s relief. “Great for gigs
and cinemas and all that, but it’s not really my kind
of place. It’s probably just the wrong time of year to
look, I’ll keep an eye out for something interesting
that’s more local.”

Three weeks later, Matthew was still having no
luck  finding  local  jobs  that  weren’t  ‘more  of  the
same’.  It  was  Sunday  afternoon,  and  he’d  been
thumbing  through  a  selection  of  the  week’s
newspapers while Helena had been at her parents’
for  lunch.  She  returned  damp  and  shivering,
muffled  in  her  overcoat,  and  stamped  straight
through the house to put the kettle on.

“Aren’t you even going to take your coat off?”
asked Matthew, looking up from the paper spread
out on the kitchen table.

“Not until  I’ve thawed a bit.  What’re  you up
to?”  She  lifted  her  mouth  above  her  thickly
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bunched scarf to speak, then nestled her face back
into it, warming her frozen nose.

“Oh, just looking for jobs,” he sighed, shifting
round on his seat and drawing his legs up to hug
his knees for warmth and comfort.

Helena  nodded,  not  wanting  to  uncover  her
face again until  she had a mug of hot tea at  the
ready. 

“You look like you’ve had a great time; did I
miss a treat?” asked Matthew, dryly.

Helena  gave  him  a  withering  look  then
wrenched  her  scarf  from her  neck  and  threw it
over the back of a chair.

“I wish you had been there, my mum loves you,
she wouldn’t  have taken any notice of  me if  you
were around.”

Matthew grinned.
“Honestly, I’ve had everything this  afternoon:

are  we keeping warm enough? The house didn’t
seem very  warm last  time  she  was  here.  Are  we
eating properly? It’s  very cold,  we need to make
sure we’re eating lots of stodge. Am I sure I’m not
sleeping with you? Well isn’t it about time I got a
proper  boyfriend  before  people  start  talking…”
Helena sloshed milk at her tea and drenched the
outside of the mug and the worktop. She mopped
at it furiously with kitchen roll as she spoke. “I’m
glad you find it so amusing, Matthew. Next week I
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think I’ll just send you along on my behalf.”
Matthew  stopped  laughing  but  his  delighted

smile remained as Helena threw her overcoat on
top of her scarf and flopped into the chair opposite
him.

“Doesn’t it make you feel like you’re doing your
bit for the elderly? All those old women having a
juicy  topic  like  that  to  gossip  about?  No?  Well
Martin and I could always set you up on a blind
date with someone.”

Helena wasn’t sure she trusted their assessment
of  a  suitable  date,  so  she  tried  to  change  the
subject.

“All  these  jobs  you’ve  been  looking  at,  what
kind of things are they?”

“Mainly charities, but like I said they all seem to
be based in London.”

“Is that what you want to do, charity stuff?”
“Not necessarily, but that’s the only thing I’ve

seen advertised that wasn’t more or less what I’m
doing now, but in a different building.”

“Can’t  you  try  sending  some  speculative
applications? You know, pick a company and send
them your CV on the off-chance.”

Matthew explained that  he’d  been looking  at
the  job  adverts  to  see  what  was  available,  not
knowing quite what accountants could do if their
conscience  was  pricking  them  too  insistently  for
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them to stay in a big firm like the one they both
worked for.

“What  about  the  university  careers  service?”
asked Helena.

“I  don’t  think  you  can  just  drop  by  and  ask
them questions; I think you have to be a student.”

“No, I mean the university you went to. As far
as I can remember, I can go use the careers library
for five years after I’ve graduated. Maybe yours has
the same kind of thing.”

Matthew had no idea whether it did or not, but
he conceded that it might be a good idea to find
out.

The following day, Matthew found a phonebox
at  lunchtime  and  rang  his  university’s  careers
service.  He  discovered  that  he  could  indeed  use
their  facilities  as  a  graduate,  and  booked  an
interview  with  an  advisor  for  later  that  month,
booking the day off work when he returned for the
afternoon. Helena was impressed at how seriously
he was  going about his  change  of  direction,  and
wondered  how  unhappy  he  was  in  his  current
position. She couldn’t believe that it was a matter of
conscience, and could only conclude that two years
in the firm had led to boredom and restlessness,
and perhaps after a spell in a different job with a
lower salary he’d return to his original career-path.

Before  the  advisory  interview,  Matthew
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prepared a series of questions he wanted to ask and
a list of things he’d like to try and find out in the
careers library. He was becoming quite excited at
the prospect of returning to his  university, partly
from a chance to miss work for a day, revisit old
haunts and get a change of scenery, but also from
the idea of moving away from a job he no longer
enjoyed. He’d made two very good friends at work,
and the rest of the lads in the office weren’t bad,
but all in all it was just so much corporate bullshit
and he couldn’t care less.

“I’m beginning to wish I was coming with you,”
commented Helena as Matthew made himself some
sandwiches  for  the  journey, the  night  before  his
daytrip. “Some of us have to go to work tomorrow.”

“Well  Martin’ll  be  there  to  share  your  pain,
don’t worry.”

Helena jumped as a loud knocking came at the
front door.

“Are we expecting anyone?” she asked as  she
went  to  answer  it.  “Martin,  we  were  just  talking
about you. Come in, you look frozen.”

She  returned  to  the  kitchen,  Martin  trailing
behind  her  looking  distracted,  clutching  a
paperback novel. His gloveless fingers were bright
pink. Matthew quickly wrapped his sandwiches in
tinfoil  and  stowed  them  in  the  fridge  before
turning his full attention to their guest.
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“I’ve come to return your book,” said Martin,
holding out the paperback to a bemused Matthew.

“It wasn’t  urgent,  mate.  You could’ve given it
me back when I came back to work. Did you enjoy
it?”

“Er…Yes. Yes, I think so.”
“Are  you  alright,  Martin?  Sit  down.”  Helena

pulled a chair out from the table and glanced at
Matthew, who was also looking at their friend with
concern.

“Yes,  I’m fine,” said Martin,  sounding slightly
more together. “It’s tomorrow you’re going off to
your careers bloke, isn’t it?”

Matthew sat down at  the table with him, and
began to tell Martin what he was hoping to achieve
the next day. Helena carried three mugs of tea over
to the table, and joined them.

“I was just saying how envious I am; I wish I
could have a daytrip instead of…” She trailed off,
realising  Martin  was  paying  no  attention,  simply
staring into his swirling tea. She was about to ask
him what was wrong when he shocked them both.

“Karen’s pregnant.”
“Are  you  sure?”  asked  Matthew,  recovering

after  a  brief  moment  of  amazement,  and
remembering the last time.

Martin  nodded  slowly, the  practical  reality  of
having children having hit him that evening as it
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hadn't during the earlier false alarm. Helena, who
unlike Matthew had had no warning, was stunned
and speechless; she didn’t know anyone of a similar
age to herself who had children. It made her feel
frighteningly  old  and pleasingly  grown-up at  the
same time.

“Aren’t you pleased?” she asked Martin at last.
“A dad at twenty-five; it’s a bit of an eye-opener,

I’ll give you that. I’ll let you know if I’m pleased
when I find reality again.”

He did look dazed, and Helena gathered it had
been something of a surprise. She could imagine
that sudden parenthood at such a young age might
feel  stifling,  but  somehow she felt  cheated of  the
unbridled joy she thought should go with such an
announcement from a close friend.

“What about Karen? Is she happy about it?” she
asked.

Martin  shrugged and said he didn’t  know, as
he’d escaped as soon as was decently possible after
she’d told him the news.  Expressing the thought
that anytime on the same evening was too soon for
decency,  Helena  flounced  into  the  hallway  to
phone Karen, who did indeed burst with joy. The
edge was rather taken off it  for Helena, however,
since throughout the conversation she could hear
Matthew commiserating with Martin over the end
of his youth.
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Chapter 14
Two departures

Matthew’s talk with the careers advisor opened
him  up  to  the  possibilities  of  working  in  local
government,  and  he  began  a  serious  jobhunt  in
that  direction.  Martin  soon  joined  him  in  the
search,  but  in  the  opposite  direction:  impending
fatherhood was spurring him on to try and increase
his  salary,  which  almost  certainly  meant  moving
firms  if  he  wanted  it  to  happen  within  a  few
months.  Helena  began  to  cultivate  other,  less
satisfying,  friendships  at  work;  shallow  chatty
relations  with  some  of  the  secretaries,  and  an
occasional lunch with Henry. She drew the line at
Dan Pearson.

“There’s  a  letter  for…No  need  to  snatch,”
scolded Helena as Matthew grabbed the envelope
she’d picked up from the mat when they arrived
home from work one wet evening in late March.

“Ha! I got an interview,” announced Matthew,
scanning the letter from the local city council.

“Really? That’s good. Tea?”
Matthew  assented  distractedly, re-reading  the

letter more carefully, standing in the hallway with
rain  dripping  from  the  hem  of  his  coat  and
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forming a small pool around his feet. Helena felt
torn between being excited that Matthew had got
the  interview  he’d  been  hoping  for,  and  being
upset  at  the prospect of losing her closest  ally  at
work. Martin had also been firing off applications
in the previous couple of weeks,  but hadn’t been
offered any interviews as yet. Helena didn’t relish
the prospect of work without them, but she had a
fairly  easygoing  relationship  with  the  rest  of  her
officemates and she expected she’d cope.

“Next Tuesday,” announced Matthew, beaming
as he strode into the kitchen.

Helena put the lid on the teapot and smiled at
her friend.

“Fingers crossed,” she said.
“Listen,  don’t  tell  Martin just  yet,  will  you? I

mean, I don’t like keeping things from him, but I
know he’s  desperate  for  a  new job  and he’s  not
having much luck so far. I wouldn’t want to feel like
I was rubbing it in.”

Helena nodded, and wondered if it was holding
back such little snippets of information that started
the disintegration of long-standing friendships.

Matthew duly attended the interview and liked
what  he saw. Four  months  into  the new year  he
kept  his  resolution  and  handed  his  notice  in,
having  accepted  the  job  at  the  council.  Before
Matthew’s  period  of  notice  had  run  out,  Martin
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had  also  begun  to  be  offered  interviews,  which
made  Matthew feel  better  but  made  Helena  feel
like everything was happening far too quickly.

The last Friday in April was Matthew’s final day
at work, and of course the usual trip to Hodgsons
ensued.  As  well  as  their  officemates,  however,
various secretaries and other female colleagues that
Matthew had  chatted  up  over  the  last  couple  of
years  joined  them  to  say  goodbye.  Matthew  felt
light-hearted  and  full  of  excitement,  and  even
Martin  was  fairly  bright,  having  had  what  he
considered to  be a  successful  interview earlier  in
the week. Karen had accompanied him to the wine-
bar for the first Friday in a few weeks, and Henry
took the opportunity to politely offer her a drink.

“I’ll just have an orange juice, thanks,” replied
Karen.

“Oh surely  not,”  protested  Henry. “You can’t
mark Matthew’s departure with orange juice; have
a glass of wine.”

“No, I’d rather not, I’m pregnant,” explained
Karen,  bashfully,  tucking  a  loose  strand  of  hair
behind her ear.

Henry  paused  briefly,  stunned,  then  clapped
Martin on the back.

“Congratulations,  both  of  you!”  exclaimed
Henry.

Martin hadn’t been paying attention, but soon
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gathered that the news of his forthcoming change
of status was out, and smiled gamely with his arm
round the shyly glowing Karen while toasts  were
drunk,  and  Matthew’s  leaving-do  turned  into  a
freeform  celebration  also  incorporating  Helena’s
23rd birthday which was three days away.

Matthew suggested going out  for  a  meal,  but
Martin was acutely aware of Value For Money these
days, and resolved to go home and cook something
for  himself  and  Karen.  Helena  didn’t  want  the
responsibility  of  a  tipsy,  giddy  Matthew  in  a
restaurant by herself, so she and Matthew called at
a Chinese takeaway on their way home.

“Urh…red peppers. Do you want them?” asked
Matthew, peeling the lid off his foil carton.

“OK, I’ll swop you for some mushrooms.”
“You don’t like mushrooms?”
“Hmm,  well  I’ll  eat  them,  but  not  in  large

quantities. Have a plate.”
They  sat  down  at  either  side  of  the  kitchen

table,  silent and absorbed in their  own thoughts.
For  a  few  minutes  there  was  only  the  slap  of
noodles  on  crockery,  and  the  crunch  of  water
chestnuts.

“It’s  going  to  be  weird,  you  know,  working
somewhere else,” mused Matthew at last.

“I suppose so; all the new people to meet, and
the new routines…They’re bound to do everything
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differently.  And  you  won’t  be  able  to  work  the
photocopier.”

“Which is where friendly secretaries come in,”
pointed out Matthew, with a grin. Helena laughed.

“I might’ve known you were already thinking
of it in terms of new conquests; uncharted territory,
I suppose. I won’t call it virgin soil.”

“Helena!  I’m  shocked,”  he  laughed.  “Anyway
I’m not entirely thinking about it like that, but it
keeps me going.”

“You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”
“Well, the work can’t be any more boring than

before.”
“If  you hate  it  so  much,  why do you do it?”

asked  Helena,  laughing  but  surprised  at  his
attitude.

“Money, dear girl. I need to do something, and
since I obviously wasn’t  destined to be a big-shot
record-producer, accountancy seemed the obvious
choice.”

He said it with a straight face, but Helena knew
how drunk he was.  She assumed he was evading
the question with a flippant remark, but you never
could tell with Matthew.

“What  are  you  planning  for  your  birthday?”
asked Matthew, a couple of minutes later.

“I suppose my mum’ll want me to go home for
a birthday tea.” She wrinkled her nose up at the
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thought.  “You  could  come  too,”  she  suggested,
eagerly, hoping Matthew would bear the brunt of
her mother’s maternal fussings for the evening.

“Yeah, OK. Not doing anything from work?”
“I sort  of  had all  that  today, really:  it  turned

into a general celebration in the end, didn’t it? The
thought of you leaving must just have got everyone
so excited.”

Matthew  stuck  his  tongue  out  and  threw  a
screwed-up piece of kitchen paper at her.

“I was going to suggest you could meet me for
lunch in the park, and I could tell you how it was
going so far, but I’m not sure I want to, now.”

Monday  lunchtime  saw  Martin  and  Helena
eagerly awaiting Matthew on a park bench. 

“Go  on  then:  how  was  it?”  asked  Helena  as
Matthew sat down.

“Oh  dear,  where  to  begin?”  sighed  Matthew,
but with a smile. “Everyone else in my department
seems to be at least fifteen years older than me. All
the  secretaries  are  plump  and  middle-aged,  and
they’ve been fighting over who gets to mother me
and give me biscuits, this morning.”

“Well  that’s  not  so bad.  Is  it?”  asked Helena.
Matthew  shrugged.  “Anyway  Martin’s  got  some
good news.”

“It’s twins,” suggested Matthew with a grin.
“Don’t even joke,” warned Martin. “I got that
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job, you know, the interview I had last week.”
“Great,  well  done mate.  Hang on, wasn’t  that

one in York?”
Martin nodded.
“Yeah,  it’s  finally  happened:  I’m  becoming  a

commuter.”
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Chapter 15
Two arrivals

“Uh,” grunted Matthew, slumped in a beanbag,
reading  a  letter  one  Saturday  morning  in  June.
“My mum wants me to go visit.”

“You  don’t  sound  very  happy  about  it,”
commented Helena, not looking up from painting
her toenails.

“Mmm. You don’t fancy a holiday in Spain, do
you?”

“What,  go  in  disguise,  pretend  I’m  you?”
laughed Helena.

“Go with me, take some of the heat off; I do it
for you, regularly.”

“Going on a twenty-minute bus-ride to have tea
with my parents is  one thing. Flying to Spain to
stay  with  your  parents  is  entirely  different.  You
know my mum’d have a fit  if  I  went on holiday
with you.”

“All the more reason to do it, surely?” grinned
Matthew.  “Anyway,  she  couldn’t  think  you  were
getting up to anything if you were staying in my
mum and dad’s house.”

“Oh, she’d think of some way to object to it.”
They fell into a comfortable silence for a while,
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Matthew watching the faintly hypnotic movement
of the nail varnish brush as it dipped and stroked,
and thinking about his parents.

“When was the last time you went on holiday,
anyway?” he asked as Helena screwed the lid on
the bottle and leaned back into the sofa cushions,
wiggling her toes.

“On holiday, or abroad?”
“Abroad. The Lake District doesn’t count.”
“It  wasn’t  the  Lake  District,  it  was  Norfolk,

actually,”  Helena  corrected  him.  “Er…four  years
ago, I think. I went to Spain as it happens, with a
couple  of  friends.  I  got  a  bit  sunburnt  and  my
photos didn’t come out properly.”

“Ah, so you’d relish the chance to go again and
take better pictures?” 

“Matthew,  you  are  insufferable  sometimes!  I
can’t  just  go  stay  with  your  parents,  it’s  rude,  I
haven’t been invited.”

“I’m inviting you. Anyway, my mum says, and I
quote…” He paused to find the relevant passage in
the  letter, smoothing  out  the  thin  airmail  sheets
and clearing his throat theatrically. “I know it’s not
much  fun  visiting  the  old  folks,  but  you  know
you’re  quite  welcome  to  bring  a  friend,  or  your
girlfriend if you’ve got one at the moment (I won’t
ask), as we have plenty of room in the villa and are
always glad of the company.”
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Matthew  looked  up  at  Helena  with  triumph,
and she felt she was beaten.

“I’ll think about it, OK? Maybe I could do with
a break and some sunshine. It depends how much
the flight costs.”

The  first  Saturday  in  September  saw  Helena
and Matthew on a flight bound for southern Spain.
Matthew had been quieter than usual during the
preceding week, but Helena had barely noticed as
she excitedly packed shorts and sunscreen into her
under-used suitcase.  Matthew’s  parents  had been
pleased to hear that Helena was accompanying him
on  the  visit,  having  heard  a  lot  about  her  in
Matthew’s  occasional  letters.  Helena  was  vaguely
curious  about  Matthew’s  parents,  but  was  really
going along for a holiday and moral support.

The week passed pleasantly enough, at least for
Helena,  and  she  was  sad  to  leave  the  relaxing
sunshine and return to autumnal England. Derek
and  Jean,  as  Matthew’s  parents  had  insisted  she
called them rather than Mr and Mrs Armitage, had
fussed over her in lieu of Matthew, who seemed to
hold himself apart from them. Helena couldn’t see
why he’d been so reluctant to go, since his parents
seemed so nice and their  villa  was most  inviting,
with a small swimming pool and roof-garden. She
didn’t pursue the matter, however, reasoning that
outsiders never saw your own parents the same way
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you saw them yourself,  and Matthew didn’t  offer
any explanation.

Matthew  spent  the  week  busying  around,
showing Helena the surrounding countryside. She
hadn’t  realised that  Matthew could drive,  but his
parents lent them the smaller of their two cars and
Matthew obligingly drove her through towns and
villages, past ruins and down to the coast. Matthew
didn’t  mind,  it  kept  him out  of  his  parents’  way
most of the time, and he found it quite enjoyable
watching Helena’s face light up as they rounded a
bend  and  she  caught  sight  of  some  impressive
landscape or monument. Her bikini also went some
way toward making up for the times she preferred
to  stay  at  the  villa  and  sunbathe  by  the  pool,
though  much  to  Matthew’s  disappointment  she
never asked him for assistance with the sun-cream.

They returned home refreshed, Matthew with
fond memories of pushing Helena in the pool fully-
clothed,  Helena  with  a  striking  tan  which  she
watched gradually fade as the month wore on. As
September  drew  to  a  close  once  more,  Helena
wasn’t  as  restless  as  she’d  felt  the  previous  year,
having settled down further into the world of work.
Matthew seemed to be enjoying his new job despite
the lack of colleagues his own age, whereas Martin
seemed to be more stressed every time Matthew or
Helena  saw  him.  Part  of  that  was  the  higher-

162



salaried  job  with  greater  responsibility,  and  the
daily commute by train, but of course the birth of
his  first  child  was  looming  ever  closer  on  the
horizon. Karen, always a solidly-built woman, was
now  lumbering  and  breathless,  longing  for  her
pregnancy  to  be  over,  though  as  Matthew  had
pointed out, no doubt she’d change her mind when
confronted by the first dirty nappy.

“Any  news  on  Karen?”  asked  Matthew,
throwing  his  satchel  onto  the  sofa  as  he  arrived
home one evening.

“No sign of it  yet. Martin reckons it’ll  be this
weekend, I don’t know why. You look cheerful; one
of  your  mother-hens  baked  you  a  cake  or
something?” asked Helena, finally looking up from
her magazine.

Matthew grinned and turned back to the door.
“You’re  only  jealous,”  he  said  as  he  left  the

living-room to make some tea.
Helena  uncurled  herself  from  the  sofa  and

followed him into the kitchen, intrigued.
“Go on then,”  she  prompted,  leaning  against

the worktop with her arms crossed.
“Go on then what?” asked Matthew.
“Oh well, be like that, see if I care.”
“Her  name’s  Louise;  she  works  in  another

department. She just happened to breeze through
our office this afternoon.”
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“And you immediately  overwhelmed her  with
your charisma, did you?”

“Not as such. More sort of failed to register on
her  radar.  It’s  what  you  might  call  a  healthy
challenge.”

Helena laughed, and Matthew pretended to be
deeply hurt.

“Your lack of faith is frankly upsetting,” he said.
“You just wait, I’ll have her eating out of my hand
by the end of the week.”

Matthew’s  prediction  wasn’t  strictly  accurate,
but by the end of the week Louise at  least  knew
who he was. He’d been hoping to persuade her to
go out for a drink over the weekend, but being a
recent graduate who’d only just started working at
the  council,  Louise  was  still  in  the  determinedly
conscientious  phase  and  didn’t  like  chatting  at
work.  Instead,  Matthew’s  weekend  was  mostly
taken up with anxious waiting for further news of
Karen, culminating on Sunday afternoon with the
phonecall  announcing  that  George  Matthew  had
been born at last. Matthew daren’t ask if the baby’s
middle name was in his honour, in case Martin said
it wasn’t; he allowed himself a small burst of pride,
however, just in case.
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Chapter 16
The other woman

Persistence served Matthew well,  and by mid-
October Louise had been on a couple of dates with
him and  hadn’t  seemed  to  object  to  his  musical
tastes or lack of seriousness. Helena had certainly
noticed the additional spring in Matthew’s step, but
hadn’t  met  Louise  yet  so  couldn’t  comment  on
whether or not it was justified. All Helena knew was
that  Matthew  had  brought  her  tea  in  bed  on  a
couple of mornings, and he kept whistling Depeche
Mode songs loudly in the bathroom.

Helena  finally  got  the  opportunity  to  meet
Louise  one  Wednesday  evening  after  work.  The
hall  light  was  on when Helena opened the front
door, and Matthew’s coat was hanging on its usual
hook. She called out as she took her coat and shoes
off:

“I  finally  remembered to pick my photos  up.
Any  chance  of  some  tea  and  we  can  have  a
laugh…”

She  tailed  off  as  she  reached  the  kitchen
doorway  and  realised  Matthew  wasn’t  alone.  He
waved a teabag in her direction before dropping it
into  the  teapot  and  she  nodded  in
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acknowledgement  before  turning  and  smiling  at
the slim, blonde girl at the table. Helena thought of
her as a girl, but she was only 2 years younger than
Helena;  her  tightly-scraped  ponytail  and  white
blouse  gave  her  the  air  of  a  teenager  in  school
uniform. 

“Ah yes, Helena, this is Louise,” said Matthew,
leaving  the  tea  to  stand.  “Louise,  my housemate
Helena.”

Louise said hello with a smile that didn’t reach
her eyes, and Helena sat opposite her in awkward
silence.

“Let’s have a look at these then,” said Matthew,
eagerly, picking up the photo envelope Helena had
placed on the table.

“Oh no, Matthew, not now; Louise won’t find
them very interesting,” protested Helena.

“Really, I don’t mind. Go ahead,” said Louise.
Helena  noticed  Louise’s  vowel  sounds  were

very upper class, and suddenly felt conscious of her
upbringing;  she  felt  out  of  place  in  her  own
kitchen, and wished she’d noticed Louise’s coat in
the hallway and discreetly withdrawn to her own
room. 

Matthew extracted the pile of photographs and
placed them in the centre of the table like a pack of
cards, turning each one face-down on a second pile
as they went through. The first few were of Helena
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in shorts and T-shirt at various locations which she
supplied the names of for Louise’s benefit. Louise
smiled politely until  a photograph of  Matthew at
the poolside in swimming-trunks appeared at the
top of the stack, at which point her face froze.

“You were in Spain together?” she asked.
“Visiting  Matthew’s  parents,”  explained

Helena. “He wanted moral support; I don’t know
why, they seemed lovely.”

“You only spent  a week with them. My mum
fussed over you just as much as your mum fusses
over me, and you always say how untypical that is.”

Louise  watched  them  both  silently  as  they
bickered  good-naturedly  then  returned  to  the
holiday snaps.

“Oh,  Matthew  took  that  one,”  grumbled
Helena, as Matthew began to laugh.

Louise  looked  at  the  photo  of  a  sodden  and
bedraggled Helena clambering over the side of the
swimming pool in a thin shirt and short culottes,
and flared her nostrils with distaste.

A short while later, Helena excused herself and
went  to  her  room  to  listen  to  the  radio.  The
conversation  had  been  strained  once  the
photographs were finished with, though Matthew
seemed not to notice, and she had been desperate
to  get  away.  Left  with  Louise  in  the  kitchen,
Matthew  observed  that  she  didn’t  seem  to  be
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enjoying herself.
“Well  honestly,  it’s  like  having  tea  with  The

Other Woman,” she complained.
“The other woman? Helena and I have never

been…”
“Yes I know but you’re close, aren’t you? You

went on holiday together.”
“We’re friends, we live in the same house. You

can’t really help being close in a situation like that.
Can’t  you  just  think  of  her  as  my  sister  or
something?”

“You  obviously  don’t,”  said  Louise,
remembering the shirt in the photograph, almost
transparent from its soaking.

Matthew laughed and shook his head, but the
evening was marred and Louise went home to eat
with her parents, leaving Helena to share the meal
Matthew had already half-prepared.

Matthew began to spend more of his free time
with  Louise,  but  was  careful  to  keep  her  out  of
Helena’s  way  to  avoid  conflict.  Helena  had  felt
uncomfortable  around  Louise,  but  she’d  put  it
down  to  class-difference,  Louise  being  snooty  or
Helena  herself  being  oversensitive.  She  felt
neglected  now  that  Matthew  spent  so  many
evenings  out  of  the  house,  she  was  used to  him
being around. George provided a good excuse to
spend some time at Martin and Karen’s, but while
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Helena  was  fond  of  babies,  listening  to  George
crying and trying to carry on a conversation with
Karen as she unbuttoned her blouse and fed her
son  were  not  high  on  Helena’s  list  of  preferred
pastimes.

It  became  increasingly  apparent  to  Matthew
that he might want his relationship with Louise to
become something lasting; he could try and keep
her and Helena apart for a few weeks, but it might
be  tricky  keeping  that  up  for  a  few  months.
Besides,  he  missed  Helena’s  company  and  was
aware  that  as  her  best  friend  he  shouldn’t  be
sidelining  her  the  way  he  had  been  lately.  He
suggested the three of them go to a bonfire night
firework display together, but Louise was disdainful
of fireworks  and Helena was wary of  Louise.  On
the  Friday  of  that  week,  however,  Matthew
deliberately  brought  Louise  back  for  a  Chinese
takeaway when he knew Helena would be in.

“Anything  good?”  asked  Matthew,  peering
round  the  living-room  door  where  Helena  was
curled on the sofa, watching TV with the lights off.

“Not  really,”  she  replied,  sitting  up  and
discarding  the  various  cushions  that  had  been
wedged around her. “You’re back early.”

“Brought  you  a  takeaway.  Louise  is  in  the
kitchen getting plates.” He watched Helena start to
smile, then droop again as she realised what he’d
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said.  “Come on,  I  got  you chow mein,”  he said,
taking her hands and pulling her up off the sofa.

“Have  you…Oh.”  Louise  stopped abruptly  in
the doorway as she saw Matthew holding Helena by
both hands,  and returned to the kitchen without
another word.

“This  is  going  to  be  a  barrel  of  laughs,”
muttered  Helena,  following  Matthew  out  of  the
room.

The three of them sat round the kitchen table;
the  radio  softened  the  heavy  silence  though
Matthew was trying his best.

“So what were you watching?” he asked Helena
as he speared a mushroom from her plate with his
fork.

“Oh, just trash. I was getting round to going in
the bath.”

“Matthew, don’t do that,” said Louise sharply,
as Matthew reached his fork towards Helena’s plate
again.

“Don’t do what?”
“Steal  food  from  someone  else’s  plate,”  said

Louise.
“It’s not stealing, she doesn’t like mushrooms,

do you Helena?”
Helena shook her head, her mouth full.
“That’s  not  the  point,”  persisted  Louise.  “It’s

impolite.”
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Helena and Matthew exchanged glances, then
Helena carefully picked all the mushrooms out of
her chow mein, piled them up and scraped them
onto  Matthew’s  plate.  He  quickly  stifled  his  grin
when he saw the thunderous look on Louise’s face,
but  Helena  felt  like  a  small  victory  had  been
achieved.
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Chapter 17
Family Christmas

Matthew  continued  to  see  Louise;  she  and
Helena were coldly civil  to each other when they
met over breakfast or had to share a sofa. Matthew
wasn’t happy about it, but there was little he could
do  to  rectify  the  situation,  except  perhaps  stop
seeing  one  of  them.  While  Helena  would  never
have dreamt of trying to persuade Matthew to see
less of Louise, Louise had no qualms about trying
to  persuade  Matthew  to  find  another  person  to
share a house with, preferably someone who wasn’t
female,  single,  and  attractive.  Matthew  failed  to
convince  Louise  that  Helena  was  his  best  friend
and  thus  the  person  most  suited  to  sharing  his
space,  and  yet  their  relationship  was  purely
platonic.

Shortly  before  Christmas,  Martin  and  Karen
threw a small party to which Helena, Matthew and
Louise  were  invited.  Louise  spent  the  evening
networking; she saw social gatherings of that sort as
an opportunity to meet useful people, and it took
her  mind  off  the  disturbing  baby-paraphernalia
strewn around the house, and George’s gurgling as
he was passed around his parents’ friends. Martin
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made a point of introducing Helena to his friend
Dean, an accountant at the same firm as Martin in
York. Dean was pleasant,  amusing and reminded
Helena  strongly  of  Matthew,  which  was  perhaps
why  she  spent  more  time  speaking  to  Dean’s
colleague Gavin, slicker, flashier, and only invited
from a sense of duty on Martin’s part. Martin saw
Gavin  as  another  Dan  Pearson,  but  Helena  was
charmed and flattered, though she took some of his
claims to greatness with a pinch of salt. 

“What  did  you  think  of  Dean,  then?”  asked
Matthew as he and Helena sat in their living-room
together with a cup of tea late that night.

Matthew had  been told  about  Martin’s  vague
matchmaking plan, and had got on well with Dean
himself.  Louise  had  gone  home  to  bed,  which
Matthew was quite pleased about,  as  it  meant he
got to dissect the party with Helena, something that
Louise wouldn’t have done.

“Mm, yeah, he was nice. Funny.”
“Who was the other guy you were talking to?”
“Gavin? He works with Martin, too.”
“Oh I’ve heard about him. Bit of a Dan Pearson

by the sounds of it,” said Matthew, dismissively.
“Really? I didn’t think so. He was a bit full of

himself, but most people are at parties. He seemed
OK.” She couldn’t suppress the smile, and Matthew
pounced.
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“You haven’t  gone and got a date with Gavin
have you?” he asked, appalled.

“Not that it’s any business of yours, yes I have.
I’m meeting him in York next week.”

“So you have to do all the travelling,” snorted
Matthew.

“So I get to go somewhere nice. York’s lovely, I
haven’t been for years.”

“I  can’t  believe  you’re  going  on  a  date  with
Gavin.”

“Oh Matthew, shut up now, you’re just trying to
spoil it,” she complained, but she was touched that
he seemed so concerned.

To Matthew’s dismay, but Louise’s unconcealed
delight, Helena and Gavin seemed to hit it off, and
further dates were arranged. Louise no longer saw
Helena as quite so direct a rival, and though they
would never be friends, Louise’s manner towards
Helena thawed slightly. Martin and Karen weren’t
attending any other Christmas gatherings that year,
being  too  concerned  with  making  George’s  first
Christmas as  perfect  and family-filled as  possible.
Matthew protested that George was far too young
to notice, but Karen thought the photos would be
wonderful for George to look back on. With neither
Matthew  nor  Helena  getting  along  with  each
other’s  current  companion,  they  didn’t  go
anywhere together if they could help it, so Matthew
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was looking forward to Christmas itself.
Since  Matthew  accompanied  Helena  on  her

trips home so often, and got along with her parents
so  well,  there  had  somehow  been  an  unspoken
acceptance  that  Matthew  would  be  spending
Christmas with Helena’s family. Because they relied
on  public  transport  to  get  there,  Helena  and
Matthew  were  staying  from  Christmas  Eve  to
Boxing  Day;  Mrs  Robertshaw  had  clearly,  if
unnecessarily, stipulated that Matthew would have
to  sleep  on  the  sofa,  there  being  only  two
bedrooms.  She  still  wasn’t  entirely  sure  she
approved of Matthew and Helena sharing a house.

Louise, firmly on Mrs Robertshaw’s side in the
matter despite her recent warming to Helena, had
been  furious  when  she  found  out  Matthew  was
spending Christmas with Helena and her family. As
she  hadn’t  invited  Matthew  to  join  in  her  own
family Christmas, however, she remained silent on
the  matter, simply  changing  the  subject  when  it
arose.  Matthew  thought  nothing  of  it,  having
almost come to think of Helena’s parents as part of
his own family.

As expected, Helena’s mum made mountains of
mince  pies  and  extra  special  treats  for  Matthew,
and  fussed  over  him  shockingly.  Helena  could
hardly  complain,  having  been  given  the  same
treatment  by  Matthew’s  parents  on  her  trip  to
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Spain in the summer. The festive period seemed to
be over too quickly, though, and it felt like no time
had passed when Helena and Matthew returned to
their  house  on  Boxing  Day, laden  with  presents
and left-over turkey. 

Later  that  day  they  called  on  Martin  and
Karen. Matthew always felt strange going into what
had  been  his  house;  this  time  it  was  almost
unrecognisable,  buried  under  piles  of  toys  that
George had received for Christmas. Helena added
to the excessive mounds by giving George a cuddly
brown  rabbit;  Matthew  had  announced  his
intention  of  holding  back  on  gifts  until  George
could reasonably be expected to appreciate them,
whenever that might be. 

They  were  perched  among  cardboard  boxes
and soft toys in the living room when Martin said
he was putting the house up for sale in January.
Already getting sick of the commute, and eager to
spend  as  little  time  travelling  and  as  much  time
with  Karen  and  George  as  possible,  Martin  had
decided that  moving closer to work was the only
answer.

“But  York’s  miles  away,”  protested  Matthew.
“How am I supposed to come over and see you?”

“It’s  not  that  far,  Matthew,  you  can  get  the
train,” countered Martin.

Matthew was about to complain that if Martin
176



moved to York, they’d no longer see each other as
often, then he realised that since they’d both got
new jobs, and particularly since George was born,
they’d hardly seen each other at all.

“I  suppose  it  can’t  be  that  difficult,  Helena
managed OK,” he said instead.

Helena  continued  to  travel  to  York  on
Saturdays well into the New Year; she insisted that
it lent a sense of adventure to an otherwise fairly
dull date. Matthew didn’t see why she carried on
seeing Gavin if he wasn’t exciting enough without
the  added  attraction  of  a  walled  medieval  city.
Helena  had  gradually  admitted  to  herself  that
constant  conversations  about  Gavin’s  career
prospects,  Gavin’s  current  car,  Gavin’s  intended
future car, and Gavin’s new flat had not been what
she’d envisaged when she started dating him, but
with  Matthew’s  time  still  taken  up  with  Louise,
Helena didn’t fancy being single again for a while.
It  was  just  a  pity  that  she  couldn’t  have  found
someone better than Gavin to hook up with.
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Chapter 18
Some things change, more stay the
same

Despite  Louise  stepping  up  her  campaign  to
separate  Matthew’s  lodgings  from  Helena’s  just
before  the  lease  was  due  for  renewal  in  March,
Matthew  stayed  where  he  was.  He  had  briefly
considered buying Martin’s house when it went on
the market, and moving back there, taking Helena
with  him.  Living  there  without  Martin  wouldn’t
have been the same, though, and would probably
have felt even stranger for Helena. He also didn’t
feel  ready to tackle DIY just  yet,  and in the end
staying  put  with  a  landlord  who  was  reasonably
responsive  when  repairs  were  necessary  seemed
like the best course of action.

Louise was still living at home with her parents,
with every indication of staying there for as long as
possible.  She  had originally  intended to  move to
London  after  her  law  degree,  to  do  her
professional  exams  and  work  for  a  big  firm  of
solicitors,  but  it  hadn’t  looked  like  she’d  get  the
grades she needed in her final exams so she’d had
to change all her plans. As it happened she had got
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the necessary grades, but by then it had been too
late to apply, and she’d spent the summer on work
placements  with  solicitors  before  starting  the  job
with  the  local  council.  Living  at  home  a  while
longer allowed her to save as much as possible, so
she could eventually fulfil her dream, complete her
legal education and move to London.

Helena’s  involvement  with  Gavin  bit  the  dust
before  Easter;  it  seemed  like  it  had  lasted  for  a
while, but since they’d seen each other only once a
week  at  most,  the  actual  amount  of  time  they’d
spent  in  each  other’s  company didn’t  amount  to
much.  Although  Helena  hadn’t  been  particularly
enjoying the affair, it was Gavin who broke it off,
over the phone one evening when Helena rang to
make plans for the coming weekend. Matthew was
at the cinema with Louise when it happened, and
Helena spent two miserable hours alone, curled on
the  sofa  watching  the  news  and  a  political
discussion  on  TV,  working  her  way  through  a
packet of rich tea biscuits.

“God  that  was  a  crap  film,”  announced
Matthew  as  he  burst  into  the  room  and  flung
himself onto a beanbag. “Remind me never to let
Louise pick…What’s up?”

Helena shrugged, her mouth full.
“All over with Gavin, I take it?” Matthew got up

and  perched  on  the  arm  of  the  sofa.  Helena
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nodded and he put his arm round her shoulders.
She slumped against his chest and began to cry, a
half-eaten biscuit clutched in her hand. “Oh come
on, he was a creep anyway.”

“I know,” she wailed, muffled against Matthew’s
shirt.  “But  that  makes  it  worse,  somehow.  I
shouldn’t be being ditched by someone like him.”

Matthew gave her a squeeze, not being able to
think  of  a  suitable  reply  that  didn’t  involve  him
criticising the contrariness of the female mind.

“Well, think of it this way: you’ll be saving a fair
bit on train fares.”

Soon  after  that,  Helena  decided it  was  about
time she broadened her horizons. Not wanting to
become  entangled  in  any  kind  of  workplace
romance in case of awkwardness on break-up, she
reasoned  that  hobbies  might  be  a  good  way  of
meeting  eligible  young  men.  She  mentioned her
idea to Matthew one evening when Louise wasn’t
around, hoping for some constructive suggestions.

“I thought about evening classes, a language or
something.  Like  Spanish,  I  can  speak  a  bit  of
Spanish.”

“If you can speak Spanish already, why do you
want  to  do  a  class  in  it?”  asked  Matthew,
remembering that she’d done fairly well  on their
trip to visit his parents.

“Well that way I won’t feel as thick; I don’t want
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to go learn German and have all these people who
can already speak it a bit showing me up.”

“Oh yes, I forgot. The object of the exercise is
to  ensnare  an  unsuspecting  man,”  said  Matthew
dryly, earning a glare from his housemate. “How
about a dancing class? Lots of bodily contact, if you
pick the right type of dancing.”

“Have you ever watched me dance, Matthew?
Wearing sequins and looking graceless isn’t the best
way of attracting people.”

“Couldn’t  you  do  something  useful,  like
pottery? I could do with some new plates.”

“Matthew  you’re  not  helping.  What  kind  of
men  are  going  to  do  a  pottery  class?  Beardy
vegetarians; I’ve had enough of them, thank you.”

Matthew grinned, he was  tempted to take up
pottery just  to prove her wrong, but he doubted
he’d be good at it, having always been rubbish at
art at  school.  He’d noticed on his  last  visit  home
that  his  mum still  had a  clay  donkey  he’d  made
when he was twelve. Helena had thought it was a
camel and he hadn’t liked to correct her.

“Er,” he stalled, searching for inspiration. “You
could join a squash club or something. Or does that
fall under graceless?”

“Near  enough.  I’ll  drop  by  the  college
tomorrow  and  see  what  they’ve  got;  something
might catch my eye.”
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To  Matthew’s  intense  amusement,  Helena
signed up for a life drawing class that began after
Easter.  She’d  enjoyed  art  at  school  but  hadn’t
thought about drawing anything in years. By the
time the class  started she was looking forward to
the opportunity for brushing up her skills, and the
search  for  prospective  boyfriends  had  become  a
secondary  consideration.  Which  was  just  as  well,
since all the participants were women, except one
old man with a white beard who apparently went to
any art class he could find. 

“Well? Go on then, tell all,” said Matthew when
she arrived home from the first class.

“It  was  good,  I  enjoyed  it.  It’s  hard  work
though, you don’t get long on a pose, to stop the
model getting cramp I imagine.”

“And? Any hot young artists present?”
“As it happens, it’s all women…Oh it’s not that

funny, Matthew.”
“Oh,  fantastic!  All  that  effort  for  nothing.

There’s always the models though. Or are they all
girls too?”

“Some are, some aren’t. I don’t think I’d want
to go out with someone who took their clothes off
in front of strangers for a living, anyway.”

“I don’t imagine you could earn a living from it,
there’s probably not enough work around for that.
It’d be more a sort of pocket-money enterprise.”
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“Even worse then, taking their clothes off  for
fifty pence and the fun of it.”

“Back to the drawing board?” asked Matthew
with a smile. Helena didn’t appreciate the pun.

As  summer  rolled  around,  Louise  began
making preparations for a year in London; she’d
be starting her professional training in September
to become a solicitor. Helena was of course looking
forward to her going away for a while, though she
felt  sorry  for  Matthew,  who  seemed  to  be
unaccountably attached to the girl and was already
downhearted at  the thought of  being apart  from
her for so long. Though Louise could have done
the training closer to home and still  been able to
see  Matthew,  London  was  where  she’d  been
intending to go and she could see no good reason
to change her mind now. Helena often wondered if
Matthew and Louise’s relationship was largely one-
sided;  Louise  seemed  cold  sometimes,  but  then
Helena freely admitted that she didn’t like Louise
and they probably didn’t bring out the best in each
other  when  they  were  forced  into  each  other’s
company.  She  didn’t  want  to  risk  alienating
Matthew by saying anything about it.
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Chapter 19
The two of us

Helena  decided  against  the  follow-up  to  her
life-drawing  class  that  autumn.  With  Louise
starting  her  course  down  in  London,  Helena
thought  Matthew might  feel  lonely, and  she  was
looking forward to spending time with him without
Louise glaring at her over his  shoulder. Matthew
and Helena fell back into the habit of going for a
drink  or  to  the  pictures  after  work,  or  at  least
meeting in town to walk home together and spend
their evening in companionable silence in the living
room,  Helena  watching  TV  or  flicking  through
magazines on the sofa, Matthew munching apples,
engrossed in a novel in his beanbag.

It was almost like old times, except that Martin
was  living  near  York  with  his  wife  and son,  and
they very rarely saw him. Matthew missed Louise
and  spent  a  fair  amount  of  time  and  money
phoning  her, but  he  enjoyed  the  opportunity  to
spend more time with Helena without being made
to feel guilty, and Helena was often less hard work
than Louise, who wasn’t as easy-going or ready to
smile.  Helena  felt  the  search  for  a  boyfriend
gradually become less urgent, and settled into the
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pleasant routine of life with Matthew as the autumn
wore on.

Inevitably,  Christmas  drew  near  and  Louise
returned to her parents for the vacation.  Helena
was largely overlooked by Matthew in his eagerness
to catch up with his beloved Louise, but she could
forgive him that, and looked forward to the start of
the  next  term  when  Louise  would  return  to
London and Matthew would be unoccupied once
again. 

Helena had been secretly and selfishly hoping,
and  Matthew  had  been  secretly  worried,  that
Louise  would  have  found someone else  down in
London, or at least reconsidered her attachment to
Matthew during her absence. It seemed, however,
that Louise had been too busy to think about much
besides her studying, so Matthew was safe for the
time being. He thought Louise seemed somewhat
lighter of heart than she had been before she went
away; her career was back on track and she’d been
enjoying  life  in  the  capital.  Now  that  she  was
established there, Matthew had decided to try and
visit her during the following term, though she’d
made it clear that she could take little time out for
socialising.  Helena  didn’t  relish  the  prospect  of
weekends  alone,  but  she  preferred  it  to  Louise
coming to spend her weekends with Matthew.

After  Christmas,  Martin  and  Karen  threw  a
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small dinner-party: Gavin was of course excluded
but  when  Helena  arrived  with  Matthew  and
Louise,  she  found  that  Dean  had  been  invited,
probably as part of another matchmaking attempt
on  Martin’s  part.  She  was  exasperated  by  the
thought that the only progress in the last year had
been made by George, who could now potter about
the room under his own steam, shouting out a few
recently-acquired  words.  Dean  was  pleasant
enough to chat to, but not what Helena was looking
for,  and  she  made  up  her  mind  to  find  a  new
evening class to attend in January.

One evening during the first week back at work
in the new year, Helena took a detour to the college
on the way home. There was an enrolment evening
for the new batch of classes, she hadn’t picked one
yet  and choosing  one  with  places  left  at  the  last
minute seemed as good a way as any. When Helena
asked what courses she could sign up for, a lady
with a namebadge told her to go talk to Pete and
pointed in the direction of a bored-looking young
man with a clipboard,  perched on the edge of  a
table in the corner of the room.

“Excuse me, are you Pete?” asked Helena of the
man in the corner, who stood up as she drew near.

“Peter,” he corrected, pleasantly but firmly.
“Oh, sorry.”
“Well  you know, one grows  attached to  one’s
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name, it’s a shame for it to be messed with. What
about you? Do you have an easily-mangled name?”
he asked with a smile.

“Not  really;  it’s  Helena.  I  get  called  Helen
sometimes. Or Eleanor,” she said, remembering the
first time she’d met Matthew.

“That’s not so bad I suppose,” said Peter. “Now,
what can I do for you?”

“Oh,  yes,”  began  Helena,  remembering  that
she’d come for a reason. “The lady by the door said
you’d be able to tell me what classes I could do.”

“I shall certainly do my best,” promised Peter,
flicking through the lists on his clipboard.

With Peter’s assistance, Helena narrowed down
her interests to first aid and large-scale sculpture,
though she didn’t tell Peter that the kind of men
she  might  meet  was  an  important  criterion.  She
liked the idea of caring, practical men learning first
aid, but was put off by the idea of demonstrating
the kiss of life, so she put her name down for the
sculpture class. It was art again, which should make
it  enjoyable but also ran the risk of  being full  of
women,  though  she  was  hoping  for  creative,
muscular men getting sweaty chiselling large blocks
of stone.

Louise had returned to London that week, and
Matthew  had  been  moping  for  days.  He  was
already eating when Helena arrived home and told
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him she’d be starting a sculpture class the following
Tuesday.  She  was  expecting  some  humourous
comment  or  leg-pulling,  but  instead  he  asked  if
she’d  thought  about  how  she’d  get  the  finished
work  home,  and  how much  the  materials  would
cost.  She  hadn’t  thought  about  either  of  those
things, and it cast something of a shadow over her
excitement about her new enterprise, leaving her
to  join  Matthew  at  the  table  and  eat  her  tea  in
silence.

The following Tuesday, Helena left work full of
anticipation; her class started early enough in the
evening that she had to go straight to the college
when  she’d  finished  work  for  the  day.  She  was
negotiating her way through a maze of corridors,
hesitating at a junction, when a voice behind her
said:

“Sculpture’s down there on the left.”
She turned round with surprise, and saw Peter

locking an office door, a sports bag in his hand. He
smiled at her.

“Thanks,” she said. “Who knows what class I’d
have ended up in if I’d taken a wrong turning.”

“Urdu, I think,” said Peter with a smile. “Enjoy
your sculpting.”

With a swish of his overcoat he was off down
the  corridor,  back  in  the  direction  Helena  had
come  from.  She  waited  until  he’d  rounded  the
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corner, then went to look at the nameplate on the
door he’d been locking,  but  there was  no name,
only  the  announcement  that  this  was  the  exams
office.  Helena  followed  Peter’s  directions  to  her
sculpture  class,  and  spent  a  distinctly  unsweaty
couple  of  hours  learning  about  properties  of
materials, and how to handle tools.
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Chapter 20
Hot wires and polystyrene

After  a  couple  of  Tuesday  evenings  spent
walking very slowly past Peter’s office on the way to
her  sculpture  class,  Helena  was  finally  rewarded
with  another  meeting  with  the  laid-back  college
exams  officer. The  class  was  almost  over  for  the
evening and Helena was slowing down, tired, and
dusty from her neighbour’s stonework. She looked
around at her fellow sculptors and sighed; the only
candidate for her attentions had turned out to be
married, with the rest too old, too uninspiring or
simply  the  wrong  gender.  Helena  was  glad  that
once again she’d chosen a class which she enjoyed,
however, and had been throwing herself into her
work with great enthusiasm. She tidied away her
materials,  washed her hands and was the first  to
leave the room when the tutor announced the end
of the session.

Rounding the corner near the exams office, she
was  surprised  to  see  Peter  in  the  corridor,
unlocking the office door.

“They’ve got you working late,” she observed
cheerily as she approached.

Peter looked up and smiled at her.
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“Don’t  worry,  I’ll  get  time  off  in  lieu,”  he
assured her. “How’s your sculpting? Been chiselling
away at great marble blocks?”

“Oh  god,  no!  I  don’t  think  I  could,”  she
laughed. “My housemate pointed out that I’d have
to get the thing home at the end of term, so I’ve
gone for something just a touch lighter.”

“Polystyrene? You can carve that quite well with
a length of hot wire, I believe.”

“Can  you?  Oh,  well  no,  I’m  making  a  wire
frame. I was going to cover it with something when
I’d finished, the wire bit was just supposed to be
the skeleton, but now I’ve got going I think I quite
like how it looks, so I might just leave it bare.”

“Well  that  sounds  like  it’ll  be  lighter  than
marble, anyway. And if you heat it  up, you could
always carve some polystyrene with it,” he grinned.

Helena laughed, then for no good reason that
she could think of, asked Peter if he’d like to go see
her half-finished wire creation.

“An honoured glimpse into the artist’s  studio,
eh?” he said, locking his office door again. “Lead
the way.”

Feeling  rather  foolish  as  they  reached  the
locked  door  to  the  recently-vacated  art  room,
Helena peered through the small glass panel in the
door to try and locate her sculpture. Luckily it was
quite close by, and could be dimly seen in the light
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from the corridor.
“I don’t know whether you’ll be able to make it

out,  actually,”  confessed  Helena,  stepping  back
from the glass. “It’s just on the left there.”

Peter stepped up to the door and stooped to
look through the glass, being taller than Helena at
a little over six feet.  He moved his head up and
down,  side  to  side,  shielding  the  glass  with  his
hands  to  cut  down the  glare  from the  striplight
above him. Helena squirmed beside him, wishing
she hadn’t made such an ill-considered invitation.

“Wow,  that’s  pretty  impressive,”  said  Peter,
straightening up. “Unicorn?” he asked, tentatively.

“Horse,”  corrected  Helena,  looking  through
into the art room again. “I think that’s part of the
shelving behind it.”

“Maybe it just looks like it should be a unicorn,”
suggested Peter. “The way it’s rearing up, and it’s
quite delicate for a horse.”

“I  had to make sure it  wasn’t  too tall  for  my
bedroom ceiling,” explained Helena. “I suppose it
could be a unicorn that's lost its horn. Anyway,” she
continued,  turning  away  from  the  door  and
hitching her bag decisively on her shoulder. “I’m
keeping you from your work, I should be going.”

“No you’re not, I was just going to pick my coat
up  and  go  home,”  said  Peter. “Though  I  could
make  a  detour  to  a  pub  in  the  right  company.
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Though not going to a pub is also fine, and I didn’t
mean  anything  by  it,”  he  said,  his  hands  raised
placatingly as he saw Helena’s face fall.

“Oh no, it’s not…” she began to protest. “I just
haven’t had any tea yet, I’m starving.”

“That’s what chip shops are for, surely?”
They ate fish and chips together sitting on a low

wall in front of the chip shop a short walk from the
college.  They  barely  managed  small-talk  as  they
ate, Helena having had only a banana since lunch,
and  Peter  having  lasted  the  whole  day  on  two
rounds  of  sandwiches.  Once  they’d  finished,
Helena  felt  almost  giddy  from  the  combined
sensations  of  bolting  down  a  meal  after  feeling
almost  faint  with  hunger,  and  being  in  the
unexpected company of the object of most of her
recent  daydreams.  They  chose  the  pub  nearest
Helena’s house, since apparently Peter lived in the
same area and hence neither of them would have
far to walk home.

Peter’s air of quiet confidence, and dry humour,
as  well  as  his  height  went  a  long  way  toward
compensating  for  the  short  ponytail  he  wore  his
hair  in,  which  wasn’t  to  Helena’s  taste.  She  was
surprised to find he was only three years older than
her,  he  gave  the  impression  of  being  older  but
looking good for his age. He gave away very little
about  himself,  while  coaxing  revelations  from
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Helena at an astonishing rate. She was shocked at
herself when she got home, feeling as though she’d
just laid bare her soul to a stranger.

They  left  the  pub  after  an  hour  or  so  and
walked as far as the end of Helena’s street together.
She  was  disappointed  when  Peter  only  said  she
should knock at his office door the following week
on her way to the art class,  then waved goodbye
and continued along the main road. She watched
him a little  way, but he didn’t turn round so she
hurried down the pavement to her front door and
let herself in.

“I  was  beginning  to  get  worried  about  you,”
called  Matthew,  coming  to  meet  Helena  in  the
hallway when he heard the front door open. 

“That’s nice, I suppose,” she replied, smiling at
him as she unbuttoned her coat.

“Mm, I thought you might’ve fallen in a vat of
clay  or  something,  and be slowly  hardening in  a
living tomb…”

“Oh bugger off, Matthew. I’m not using clay, I
told you, it’s just wire.”

“You  can  do  a  lot  with  wire,”commented
Matthew. “You can get quite precise models out of
polystyrene by heating wires and…”

“Can you really?” asked Helena, exasperated.
“Yes. I saw a documentary about Doctor Who

once,  they used that  for  making some of the big
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detailed set-pieces.”
“Do you know, you’re the second person to tell

me that tonight?”
“What,  techniques  for  Doctor  Who  scenery?”

asked Matthew, puzzled.
“Hot  wires  and polystyrene.  My wire  is  cold,

thank  you,  and  it  has  no  polystyrene  associated
with it.” 

“Sorry,”  said  Matthew,  wondering  what  he’d
done  wrong,  particularly  given  that  Helena  had
only been in the house about a minute. “Where’ve
you been, anyway?”

“Nosy, aren’t you?”
“I  only  asked.  Fine,  you’re  back now, I  don’t

have to go out looking for you. I’ll get back to my
book.”

Matthew stalked back into the living room and
flung himself into his beanbag so hard that it burst,
which wasn’t too surprising considering its age and
the amount of wear it was showing. Helena rushed
in when she heard the ripping sound,  the thud,
and the grunt of surprise. She was already feeling
guilty  for  taking  out  her  disappointment  on
Matthew, but now seeing him sprawled amid the
spilt innards of his favourite seat, she felt dreadful
and apologised for snapping, before telling him all
about her evening as they tidied the living room
floor.
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Chapter 21
Highbrow pursuits

Matthew spent  that  weekend in  London with
Louise.  He  would  have  preferred  to  visit  the
following  weekend,  but  as  Louise  pointed  out,
Valentine’s Day would be almost over by the time
he arrived and all  the  restaurants  would be full.
Reluctantly  bowing  to  her  pragmatism,  Matthew
caught  the  train  to  London  after  work  on  the
Friday before Valentine’s Day, leaving Helena alone
for the weekend.

As Helena munched her way through a bowl of
Sugar  Puffs  late  on the  Friday  night,  watching  a
video,  she  felt  let-down  by  Peter.  She  was
disgruntled  because  Tuesday  evening  had  ended
with such a  whimper;  instead of  a  date  over the
weekend, all that had been arranged was that she
should, or perhaps only could, knock at his office
door next  time she was  passing. True,  she could
have asked him out, but Helena would rather feel
needed than needy if possible. 

Feeling  guilty  about  Matthew’s  treasured
beanbag,  Helena  spent  Saturday  shopping  for  a
replacement.  She  finally  settled  on  a  black  and
chrome  swivel  chair;  the  corduroy  seat-covering
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dated it a little, but it also reduced the price, and
she had a feeling Matthew would prefer cord to the
other options anyway. She had a small amount of
trouble getting it home in a taxi, but she was fairly
confident Matthew would like it  and that  perked
her up a bit.

When  Matthew  arrived  home  on  Sunday
evening, Helena was practically  bursting with the
need to present him with his new chair. Naturally
enough, Matthew was tired from the journey and
wanted nothing more exciting than a hot mug of
tea.  Helena  wanted  her  gift  to  be  properly
appreciated, and tried to keep Matthew out of the
living room until he was more alert.

“I don’t want to sit in the kitchen and have my
tea,”  he  complained.  “I’m  knackered,  I  want  to
slouch. If you try and slouch on the kitchen chairs
you get bruises.”

“But  you  haven’t  got  a  beanbag  any  more,”
pointed out Helena, desperately.

“We do have a sofa.” He paused. “What have
you done to the sofa?”

“Nothing!” protested Helena.
“Then why are you trying to keep me out of the

living room?” He made to push past her, out of the
kitchen. Helena grabbed his arm.

“OK, you can go in, but you have to close your
eyes,” she relented.
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“What have you got in there? Did I come home
too early and now you have to try and sneak the
Chippendales out?”

Helena stuck her tongue out, then led Matthew
to the living room door and told him to close his
eyes.  With a sigh, he did so.  Helena opened the
door, pushed him forward a little, then allowed him
to open his eyes again.

“Ta-dah!”
“You bought a new chair,” he observed, dryly.
“It’s for you,” she explained, on the verge of a

pout. “To replace your beanbag.”
“Have you got  something against  sharing the

sofa with me?” he asked. “It’s very nice,” he added,
seeing the look on her face.

Helena leaned on the doorframe with her arms
folded as  Matthew crossed to  the  new chair  and
tentatively sat in it. The wary look left his face and
he smiled.

“Hey, this  is  comfy. Ooh,  and  it  swivels,”  he
noted happily as the chair moved. “Thank you, it’s
a lovely chair.”

Matthew spread his arms, inviting Helena for a
thank-you hug, and the pout was replaced with a
smile as she leaned over him.

“Oh yes, hours of fun with this I think,” said
Matthew approvingly, as he swung in one direction
then  another,  then  all  the  way  around.  Helena
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watched him and laughed, glad that he liked it and
relieved that it had distracted him enough that she
wouldn’t  have  to  hear  about  his  weekend  with
Louise.

As  she  walked along the  college corridors  on
Tuesday evening, Helena had half a mind to walk
straight  past  the  exams  office  without  knocking.
When she reached it, however, she hesitated, then
knocked and entered the room. Peter’s face seemed
to blossom into one huge smile when he saw her,
and she was glad she hadn’t gone straight to the
class, though she couldn’t spend more than a few
minutes with him. With no preliminary smalltalk,
Peter retrieved a paper bag from his desk drawer
and  handed  it  to  her. Bemused,  Helena  peered
inside  to  find  a  Danish  pastry,  for  which  she
thanked him.

“That’s  OK.  It  probably  should’ve  been
something savoury if it’s supposed to be your tea,
but  we  can  always  get  chips  again  when  you’ve
finished.”

Helena  smiled  around  a  mouthful  of  pastry,
and felt like jumping up and down.

The class  had ended, a couple of people had
already slipped out of the door, but Helena hadn’t
quite  finished clearing  away. She  was  shocked to
hear Peter’s voice behind her.

“Do I get to have a closer look at your hornless
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unicorn this week?” 
“If you like,” said Helena, her cheeks colouring

up. 
The evening began along the same lines as the

previous Tuesday, with chips then an hour or so in
the  pub  near  Helena’s  house.  The  important
difference, of course, was that this time when they
reached the top of Helena’s street, Peter asked if
she’d like to meet him on Saturday to see a film.
She  immediately  said  yes,  though  she  didn’t
recognise  the  title  and  had  no  idea  what  it  was
about. She experienced a brief moment of regret
when he told her to meet him outside an art-house
cinema that she’d heard of but never been to, but
she wasn’t seriously going to turn down a date with
him.

Helena  was  up  early  on  Saturday  morning,
worrying over her wardrobe and trying to forget
the fact that she hadn’t had a single Valentines card
the day before. Matthew, who occasionally enjoyed
an  obscure  film,  had  given  her  comprehensive
directions to the cinema but she wanted to set off in
plenty of time in case she got lost. She arrived to
find Peter already waiting, a red rose at the ready;
by the time the film began she found she didn’t
care that it was subtitled and confusing.

Afterwards, they went for a late lunch and Peter
started talking about the film. Helena didn’t want
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to  admit  that  she  wasn’t  used  to  coping  with
reading  subtitles  and  following  the  action  at  the
same time, or that she hadn’t understood much of
the  brooding  philosophy  of  the  piece,  and
restricted herself to smiles and nods.

“Well it  wasn’t one of his best,  anyway,” Peter
concluded.  “Perhaps  it  wasn’t  a  good  idea;  I
thought it might at least give us something to talk
about.”

Helena was a little put out that Peter felt  the
need  to  provide  topics  of  conversation,  implying
that all they’d said to each other so far hadn’t been
interesting  enough.  Despite  that,  they  seemed to
manage  to  chat  quite  happily  over  lunch  and
through a short walk through town. Reluctant to
leave Peter to continue along the main road when
she  turned down her  own street,  on  an impulse
Helena  invited  him back  for  tea.  As  soon  as  he
agreed, she realised she had no idea what to cook
him and she wasn’t  sure she wanted Matthew to
meet him yet, but the offer had been made and she
led him into the house with some nervousness.

Matthew was slowly twisting his new chair from
side to side, deeply absorbed in a book, and only
waved  absentmindedly  when  Helena  said  hello.
Since she was still  casting a shadow over him, he
placed his finger on the paragraph he was reading,
and looked up.
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“Yes,  what?”  he  asked,  not  unkindly,  then
noticed a second figure in the doorway. “Oh, I see.”
He put a bookmark in his book and stood up to be
introduced to Peter.

The  formalities  over,  Peter  observed  that
Matthew was reading a John Wyndham novel, and
engaged  him  in  animated  conversation  about  it.
When  Helena  returned  to  the  living  room  after
checking the contents of the fridge and her store-
cupboard,  Matthew  had  resumed  his  chair-
swivelling and Peter was perched on the arm of the
sofa telling him about the film he and Helena had
seen. Helena was dismayed, though not surprised,
to  hear that  Matthew had many more intelligent
comments to make about it than she had, and in
fact had seen some of the director’s earlier works.
She  resigned  herself  to  an  evening  spent  in
Matthew’s  shadow, and  retired  to  the  kitchen  to
cook.
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Chapter 22
Down sidestreets with a unicorn

Helena and Peter settled into a pleasant routine
over the next few weeks: drinks after the Tuesday
evening sculpture class and an outing together on
Saturdays. There were no further visits to the art-
house cinema, much to Helena’s relief, but they did
go to the theatre and to a couple of art exhibitions.
Despite  the hours  of  conversation,  Helena found
she still  knew very little about Peter and she had
not yet been to his  house.  He made Helena feel
relaxed,  and  when  she  talked  he  listened
attentively, which she particularly appreciated after
Gavin who had, she thought with hindsight, only
wanted her around so that he could listen to the
sound of  his  own voice  without being branded a
madman.

Matthew was pleasantly surprised by Helena’s
latest  boyfriend,  having  expected  him  to  be
materialistic, ambitious and arrogant, or at least a
rich airhead, given her past form. He got on well
with  Peter,  having  overlapping  interests  and  a
similar  attitude  to  work.  In  fact,  since  Matthew’s
birthday fell on a Tuesday that year, Peter invited
him to join them at the pub after Helena’s class that
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night and an uproarious evening was had by all.
On his next visit to London, Matthew reflected on
the great difference between his relationship with
Peter,  and  Helena’s  with  Louise.  He  wished  he
could think of a way to bring the latter more in line
with the former, but short of brainwashing one or
both parties, nothing suggested itself to him.

The college term ended in mid-March, and the
problem of transporting Helena’s sculpture home
finally had to be faced. Peter expressed the opinion
that it was too big to fit in the back of a taxi, and
Helena  was  reluctantly  forced to  agree.  She  had
been at pains to make it short enough to fit in her
bedroom  without  touching  the  ceiling,  but  had
never  given  serious  thought  to  its  other
dimensions. 

The day before the final sculpture session she
asked Matthew if he’d be able to drive a van if she
hired one for the evening.

“Do  you  know  how  much  that’d  cost?”  he
asked, before pointing out that it was unlikely to be
worth the money. “Can’t you put wheels on it and
push it home?”

“A horse on wheels, Matthew? Don’t be silly.”
“Well  it’s  made  of  wire,  isn’t  it?  You  could

pretend it was an avant garde shopping trolley.”
Helena threw a cushion but he spun his chair

round quickly enough that it thumped harmlessly
204



against the corduroy chair-back and slumped to the
floor.  “Seriously  though,  can’t  you  borrow  some
wheels or a trolley or something from the college?”
asked Matthew as he swivelled back round. “It’s not
that far away.”

Helena pouted as she considered the idea.
“Hmm. I don’t think so, I mean if they started

lending trolleys out, everyone’d want one. And how
many would they get back?”

“You’ll just have to carry it then.” 
“It’s  seven  feet  tall,  Matthew;  how  am  I

supposed to carry it home?”
Matthew  waited  outside  the  college  on  the

following  evening,  not  trusting  Helena’s
instructions  for  negotiating  the  labyrinthine
corridors.  He  wasn’t  looking  forward  to  the
prospect  of  carrying  a  seven-foot  tall  wire  horse
home  through  the  dark  streets,  but  Helena  had
insisted that she couldn’t impose on Peter, and even
if  he  did  end  up  helping,  three  was  probably  a
more  useful  number  than  two.  At  length,  when
Matthew was beginning to wish he’d worn a second
jumper,  Peter  appeared  at  the  main  door  and
waved, and Matthew followed him inside.

“Good  grief,”  said  Matthew,  faced  with  the
towering wire structure for the first time. “Are you
sure that’s only seven foot?”

“Well at least it hasn't got a horn,” said Helena,
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baffling Matthew and eliciting a smile from Peter.
“I’ve  no idea how we’re  going to get  this  round
corners.”

Peter  took  charge,  and  Helena  became  little
more than a door-opener and look-out as Matthew
helped him carry the creature through the college
to the exit. They attracted plenty of curious glances
and  humourous  comments  as  they  encountered
people leaving other classes, and Helena’s face was
glowing  with  embarrassment  by  the  time  they
reached the relative anonymity of the street. Peter
and  Matthew  carefully  lowered  the  base  to  the
ground, and Matthew stretched his arms.

“It  looks  quite  good  there,  actually,”  he
commented. “You could donate it to the college as
an open-air artwork.”

“It’d rust,” said Helena flatly.
“Shame,” said Matthew, and bent to take hold

of  the  plinth.  “I’m  not  walking  down  the  main
street with this.”

Peter laughed but Helena looked put out:
“How  else  do  we  get  home?  It’s  only  ten

minutes’ walk.”
“It might take you ten minutes,” said Matthew

pointedly, “But we’re carrying about half a ton of
metal. I’d rather not have to walk slowly past two
pubs with this, thank you.”

Helena opened her mouth to protest  further,
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but  Peter  concurred  with  Matthew,  and  she
followed them down a side-street, a spare part now
that there were no more doors.

After  what  felt  like an hour, but  in truth was
slightly  less  than  half  that,  the  trio  reached
Matthew and Helena’s front door. Helena could at
least appear useful as she unlocked the door and
held it  open.  Safely  in  the hallway, the sculpture
was  let  down  on  its  base  and  Matthew  leaned
against the wall with some relief.

“Where  now?”  he  enquired.  “It  could  really
make a statement here in the hall,  you know, it’s
the first thing you see when you arrive.” He smiled
at Helena hopefully.

“You’d have to climb over it to get up the stairs
though,”  she  pointed  out.  “I  don’t  know. I  had
been thinking in terms of my bedroom, but now it’s
here…” She  tailed  off;  it  seemed unnecessary  to
point out the obvious size discrepancy between the
rearing equine sculpture, and the narrow staircase
at right-angles to her bedroom door.

“What  about  the  living  room?”  asked  Peter,
crossing to the doorway and looking in. “Though I
suppose  it  might  dwarf  the  place.  You  could
probably squeeze it into the corner though.”

“Measure twice, cut once, as they say,” Matthew
chipped in, helpfully.

“Shut up, Matthew.” Helena was despondent.
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“It  seems  such a  shame  after  all  that  effort,”
said Peter. “It’s a nice piece, you need somewhere
to show it off properly.”

“Would you have room for it?” asked Helena,
her eyes lighting up.

“Probably,” replied Peter slowly, sizing up the
tangle of wire in front of him.

“Would you like it? Matthew…”
“No,”  said  Matthew  firmly.  “Carry  your  own

bloody horse. I’m making some tea and then I’m
going  to  bed.”  He  moved  away  towards  the
kitchen.

“It’s not that heavy, really,” Peter reassured her.
“We should be able to manage it between us.”

Ever  one  to  make  preparations  for  all
eventualities, Helena sneaked a small piece of tin
foil from the roll when she went into the kitchen to
tell  Matthew she  was  going  back  out.  She  didn’t
think he was watching but when she looked at him,
he  winked and grinned at  her. She  smiled  back,
then squeezed past the hornless unicorn and raced
upstairs  to  wrap the  foil  round the  head  of  her
toothbrush and slip it in her bag:

“Just nipping to the loo,” she called down.
Matthew  was  drifting  off  to  sleep  when  he

thought  he  heard  the  front  door  being  opened
quietly. He slid out of bed and crept to the head of
the stairs.
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“You’re back early. Or late.”
Helena jumped at Matthew’s sudden comment

and looked up at him standing in pyjama bottoms
and a T-shirt, his arms folded and a look of smug
amusement on his face.

“That man is just too damned sensible for his
own good,” she said with feeling. “I know I’ve got
to go to work in the morning, I don’t know why he
couldn’t just let me worry about that.”

“Never mind, I’m sure you had a lovely couple
of  hours  inspecting  his  art  collection,”  said
Matthew,  patting  Helena  on  the  shoulder  now
she’d joined him on the landing.

“Something like that,”  she said with a wicked
look. “I’m off for dinner there on Friday though.
Night!”

Matthew shook his head and went back to bed.

209



Chapter 23
Far-flung places

Although  Helena  had  spent  some  time  in
Peter’s  house  while  they  struggled  to  install  the
wire  horse  in his  living room, she was fascinated
anew when she arrived for dinner later that week.
It  occurred  to  her  that  there  was  a  certain
superficial  resemblance  to  Keith’s  shared student
house, but she pushed the thought to the back of
her mind as she marvelled at the cluttered contents
of Peter’s home. 

From the outside, the house looked very much
like  the  one  she  shared  with  Matthew,  an
anonymous  element  of  a  nondescript  terrace.
Inside,  however,  was  a  riot  of  brightly  painted
woodwork,  stunning  fabrics  hung from the  walls
and  ceiling  and  covered  the  chairs;  there  were
framed paintings and strange ornaments hanging
or perching on every available surface. She had at
first been concerned that her sculpture might look
out of place in Peter’s house, but once she saw the
rest  of  his  belongings  she  realised  it  would,  if
anything, be overlooked since it wasn’t as colourful
as its surroundings.

Over dinner Helena finally began to find out
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more about Peter; so far he’d remained enigmatic
but a compliment directed at the exotically spiced
dish he’d cooked opened up a whole store of travel
anecdotes. With amazement, it dawned on Helena
that the batik fabrics, the wooden masks and stone
figures  were  all  souvenirs  of  Peter’s  wanderings.
She  didn’t  know  anyone  who’d  been  to  India,
Kenya or Mexico; even Keith, forever intending to
visit a whole string of third-world countries, had to
her  knowledge  never  been  further  afield  than
France. Peter held her spellbound with descriptions
of  the  things  he’d  seen,  and  this  time when the
evening faded away he didn’t send her home.

Helena was so full of Peter’s adventures when
she  returned  home  on  Saturday  evening  that  it
took her a while to notice Matthew wasn’t paying a
great deal of attention to her account of Peter’s trip
to  a  Buddhist  temple  in  Sri  Lanka.  She  stopped
talking, and a few seconds later Matthew looked up
and said:

“Sorry, did you ask me a question?”
“No, I just  realised you weren’t  listening. Are

you OK?”
Matthew made a so-so  face  and looked away.

Helena’s breath caught as she wondered if Louise
might have broken up with him, then immediately
she scolded herself; she might not like Louise but
Matthew did, and she didn’t want to see him upset.
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“Louise phoned,” he began, and Helena held
her breath, waiting to be proved right. “She’s been
applying for jobs this week, or pestering law firms
at least.”

“Oh,” was all Helena could come up with; she
was  puzzled  as  to  why  this  might  present  a
problem.

“They’re all in London, of course.”
“Oh,”  she  said  again  with  sympathy,  the

implications  becoming clear. “Can’t  you persuade
her  to  pester  some  law  firms  up  here?  There’s
loads  in  Leeds  and  Sheffield,  and  even
Manchester’d be better than London, wouldn’t it?”

“It would to me, but not to her. I was hoping
she’d got over her London phase, but apparently
she’s  having  such  a  great  time,  she’s  more
determined than ever to get a job down there.  I
can’t  do this  long-distance  thing  for  another two
years.”

Helena wondered if he’d end the relationship
soon,  or  continue to  try  and persuade Louise  to
return to the north. She knew which she’d prefer,
but  she  doubted Matthew would  see  it  the  same
way and she remained diplomatically silent.

Matthew  spent  the  following  weekend  with
Louise, who was remaining in London over Easter
to get some work done while her flatmates weren’t
around. He returned even more downhearted, and
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Helena felt that she should do something about it.
She couldn’t end his doomed relationship for him,
or wrench his  stubborn girlfriend away from the
capital, but she could do her best to take his mind
off the problem for a while.

Peter had announced a few days earlier that he
was  going  away  for  the  week,  and  to  Helena’s
disappointment he hadn’t asked her to accompany
him. Of course, when she found out he was going
to Canada to get close to nature in the cold she was
partly  placated,  but  the  desertion  still  rankled.
Without Peter, though, she had more time to spend
with Matthew, and she decided a day-trip to Ilkley
might be nice: a picnic and some splendid scenery
might  cheer  him  up,  and  a  stroll  on  the  moor
should be refreshing if nothing else. She thought it
would work even better if she prepared the picnic
in  secret,  and  sprang  the  trip  on  Matthew  as  a
surprise.

Matthew ignored the knocking at his bedroom
door,  and  pulled  the  covers  over  his  head.
Suddenly he was being shaken by the shoulder, and
he  thrust  his  head  out  to  glare  at  Helena  for
waking  him at  an  ungodly  hour  when he  didn’t
even have to go to work.

“Rise  and  shine!  Come  on,  wrap  up  warm,
we’re  off  to  Ilkley,”  announced Helena,  stepping
back and smiling  down at  the  sleepy  screwed-up
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face framed by bedclothes.
“We’re  what?”  asked  Matthew,  bewildered.

“Don’t I even get some tea?”
“Kettle’s on, you’ll have to come down for it.” 
Helena shut the door behind her, and Matthew

heard her slippered feet thudding down the stairs.
Awake whether he liked it or not, he grabbed his
dressing  gown  and  followed  her  to  extract  an
explanation for this disturbing behaviour.

The drizzle began while they were still on the
train,  and Helena had to  admit  that  a  picnic  on
Ilkley Moor in April had perhaps been a little too
optimistic.  Still,  Matthew  seemed  to  have
brightened up, if only because he found the whole
idea amusingly bizarre, and Helena was reasonably
confident that the day would not be a wasted effort.
Matthew  insisted  that  since  a  picnic  had  been
prepared  they  shouldn’t  let  a  spot  of  inclement
weather  put  them  off,  and  Helena  sat  damply
beside him in an open-sided shelter on the edge of
the moor, wishing the mist wasn’t obscuring what
would undoubtedly be a fabulous view.

“I bet you can’t do this in London,” commented
Matthew.

“What,  eat  sandwiches  in  the  rain?”  replied
Helena. “I bet you can.”

“No, get out in the countryside so easily.”
“They must’ve got countryside near London,”
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said Helena, trying to picture a map of England.
“Everyone  goes  to  Brighton  from  London.

That’s the coast, it’s not the same at all.”
Helena was in no position to argue, she knew

very little about the south.
“I’ll bring Louise out here next time she’s up;

she can’t possibly resist. A lot of London law firms
have northern outposts, I’m sure she’ll cope.” 

Helena said nothing,  but  she doubted Louise
could be dissuaded so easily from her quest to find
a  training  place  in  London;  once  Helena's
university  friend  had  got  the  New  York  bug,
nothing else would do.

Helena spent as much time as she could with
Matthew over the next few days, and the prospect
of Louise staying permanently in London was not
mentioned again. Helena still couldn’t understand
what  Matthew  saw  in  the  girl,  but  she  had  to
concede  that  their  relationship  seemed  to  be
working, even if that was partly due to their being
separated for most of the time, and she knew he’d
be devastated when they broke up. She hoped that
when  it  happened  she’d  be  able  to  effectively
conceal  her  relief  at  never  having  to  encounter
Louise again.

Peter returned from Canada with a selection of
carved trinkets and a couple of rolls of film. Helena
visited him on his return, and when they were both
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supplied with drinks he took her hand and said he
had  something  to  show  her  upstairs.  Helena
followed him, thinking it was just a cheesy line, but
he  stopped  outside  the  door  to  what  Helena
assumed was the spare bedroom.

“I  don’t  usually  let  people  in  here,  but  you
showed  me  your  tragically  amputated  unicorn,
so…”

He  opened  the  door  and  Helena  stepped
inside, intrigued. 

“Oh,  wow.  Did  you  do  those  pictures
downstairs?”

Peter nodded and Helena tried to take in all the
half-finished paintings stacked against the wall, the
pastels, paints and brushes amid piles of paper on a
large table, and the hundreds of photos blu-tacked
to the wall.

“I feel really embarrassed about giving you the
unicorn,  now,"  she  said,  using  his  name  for  her
artwork without realising it. "You’re really good.”

“I like the unicorn, the lines flow very naturally.
Although  quite  what  counts  as  natural  with  a
unicorn I couldn’t say.”

“Are  these  all  the  places  you’ve  been?”  asked
Helena looking closely at the nearest photographs.

“Some  of  them.  Some  are  more  photogenic
than others.  These are  all  the things I intend to
paint; I don’t always get round to them though.”
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“Wow,” murmured Helena. “How can you have
seen all this and still live round here?”

“I  like  living  round  here;  I’ve  always  lived
round here. It gives me somewhere to come back
to.”

“But do you never go away and just  want to
stay there?” she persisted.

“It’s mostly novelty value, isn’t it? It’s different
so it’s fascinating. You’d get tired of the reality after
a while, I imagine. And what would I live on?” He
seemed amused by Helena’s attitude.

“I  don’t  know, don’t  people  usually  work  in
bars  or  on  farms  when  they  go  off  round  the
world?”

“Eighteen-year-olds do, yes,” Peter pointed out.
“Why would I give up my comfortable house and
my comfortable job for that? It’s not very exciting
but I don’t have to take work home with me, I get
time off if I have to work late, and I have enough
money and enough free time to do things I enjoy,
like painting and travelling.”

That  seemed  a  lazy  way  of  looking  at  it,  to
Helena, but she didn’t press her point.
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Chapter 24
Taking the plunge

Helena was in a distinctly bubbly mood as she
unlocked the front door. It was early evening, the
warm May day still  mild as it  tailed off,  and the
walk home book-ended by softly blossoming trees.
Matthew would undoubtedly already be home, and
there might still be enough warmth in the day for
them to take their mugs of tea outside and perch
on  the  low  wall  of  the  back  yard,  watching  the
neighbourhood  cats  lazily  stalk  young  birds.
Matthew jogged down the stairs,  freshly changed
from his  office  clothes,  as  Helena kicked off  her
shoes and greeted him with a dazzling smile.

“Hello,” he said warily, pausing on the bottom
step.  “What’s  got  into  you  today?  Peter  isn’t
whisking you off to the Amazon, is he?”

“It’s a lovely day, Matthew. What is there not to
be happy about?”

Matthew regarded her sceptically and said:
“I’ll put the kettle on.”
She followed him into the kitchen and unbolted

the back door.
“It’s still nice out, we could sit in the yard,” she

suggested.
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“I  wouldn’t;  the  warm weather’s  just  making
the bin stink.”

“Oh.” Helena hesitated, then rebolted the door.
“Well the breeze might’ve been a bit chilly anyway.”

She sat down at the table and said mysteriously:
“I have news.”
“So he is taking you off to a rainforest? Don’t

forget to get Sting’s autograph.”
Helena stuck her tongue out.
“Don’t be daft. Do you remember Clare?”
“How could I forget?” said Matthew, grimly.
“Apparently she’s been promoted.”
“That’s nice,” said Matthew insincerely.
“Over Dan Pearson,” finished Helena, relishing

the  gossip  and  all  but  licking  her  lips  with
satisfaction.

“No!  Really?  Oh  that’s  fantastic,”  laughed
Matthew. “Is she still going out with him?”

Helena shrugged.
“I dare say she won’t be for much longer.”
Before the pair of them could get too stuck into

their catty discussion of Clare and Dan, the phone
rang and Matthew glanced at his watch.

“Just past six, it’s probably Louise.”
He closed the kitchen door and Helena heard

him answer the phone, then trail the lead halfway
up the  stairs  to  his  customary  phone perch.  She
should have known Louise would contrive to spoil
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their  fun  even  though  she  was  so  far  away,
although had Helena been more alert to the time
of day she might have expected the call. She took
the remains of her tea and climbed past Matthew
on the stairs to change out of her suit. 

In  her  bedroom  with  the  door  shut,  Helena
could  only  hear  the  faint  murmur  of  Matthew’s
voice, but from what she’d heard on the way past it
sounded like Louise’s badgering of law-firms might
finally have paid off. Helena felt guilty, she hadn’t
spent much time with Matthew over the last  few
weeks,  content  instead  to  be  largely  ignored  at
Peter’s  house  in  the  evenings,  fascinated  by  the
artistic  process  which  he  kindly  allowed  her  to
observe.  She realised she didn’t  know if  Matthew
had managed to persuade Louise to apply further
afield, or if she was still concentrating all her efforts
on London. When Matthew knocked and stuck his
head round the door a while later, she guessed it
was still just London.

“I  don’t  know  what  to  do,”  sighed  Matthew,
lying back on Helena’s bed with his arms behind
his head.

Helena pondered in silence,  her  chin on her
drawn-up knees, arms folded round her shins.

“Do you think she’s still  happy with the long-
distance arrangement?” she asked eventually.

“I don’t think she’s thought about it at all, to be
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honest. She’s too full of her new job to be practical
at the moment.”

“When does she start?”
“End of September.”
“Well that gives you a while to sort things out,”

said  Helena.  By which,  of  course,  she meant tell
Louise it was all over.

Matthew returned  from his  next  weekend  in
London quiet and thoughtful, which was only to be
expected. Helena had deliberately been waiting in
for him when he was due home, and she looked
closely for signs that he might have made the break
that day.

“You know, London’s been growing on me,” he
commented, as he settled into his chair and slowly
began to swivel from side to side.

Helena froze in the act of pummelling a sofa-
cushion; this was an unexpected turn.

“Has she asked you to move down there with
her?” asked Helena, shocked and afraid.

“No,”  he  admitted.  “But  I’ve  been  thinking
about it.  I was trying to look at things less like a
visitor this weekend, trying to think if I could live
there.”

“And?” prompted Helena, still not relaxing.
“Yeah…maybe.” He nodded slowly, thinking. “I

mean it’s not great, but it’s not as bad as I used to
think it was. And you’ve got all the art galleries, the
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Science Museum, all those classic venues, the bands
that don’t play anywhere between Birmingham and
Glasgow…” 

Helena wasn’t sure which of them he was trying
to convince, but she knew it was having little effect
on her views.

“Matthew, you’d be starting from scratch, you
don’t know anyone down there, and you’d have to
look  for  a  new  job,  and…”  She  tailed  off,
desperately trying to come up with objections.

“What have I got up here? It’s not as if I love
my job, and you know how many jobs there were in
London,  last  time I  was  looking.  And who am I
leaving  behind?  Martin  doesn’t  need  me  any
more.” He looked Helena right in the eyes and she
had  to  look  away. “That  only  leaves  you.  You’d
cope without me.”

Helena  wasn’t  at  all  sure  she  would,  but  it
would seem unfair to say so.

“Well don’t rush into anything, will  you?” she
countered  lamely,  and  left  the  room  to  put  the
kettle on and conquer the threatening tears.

Helena lay awake in bed for a long time that
night,  listening  to  the  unseasonable  downpour
drumming  on  the  roof  and  lashing  against  the
windows. She could hear the swish of wet tyres on
the main road, which made her wonder how busy a
street Matthew would end up on if  he moved to
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London. She was aware that it was selfish of her to
want him to stay nearby, and she admitted that part
of her worries stemmed from being left without a
housemate, but even from as objective a standpoint
as she could manage, she wasn’t sure that moving
down to London to be with Louise was a good idea.

Things got worse ten days later when Helena
left work to find Matthew waiting for her outside
the  main  door  to  the  building.  She  greeted him
with  a  surprised  smile,  wondering  if  he  was
planning on dinner or a film, but he soon revealed
his true purpose.

“I  want  you  to  help  me  buy  something  for
Louise, I need to take it down this weekend.”

“Oh,  OK,”  she  agreed  unenthusiastically, not
looking forward to choosing underwear for Louise,
which is what she assumed Matthew had in mind.

“I’ve  never  thought  much  about  engagement
rings,”  he  went  on.  “I  thought  a  woman’s  input
might be useful.”

Helena  stopped  dead  on  the  pavement,  but
Matthew was  distracted  and  didn’t  notice  so  she
hurried to catch up with him. 

“Did you just say what I thought you said?”
“Mm,” he agreed sheepishly. “I figured if I was

seriously  considering  moving  to  London for  her,
she must be pretty special.”

Helena diplomatically reined in the responses
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that clamoured to be spoken, and instead selflessly
devoted the next half-hour to selecting the manacle
by which her best  friend would be shackled to a
cold, snooty career-woman miles away from home.
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Chapter 25
Wagons roll

Louise was shocked when Matthew proposed to
her, but  nevertheless  she  accepted  with  pleasure
and the deal was sealed, with only the practicalities
to  sort  out.  Helena  had  been  secretly  hoping
Louise was as cold as she’d always appeared, and
would turn Matthew down flat. Of course he’d be
upset,  but  Helena expected he’d get  over it  and
look back on his narrow escape with a shudder in
years to come.

Matthew  invited  Martin  and  Karen  over  for
lunch the following Saturday, and Peter put in an
appearance as  well,  since  Helena wasn’t  available
for  their  habitual  Saturday  outing.  She  hadn’t
considered George, now almost two and well able
to totter around getting into mischief. She wished
she’d stipulated grown-ups only, when she found
him  playing  with  one  of  Matthew’s  cossetted
twelve-inch  singles;  she  was  barely  holding  her
celebratory demeanour together under the cloud
of  Matthew’s  impending  departure,  without  a
toddler to worry about.

Matthew hadn’t told Martin the reason for the
gathering,  only  hinting  that  there  might  be
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something to celebrate, and he was shocked when
Matthew made his announcement as they squeezed
round  the  small  kitchen  table.  Not  having  seen
either  Helena  or  Matthew  for  a  while,  he  and
Karen had had little warning, and whatever else he
was  expecting,  it  hadn’t  been  Matthew’s
engagement to Louise.

“That’s a bolt from the blue,” said Martin after
a  shocked  pause.  “You  are  sure  about  that,
Matthew? You don’t  mean Helena’s  got engaged,
do you?”

“God I hope not,” said Peter, far too quickly for
Helena’s liking.

“And  what’s  wrong  with  Helena?”  demanded
Matthew, only half joking.

“Nothing  wrong  with  Helena,  everything
wrong  with  marriage,”  replied  Peter. “But  good
luck to you,” he added.

“Yeah,  you’ll  need  it  mate,”  sighed  Martin.
Then “Sorry  love,”  quickly  as  he  caught  Karen’s
disapproving eye.

The  conversation  kept  straying  back  to  the
engagement,  the  wedding  itself  and  Matthew’s
move  to  London,  as  Matthew’s  friends  tried  to
come  to  terms  with  the  enormity  of  it.  When
Martin married Karen, Helena and Matthew had a
chance to get to know her properly, and even when
Martin moved to York, it still wasn’t too far to go
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for  an  evening  visit,  though  they  wouldn’t  have
wanted  to  make  a  regular  habit  of  it.  Louise,
however, was barely known to Helena and even less
so to Martin and Karen, and a move to London
meant  anything  less  than  an  overnight  stay  was
barely worth the journey. Did this mean Matthew
would gradually fade out of their lives?

“George might get a little friend to play with,”
mused Karen as she placed full mugs on a tray for
Helena to carry through to the other three, already
in the living room entertaining George.

“I can’t see Louise allowing that to happen, I’m
sure it wouldn’t fit with her career plans,” replied
Helena bitterly. “Anyway, they’ll be in London.”

“Oh, yes, of course. Poor Helena,” said Karen,
patting Helena’s  arm. “You’re going to miss him,
aren’t you?”

“Of course I am,” said Helena. “I’ll be on my
own.”

Matthew  was  only  too  aware  of  how  much
Helena  would  miss  him,  and  indeed  how  much
he’d  miss  Helena,  but  he  pretended  he  hadn’t
noticed how miserable  she looked every time his
departure was mentioned. He reasoned that while
he couldn’t  do anything to  stop her  being  upset
that  he  was  leaving,  he  could  at  least  stop  her
worrying  about  paying  double  rent,  and  he
decided  to  advertise  later  in  the  summer  for  a
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young single woman to replace him in the house.
There was a time when he would have relished the
task, but now he was practically a married man he
barely recognised the potential.

It was a miserable summer for Helena; Louise
would  be  in  her  student  flat  until  September, so
Matthew couldn’t join her before then and Helena
had  the  loss  of  her  friend  hanging  over  her  for
almost  four  months.  She  began  to  tire  of  silent
evenings as an art groupie at Peter’s house, but the
alternative was often an evening helping Matthew
clear  out  miscellaneous  junk  from  his  bedroom,
which wasn’t much better.

While  she  had  no  particular  desire  to  marry
Peter,  his  immediate  dismissal  of  the  possibility
after  Matthew’s  announcement  to  Martin  and
Karen had offended her, and she stepped back to
consider him more objectively. By July Helena had
decided that  as with his  visits  to far-flung places,
her attraction to Peter had been based on novelty
value; they had little in common and he had little
desire  to  commit  to  anything  more  than  a  few
hours a week in each other’s company. He seemed
neither  surprised  nor  upset  when  she  broke  up
with  him,  which  offended  her  even  more.  He
commented on what a pleasant companion she had
proved to be, and said that should she ever wish to
visit, she would be most welcome. She declined his
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offer of the return of the unicorn since it had been
a gift, and as he well knew, she had nowhere to put
it.

Matthew  had  little  sympathy  to  offer  in
Helena’s  hour  of  need;  the  massive  step  he  was
about  to  take  was  belatedly  registering  with  him
and  he  sought  to  lose  himself  in  detailed
practicalities. Each visit to the supermarket saw him
return home with another cardboard box in which
to pack up his belongings. He had cleared out piles
of books, papers and clothes, seeing the move as an
opportunity  for  a  fresh  start.  His  only  item  of
furniture  was  the  swivel  chair  that  Helena  had
given him, which he had no intention of  leaving
behind, and he thought he should be able to hire a
small van to drive everything down to London.

Matthew handed his  notice  in at  work at  the
end of July, and was sent on his way with a cake
and  a  parcel  of  useful  household  items  by  the
matronly secretaries. His parents had asked him to
take Louise out to Spain for a couple of weeks but
she insisted she couldn’t take any time out of her
work for a while, except the hour a week she spent
flat-hunting.  Since  Matthew hadn’t  secured a  job
yet, she was looking for a reasonable compromise
between  cheap  and  not  too  far  from  where  she
would be working, which was why they ended up
with what Matthew described as a glorified broom-
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cupboard.  The  lack  of  space  meant  that  all
unnecessary items were to be abandoned; Matthew
put  his  foot  down  over  his  chair, but  only  after
agreeing  to  greater  sacrifices  elsewhere.  Helena
faithfully promised to protect his records until he
had  the  room  to  reclaim  them,  and  Matthew
resigned himself to his small CD collection.

By the end of August Matthew had secured a
replacement housemate for Helena; Jilly would be
moving  in  a  few  days  after  Matthew  left  on  the
sixteenth  of  September.  Matthew  was  rather
pleased with himself at having lightened the load,
but Helena felt  like he wasn’t  allowing her to be
alone and miserable  for a  while  once he’d gone,
and she was upset at his lack of understanding. 

Helena  took  a  few  days  off  work  to  coincide
with  Matthew’s  last  days  in  the  house.  Together
they  visited  Martin  and  Karen,  and  Helena’s
parents, for Matthew to say his goodbyes. True to
form, Mrs Robertshaw had baked extra scones for
Matthew  to  take  with  him,  and  his  farewell  tea
consisted of all  his favourite dishes. Helena could
have sworn her mum had tears in her eyes as she
hugged Matthew on the doorstep when they left. 

Too soon, Matthew’s final evening as Helena’s
housemate arrived; all his boxes were packed, the
hired  van  was  parked  outside,  everything  was
crossed off the lists. Matthew and Helena slumped
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on  the  sofa  with  welcome  mugs  of  tea,  then
Matthew put his mug on the floor and rooted in his
trouser pocket.

“I keep forgetting to give you this.”
Helena put her tea down, intrigued.
“There  you  are,”  Matthew  continued,

producing a keyring and handing it over. “I picked
you up a new rape alarm from the police station,
it’s a lot handier than your old one.”

“Thank you, Matthew,” said Helena quietly.
“Well, you know, I won’t be around to go out

looking for you if you’re home late,” he went on.
“Oh  Matthew  I  wish  you  weren’t  going!”

Helena  started  to  cry, and  Matthew  leaned  over
and hugged her.

“It  won’t  be  forever,”  he  reassured her. “You
can come down and visit.”
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Part II
Helena, and Matthew



Chapter 26
For whom the bells toll

The  wedding  eventually  took  place  on  a
Saturday  in  June;  Louise  had  been  reluctant  to
take time out of her long-awaited training post with
a  London  law-firm,  and  had  restricted  their
honeymoon  to  a  week  rather  than  the  fortnight
Matthew would have preferred. Of course they had
to  get  married  in  London  to  minimise  the
disruption, which was fine for Louise’s family who,
barring her parents, all lived within an hour’s drive
of the capital, but for Matthew’s few guests it was a
long  trek,  and  Helena’s  parents  reluctantly
declined  their  invitation.  Matthew’s  parents  took
the opportunity for a short holiday in England, and
Helena, having recently passed her test, took turns
to  drive  Martin’s  car  down  the  long  stretch  of
motorway to London while Martin and Karen tried
to keep two-year-old George quiet in the back.

Matthew had been overtaken by apathy when it
came  to  the  arrangements.  Once  he’d  proposed
and  been  accepted  the  previous  summer,  he’d
concentrated on his preparations for joining Louise
in London, paying little attention to the details of
the event itself. Since Louise had postponed it until
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she was more settled, Matthew had ceased to think
of  the  wedding  as  a  real  phenomenon,  instead
concerning himself with the day-to-day matters of
living in the same small flat as the girlfriend he had
until recently enjoyed a long-distance relationship
with.  He  was  unprepared  for  the  barrage  of
questions about venues, guests, food, clothing and
honeymoon destinations that hit him when Louise
finally  turned  her  attention  to  the  subject,  and
since he had little preference, having given it little
thought, he was content to let Louise take charge
with the telephone assistance of her mother.

Helena felt about as overwhelmed as Matthew
did at the reception; wave after wave of  Louise’s
friends and relations broke over the small island of
Matthew’s  party. His  parents  naturally  had some
position in the proceedings, and Martin was Best
Man,  thus  they  were  not  completely  overlooked,
but  Helena  and  Karen  as  mere  friends  were
insignificant,  tucked  away  at  a  corner  table  with
Louise’s  grandmother’s  next-door  neighbour.  To
Helena, every member of Louise’s family seemed as
snooty  as  Louise,  and  some  of  her  friends  were
worse; Helena thought she might as well have worn
a flat cap and brought a ferret with her on a lead.

In an attempt to escape further inspection by
one  of  Louise’s  numerous  aunts  after  the  many
toasts  had  been  drunk,  Matthew  sought  out  his
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friends. Martin had already retreated from the top
table to join his wife and snoozing son as soon as
his brief speech was over.

“I  hope  you’re  enjoying  those  strawberries,”
said Matthew as he sat down beside Helena. “I have
a feeling they cost about a pound each.”

“What?” said Helena, aghast.
“Well  this  is  London,  isn’t  it? And it’s  a  posh

wedding. Thank God I’m not paying for it.” 
“It’s  probably  a  small  price  to  pay  to  get  his

daughter off his hands,” laughed Martin.
Matthew raised his eyebrows and leaned back

in his chair with his eyes closed.
“You don’t look like you’re having a good time,

Matthew. This is your wedding day, it’s supposed to
be the happiest day of your life,” said Helena.

“I thought schooldays were supposed to be the
happiest  days  of  your life,”  replied Matthew, not
looking at her. “And look what they were like.”

Helena and Karen exchanged concerned looks.
“You’re  not…regretting  it,  are  you?”  asked

Helena, anxious for her best friend’s happiness but
also hoping he might say yes, and allow her a secret
I told you so.

“Thing  is,”  said  Matthew,  sitting  up,  “We’ve
been living together for months;  getting married
doesn’t change a damned thing. Today isn’t about
us.  Well,  it’s  not  about  me,  anyway. Today is  my
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new in-laws  making sure their  little  girl  gets  the
fairytale wedding she always wanted.”

“Well why didn’t you just move in together and
have  done  with  it?  It’s  not  that  unusual,”  said
Karen.

“Louise  is  in  a  very  traditional  profession.”
Matthew gave a sour, cynical grimace. “I’d already
heard her say some friend of hers wouldn’t get very
far because she was living with someone instead of
getting married; you know how hard she’s worked
for this, she wouldn’t have wanted to jeopardise it.”

Karen nodded sagely, but  Helena chalked up
another  mark  against  Matthew’s  cold-hearted
girlfriend. Or rather, Matthew’s cold-hearted wife.

“Come  on,”  said  Matthew, grabbing  Helena’s
hand and springing to his feet. “It’s about time you
danced with me.”

“Oh  no,  Matthew,  I’m  not  nearly  drunk
enough,”  protested  Helena,  remaining  firmly  in
her seat. She had no intention of making a fool of
herself  in  front  of  Louise  and  her  judgemental
guests.

“You have to dance with the groom if he asks,”
smiled Karen.

“After all, there have to be some advantages to
getting married,” added Martin. Then a sheepish
smile and “Sorry love,” as he saw the expression on
Karen’s face.
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Helena  allowed  herself  to  be  led  to  the
dancefloor by her erstwhile housemate, and swayed
around  half-heartedly  to  Shiny  Happy  People,
which she found hard to dance to at  the best  of
times.  Much  as  she  would  have  hated  to  let
Matthew down, Helena wished she hadn’t come. 

On  his  return  from  a  honeymoon  spent
admiring Gaudi in Barcelona, Matthew began his
new  job  as  accountant  for  a  children’s  charity.
Louise had been pushing him towards employment
since he arrived in the capital the previous autumn,
but although he agreed that it would undoubtedly
be relatively easy for him to get  a  job,  he didn’t
want  to  be  rushed  into  a  position  with  another
corporate giant that he’d regret in a few months.
The stint at the council had been refreshing after
his  qualifying years  at  a  large firm, but  Matthew
had no great desire to continue his career in local
government. Knowing from his last job-search that
charity  jobs  seemed  to  turn  up  in  reasonable
numbers  in  London,  he  sat  back  and waited  for
one that was close enough to walk to from his new
home.

During his unemployed months, Matthew had
tried  to  explore  London,  but  it  was  so  vast  and
bewildering  that  he  gave  up  after  a  while  and
settled for exploring the neighbourhood in which
he now lived. Money was  not so tight as to be a
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worry — he wouldn’t have held out for a job that
would soothe his conscience, if it was — but Louise
still seemed to begrudge him every afternoon visit
to  the  local  arthouse  cinema,  every  second-hand
book from the market, and every CD that replaced
an  album he’d  been  forced  to  leave  in  Helena’s
custody.

It  was  a  relief  to  be  working  again,  partly
because he was running out of things to do, and
partly because he thought it might ease some of the
tension  that  had  sprung  up  in  his  fledgling
marriage. It didn’t have any immediate effect, but
gradually  their  swelling  bank  account  seemed to
pacify  Louise  and  they  fell  back  into  an
approximation  of  the  harmonious  state  that  had
existed for a while when Matthew first arrived in
London,  before  Louise  implicitly  labelled  him  a
burden.
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Chapter 27
Filling in

On her return from London, Helena phoned
her  former  housemate  Jilly  to  moan  about  the
snobbish  atmosphere  at  Matthew’s  wedding  and
elicit  some sympathy. The very fact  that it  wasn’t
Matthew to whom she was pouring out her heart
gave Helena a small stab of regret, but apart from
the fact that he was on his way to Spain, she could
hardly ring him up to complain about his own wife
and newly-acquired relations. 

Helena found she’d been phoning Matthew less
and less as the months went by, and it upset her to
think  that  one  day  they  might  just  drift  apart.
Louise was part of the reason, of course:  Helena
dreaded  her  answering  the  phone,  feeling
compelled to engage in icily polite small-talk until
Matthew arrived to take up the receiver. Aside from
that, though, Helena was discovering that she and
Matthew  actually  had  little  in  common;  their
friendship had been built on chatty companionship
and shared jokes,  which worked brilliantly in the
same room where spontaneity was feasible, but not
so well when you had to make a phonecall and the
context was missing.
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Into the void had come Jilly, the replacement
housemate Matthew had engaged before he left. At
first  Helena  had  resented  Jilly  for  not  being
Matthew and daring to take his place; everything
Jilly did or said was wrong, simply because it wasn’t
the  way  Matthew  would  have  done  it.  After  a
couple  of  weeks,  however,  Helena  grudgingly
admitted that Matthew had chosen well, and while
her friendship with Jilly would never come close to
that which she shared with Matthew, nevertheless
they did become friends.

Though she’d never met Louise, Jilly had met
plenty  of  people  whose  personalities  fit  Helena’s
description of her, and she could imagine how bad
a wedding reception populated with variations on
that  theme  would  be.  She  made  generally
sympathetic  noises  for  a  while,  then  decided
Helena might do better with positive action than
empty words.

“Listen, instead of running up your phone bill
and sitting in by yourself all night, why don’t you
come over?” suggested Jilly.

“Oh, I don’t know, I should have a bath and an
early  night,”  countered  Helena.  “It  was  a  long
drive.”

“Ed’s coming round in a while,” added Jilly. 
“Well…OK, see you in a bit.”
When  Jilly  had  moved  into  Matthew’s  old
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room,  she  had  only  intended  it  as  a  temporary
measure, and since Helena had been reluctant to
remain in the house without Matthew anyway, the
two of them had gone their separate ways in March
when the lease expired. Helena was now the proud
and lonely owner of a two-bedroomed house on a
new  estate  in  the  suburbs,  far  enough  from  the
main  road  for  her  small  garden  to  be  sheltered
from traffic noise. Of course it was also far enough
from  the  main  road  for  catching  a  bus  to  be  a
nuisance,  and  evenings  like  this  made  Helena
renew her promise to herself to buy a car as soon as
possible.

Jilly  had a Mini Metro,  but no real  use for it
since she lived on the fringes of the city centre. A
year or so older than Helena, Jilly had been taking
up a post at the university Keith had presumably
long since left, and now shared a house with a PhD
student and another postdoc. They were all in the
department  of  business  and  management,  which
was about as far removed from Keith and his peace
studies as it  was possible to be; even if  he hadn’t
moved  on,  Helena  was  unlikely  to  come  into
renewed contact  with her ex-boyfriend.  Why she
should feel so relieved about that, Helena couldn’t
say.

She arrived at Jilly’s house to find Ed already
holding forth on the subject of income tax. 
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“Helena, you’re an accountant,” he said by way
of greeting, before soliciting her opinion on some
new theory of his.

Ed was writing up his PhD in economics, and
though Helena never thought she’d want to have
anything more to do with students, Ed was good
company; Helena was  glad Jilly  had struck up a
conversation with him at a  seminar and taken to
hanging around with him.

“Let me get my coat off first,” laughed Helena.
“Yes, be gentle with her,” put in Jilly on her way

out of the room. “The poor thing’s had a traumatic
wedding to get through already this weekend.”

“I  had  no  idea  you  were  getting  married,”
grinned Ed. “Congratulations.”

“Ugh! If yesterday was anything to go by, I’m
not sure I’d want to,” said Helena, flopping onto
the  sofa  beside  Ed.  “Even  if  you  find  the  right
person,  you  have  to  take  on  all  their  dreadful
relatives too.”

“It’s  OK,”  he whispered conspiratorially, “I’m
not  in  touch  with  any  of  my  family:  no  ties
whatsoever.”

Helena laughed and so did Ed, but she couldn’t
look directly at him as she did so, and she felt her
cheeks begin to flush.

The  evening’s  socialising  made  Helena  feel
much  better, but  she  was  still  tired  by  the  long
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journey, and  it  was  barely  ten  o’clock  when  she
levered her weary self from Jilly’s sagging sofa and
took her leave. She hadn’t reached the front door
before Ed was beside her, carrying his jacket.

“Poor Jilly must think it’s something she said.”
“Well, you leaving made me realise what time it

is,”  explained  Ed.  Helena  looked  unconvinced.
“OK, I thought I’d be chivalrous and see you to the
bus.  Or  is  that  enough  to  bring  down  feminist
wrath?”

“If we agree to call  it  friendly concern rather
than chivalry, I think I can let it pass.”

They walked all of a hundred yards to the bus-
stop  and  Helena  leaned  against  the  pole,  half-
wishing  she’d  had  the  bath  and  the  early  night
instead  of  fugging  her  brain  with  intellectual
conversation and cheap alcohol.

“It’s not very far to see me, is it?” she said when
the silence began to make itself obvious.

Ed smiled and shrugged, and hesitantly began
to lean towards her. For a split second, Helena saw
a flash of a long-ago night after a Christmas party,
when a passing drunk had saved her from making
a colossal  fool of herself.  She must have pulled a
face or made a noise because Ed suddenly stopped
and looked wary. Thankfully, however, Ed was not
Matthew,  and  neither  was  Helena  currently
entangled with anyone else.
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“Nothing, doesn’t matter,” she smiled, and Ed
continued his interrupted manoeuvre.

On  their  return  from  honeymoon,  Matthew
and Louise were invited to several dinner parties
by friends and colleagues. Or at least  by Louise’s
friends and colleagues; Matthew couldn’t imagine
his colleagues throwing dinner parties, and he had
yet to make any new friends. Prior to the wedding
there  had  been  no  similar  invitations  as  far  as
Matthew knew: whether marriage suddenly made
them into  respectable  guests  or  the  parties  were
intended  to  be  celebratory  he  couldn’t  say.  Of
course,  Louise  had  previously  been  inclined  to
keep him in the background if possible, so she may
have simply declined all offers without telling him;
she hadn’t liked admitting that her fiancé had no
job.  Now  that  he  was  gainfully  employed,  and
they’d gone through the expensive  business  with
the church and the cake, Louise seemed genuinely
happy  to  be  able  to  show  him  off.  Matthew
attributed  her  former  reluctance  to  a  traditional
background  and  the  financial  pressures  of
establishing a new home for both of them with only
her income, though he never said so to Helena as
he  could  imagine  all  too  clearly  her  snort  of
derision.

For the first dinner party, Matthew was almost
excited,  certainly  intrigued.  He got  an  excuse  to
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dress up and show off his elegant wife, there was
free  food,  and  he  was  eager  to  try  his  hand  at
dinner party conversation, including as many lines
from familiar cinematic and literary dinner parties
as  he  felt  he  could  get  away  with.  In  short,  he
looked forward to an entertaining evening of new
experiences.

In  practice  the  evening  was  much  less
interesting; a handful of lawyers and their spouses,
who  were  either  lawyers  themselves  or  at  least
found  the  profession  endlessly  fascinating,
discussed  cases  and  office  politics  over  a  badly-
cooked  but  undoubtedly  expensive  shop-bought
meal.  When  the  host  finally  remembered
Matthew’s presence and asked what he did for a
living,  he  seemed  nonplussed  by  Matthew’s
declaration that he worked for a charity. It was only
when  Louise  stepped  in  and  pointed  out  that
Matthew  was  in  fact  an  accountant  that  brows
cleared and the conversation began to flow again,
now focusing on accountancy firms such as the one
Matthew had been so eager to leave. Matthew was
not  surprised  to  note  that  no-one  seemed  to
recognise  any  of  his  borrowings  from  Shaw  or
Wilde.

The second gathering was  much the same as
the first, with only a change of cast. The food was
marginally more edible and there was more wine
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for Matthew to devote his attention to during the
boring anecdotes at which Louise laughed dutifully.
By the third party, a couple of weeks later, Matthew
knew  what  to  expect,  and  amused  himself  by
replying  to  every  question  with  a  line  from  a
different  film.  Since  he  was  mostly  overlooked,
there were few questions, but unfortunately Louise
recognised the beginning of a monologue from a
Woody Allen film, and cut him short with a swift
kick  to  the  shin.  Once  they  were  safely  in  the
privacy of their own kitchen that night, Louise took
him to task:

“What exactly were you playing at? Do you like
making me look a fool?”

“No-one  else  noticed,  they’ve  probably  never
watched a comedy in their lives,” Matthew replied,
petulant with wine and boredom.

“No, everyone else was too polite to notice. You
just  want  to  cause  trouble.  Why  can’t  you  tell
people you’re an accountant when they ask, instead
of banging on about your charity?”

“Banging  on…?  I  happen  to  be  proud  of
working for a charity, thank you. If  I say I’m an
accountant they’ll think I’m one of those overpaid
idiots they play golf with at the weekends.”

“Well what’s wrong with that? It doesn’t matter,
does it? They’ll ask, you’ll say you’re an accountant
and the conversation will move on.”
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“Of course it matters; I don’t want your friends
getting the wrong impression.”

Louise said nothing, apparently concentrating
hard  at  picking  an  overlooked  splash  of  dried
cheese sauce from the edge of the hob with a finely
manicured nail.

“You’re ashamed of me, aren’t you?” demanded
Matthew.

“No of course not,” she replied, still picking.
“Look at me and say that.” He waited but there

was no answer. “Fine. I hate all  those city lawyer
friends of yours, they’re not too keen on me, you’re
ashamed  of  me  because  I  have  a  conscience…
Great, I won’t go to any more of your excruciating
dinners, that’ll suit all of us.”

“Oh  come  on,  Matthew…”  she  began,  but
Matthew  was  already  closing  the  bedroom  door
behind him.
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Chapter 28
Dr Ed

It was the end of the summer before Louise was
invited to another lawyers’ dinner, and much to her
annoyance  Matthew  stuck  to  his  position  and
simply refused to go. Right up until  the moment
that she checked her watch and realised she had to
leave immediately or be late, Louise was banking
on  Matthew making  his  stand  and  then  backing
down  and  going  with  her.  She  was  not  pleased
when she finally  realised he was  serious and she
had to start thinking up plausible excuses for his
non-attendance.

As  soon  as  the  door  slammed  unnecessarily
loudly  behind  his  furious  wife,  Matthew  felt
miserable and wished he’d given in; it was only a
dull  evening  in  a  tie,  after  all.  Desperate  for
affirmation,  he  flopped  onto  the  sofa  with  the
cordless phone and rang Helena.

“Hello?”
“Hi. I thought I’d check you weren’t having as

bad an evening as I am.”
“Matthew!”  exclaimed  Helena  delightedly.  “I

haven’t heard from you in ages. What’s wrong?”
Wondering  as  he  did  so  if  he’d  just  been
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unreasonable  and  childish,  Matthew  explained
about  the  series  of  uncomfortable  evenings  he’d
spent with Louise’s  friends and colleagues  in the
lead-up to his refusal to attend any similar events in
the  future.  Luckily,  Helena  seemed  sympathetic:
she had been to plenty of dinner parties, and while
she occasionally resented the choice of ‘spare man’
that had been made to accompany her as the only
unattached woman, she had never considered the
partners  who  knew  nobody  and  were  excluded
from so much of the conversation.

“I’m  sure  Louise’ll  be  annoyed  at  having  to
cover for you tonight, but really it’s her own fault
for not listening to you before.”

“What are you up to tonight, anyway?” asked
Matthew,  glad  once  more  that  he’d  held  firm
against Louise’s persuasion.

“Not  much.  Ed’s  coming round for  dinner, I
was just slicing peppers when you rang.”

“Oh, I’d better let you go then,” said Matthew,
disappointed  that  he  wouldn’t  get  the  chance  to
chat to Helena while Louise was out.

“Don’t be silly, Matthew: Ed won’t starve if he
has to wait half an hour for food.”

Cheered  up  and  relaxed,  Matthew  happily
filled Helena in on his life since they’d last spoken,
and was most amused to hear that Helena was still
dating  Jilly’s  PhD  student  friend.  When  the
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conversation ended twenty minutes later, Matthew
sauntered around his flat with a smile on his face,
while  Helena  bounded  back  into  her  kitchen,
relieved that they weren’t drifting apart as quickly
as she’d feared.

Helena had barely resumed cooking when Ed
arrived, early as usual. In contrast to the laid-back
Peter, Ed was eager, earnest and ambitious, which
in Helena’s view more than made up for the fact
that he was a student with next to no money, living
in a shared house. Matthew wasn’t the only person
to have commented on her dating a student,  but
Ed’s plans seemed to involve entering the world of
business the moment his thesis was complete, and
rising up the corporate ladder as soon as possible.
Helena  saw  no  problem with  this,  and  since  his
thesis was all but written up, she was sure she could
put up with the jibes until then.

Helena had found that spending time with Jilly
and her friends,  and particularly  seeing Ed,  had
raised  the  level  of  her  conversation  and  indeed
thought. She was surprised to find that she’d been
buying  less  in  the  way  of  glossy  magazines,  and
more  broadsheet  newspapers  lately,  and  she
wondered  which  of  them  was  the  real  Helena.
Aside from the intellectual benefits though, Ed also
seemed to like the same rubbish films as Helena,
the ones  that  Jilly  would  always  refuse  to  watch,
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and  he  was  happy  to  eat  the  spare  mushrooms
when they went out for dinner. He couldn’t be said
to be as interesting as Peter, but then the aspects of
Peter that had made him interesting had also made
him a less than perfect boyfriend, and at least Ed
was much more fun to be around than Gavin.

As  Helena  finished  the  last  of  her  meal,  Ed
pushed his plate away and poured more wine for
them both.

“Now for some good news,” he said.
Helena picked up her glass and looked at him

with a questioning smile.
“I’ve been offered a job,” Ed began.
“Oh that’s brilliant, well done!”
“At Harvard.”
“What?” Helena’s joyful smile slipped away and

she put her glass down mid-toast. “In America?”
Ed nodded. “I’d have been mad not to take it.”
“But  I  thought  you  didn’t  want  to  stay  in

academia, I thought you said…”
“Yes,  I  know  what  I  said.  But  Harvard!  You

have to admit it’s pretty exciting.”
Helena was not about to admit anything of the

sort. “Hang on, you would have been mad not to
take it? You’ve accepted then?”

“I didn’t want to tell you until it was definite,”
Ed explained,  looking  down at  the  table.  “I  can
start at the beginning of October, or as soon as I
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can get all the paperwork done.”
Helena nodded. “Oh.”
“Aren’t  you  even  a  tiny  bit  happy  for  me?”

pleaded  Ed,  aware  that  the  good  news  he  had
promised didn’t seem to have materialised.

“Yes,  it’s  a  great  opportunity, I  hope  you do
really well. I’ll go make some coffee.”

As Helena got up from the table, Ed realised
that what they’d had was now broken, and Helena
wondered  if  she’d  have  time  to  phone  Matthew
before Louise returned home.

In  the  remaining  weeks  before  Ed  left  for
America,  Helena  continued  to  spend  time  with
him,  though purely  on a  platonic  basis.  She  was
more  upset  about the  way  he had told  her than
about  the  fact  of  his  going,  after  all  she  hadn’t
envisaged  them  being  together  forever.  Jilly,
however, was upset at Ed’s departure, and she was
also  annoyed  that  Helena  hadn’t  been  more
enthusiastic  about  Ed’s  success;  Helena  had
managed to break a  relationship and one of  her
few friendships in one move.

More than ever, she wished Matthew was still
close at hand. No matter what dreadful boyfriend
she’d introduced him to,  how snappy she’d been
when he’d eaten all her biscuits, or how much she’d
taken  him  for  granted,  Matthew  had  still  been
there,  his  usual  smilingly  cynical  self.  She
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overlooked all his bad moods, the rows they’d had
when they shared a house, even his appalling taste
in women, as she sat alone on a Sunday in mid-
October, steadfastly not going to wave Ed off on his
train to the airport. Jilly had of course gone to say a
tearful  goodbye  to  Ed,  and  Helena  correctly
assumed  that  by  not  going  with  her  she  had
severed the last of their connection.

Opening another packet of chocolate biscuits in
her  small  kitchen,  Helena  even  contemplated
visiting her parents.  She’d managed to break the
habit of regular Sunday dinners some time ago, but
now with  nothing on TV, less  on the  radio,  and
only her misery to keep her company, she almost
succumbed to  the urge.  Then she thought about
her mother’s  inevitable  comments  about  Ed,  and
her  father’s  silent  perusal  of  the  Sunday  paper,
apparently  oblivious  to  her  presence,  and  she
stayed  at  home  and  watched  a  film  she’d  seen
before and hadn’t enjoyed.
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Chapter 29
Daddy’s little princess

Helena sat at home on Bonfire Night listening
to the sporadic banging and fizzing of fireworks on
all  sides.  Even  if  she’d  been  in  the  mood  for
fireworks after a long day at work, there was no-
one to go to a display with.  She was  tempted to
phone  Matthew,  knowing  that  Louise  wouldn’t
have agreed to  go to  a  bonfire  with him,  either,
then she remembered that the charity he worked
for were having a fireworks party to raise money,
and  with  or  without  Louise,  Matthew  would  be
there.

Now  that  she  no  longer  had  Jilly  and  her
friends to turn to, Helena felt isolated living alone.
She would chat to colleagues through the day, but
once  she  left  work  her  evenings  were  invariably
empty and quiet. Not wanting to encounter Louise,
or pester Matthew, she resisted the urge to phone
him  nine  times  out  of  ten.  Her  few  university
friends had been allowed to drift  away from her
when she thought she didn’t need them any more,
and the price of transatlantic phonecalls meant she
couldn’t even call Ed. He had sent her a postcard
bearing his office phone number when he arrived,
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but  there  was  no  return  address  and  she  wasn’t
sure she wanted to write to him anyway.

The phone rang and snapped her out of her
melancholy.  It  turned  out  to  be  her  mum,
complaining  endlessly  without  drawing  breath,
mainly about the fact that her dad ‘at his age’ had
been helping some of the neighbours break up a
pile of pallets to make a bonfire. Helena’s dad had
only turned sixty-four on Wednesday, but suddenly
he had become, in the eyes of her mother, an old
man ‘coming up for retirement’. Making the usual
noncommittal  noises  to  show  she  was  still  there,
Helena waited until  her mum had finished, then
hung up and went straight upstairs for a long soak
in the bath.

Monday showed every trademark of November:
it  was  cold  and  misty,  a  watery  sun  struggling
through low cloud at lunchtime before being shut
out  once  again.  Helena’s  day  at  work  was  little
better,  the  afternoon  dragging  excruciatingly
through a pointless meeting full of buzzwords and
flipcharts. At last when the working day was done,
Helena felt like she’d earned some shopping time.
She hurried out of the building, hoping to catch
some of the shops that closed at five-thirty or six.
There was nothing she particularly wanted to buy
but going straight home to an empty house didn’t
appeal  to  her  in  her  present  state  of  drained
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boredom. She wandered through a largely-empty
department store, fingering scarves and inspecting
shoes, but left  empty-handed. She began to head
down the  hill  to  the  other  big  department  store
when she realised something in the distance didn’t
look right.

Slightly  closer,  but  not  close  enough  to  see
blood  if  there  was  any, Helena  could  see  that  a
single-decker bus had driven right through a shop-
front.  It  was  on  the  corner,  but  it  wasn’t  a
particularly tight turn, and she could only assume
that  the  steering  or  brakes  had  gone  wrong
somehow. She  stared in  morbid  fascination for  a
few more moments before she turned back up the
hill, hoping that no-one had been hurt, particularly
since the driver was likely to be someone her dad
knew, but not wanting to find out either way.

When Helena eventually arrived home, having
called in for a salad at a bar on the way, she’d been
away  from  work  nearly  two  hours.  She  was
surprised  to  see  her  answering-machine  blinking
frantically at her in the hallway, to inform her that
twelve calls had been missed. Before she’d finished
taking her coat off, the phone rang again.

“Oh  Helena,  where  are  you?”  her  mother’s
voice wailed through the speaker.

“What? What’s wrong?” shouted Helena as she
grabbed  the  handset,  one  arm  still  in  her
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coatsleeve.
Helena’s  mum  burst  into  tears  and  Helena

froze,  a  sick  feeling  sweeping  through  her  and
robbing  her  of  the  use  of  her  legs.  She  knew
something must  have happened to  her dad,  that
much was clear as she landed on the carpet with a
painful  jolt,  but  she  never  connected  the  facts.
Helena had to be told by her mother that the bus
she'd seen in the shop window had been driven by
her father, who had lost control of it as he suffered
a  heart-attack.  There  seemed to  be  some  debate
whether  the  heart  attack  had  killed  him  or  the
crash, not that it mattered now. They sat at either
end of the phone-line, mother and daughter, not
speaking only crying at  each other. Helena knew
she had to pull  herself  together enough to go to
her mum, but was reluctant to put the phone down
and be left alone in silence.

The following morning, having spent a restless
night in her old bedroom listening to her mother
sobbing  through  the  thin  wall,  Helena  padded
downstairs  at  six-thirty,  craving  coffee.  She  had
been trying to  remember what  her last  words to
her dad were. She had an idea they were probably
‘is mum there?’, on the phone over the weekend. If
she’d known that was the last time she’d speak to
him, would she have been able to come up with
anything more fitting? She wept silently into her
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mug, barely noticing the tears sliding down the side
of her nose, and tried to think practically. She had
no aunts,  uncles,  or  cousins,  though she  had an
idea  her  dad  was  in  touch  with  a  cousin  of  his,
enough  to  exchange  Christmas  cards;  they
probably wouldn’t come to the funeral but they’d
need to be told.  His employers obviously already
knew, so that left a few neighbours and old friends.
Later she’d need to help her mum sort out all the
insurance  and  bank  accounts,  but  there  wasn’t
much she could do about that yet. She looked up at
the  kitchen  clock:  almost  seven,  a  respectable
enough hour for phonecalls on a weekday.

“Hi  Louise.  Is  Matthew  there  please?  It’s
Helena.”

She heard Louise grumbling as she passed the
phone  over,  then  Matthew’s  sleepy  voice  said
“Hello?” 

“Hi  Matthew. I’m  sorry,  I’ve  woken  you  up,
haven’t I?”

“Oh don’t  worry, the clock radio’ll  be coming
on in…three minutes, anyway. What’s up?”

Matthew’s  gentle  concern  unleashed  more
tears,  and  he  could  barely  understand  the  few
words Helena said.

“You  what?  Something’s  happened  to  your
dad?”

“He  had  a  heart-attack,”  managed  Helena  at
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last.
“Oh god, is he OK?”
More tears in response.
“Helena, I’m so sorry. I wish I could come up,

but…”
“Yeah,  I  know,  you’ve  only  just  started  that

job,”  sniffled  Helena.  “I  know it’s  a  long  way  to
come for the funeral, you’d probably need a couple
of days off. It’s OK.”

“I feel awful. Ring me whenever you need to,
OK?” Matthew shushed his protesting wife. “How’s
your mum doing?”

Helena  spoke  to  Matthew  for  another  few
minutes, long enough to calm down and feel like
she wasn’t entirely alone. Her mum had retreated
into  herself  the  previous  evening,  lost  in  her
memories and forgetting that she wasn’t the only
mourner  in  the  house.  Matthew  was  glad  that
Helena had chosen to phone him at such a time,
but  embarrassed  and  annoyed  that  Louise  had
been  so  unpleasant,  and  he  left  for  work  in  an
irritable mood.

The  funeral  was  a  small,  quiet  affair,  the
cremation  followed  by  sandwiches  at  Helena’s
parents’  house.  Or  Helena’s  mum’s  house,  as  it
now was. When the last of the neighbours had left
after  earnestly  pressing  Mrs  Robertshaw’s  hands
and  swearing  they’d  do  all  they  could  to  help,
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Helena  and  her  mother  were  left  alone  in  the
kitchen.

“That’ll  be  the  last  I’ll  see  of  any  of  them,”
snapped Helena’s mum as she sat down with a cup
of tea. “Just you watch. They only ever wanted your
dad when they had a shelf to put up.”

“Mum, don’t start.”
“He  was  a  soft-hearted  old  fool,  and they  all

took him for a ride.” She dabbed at her eyes with a
lace-edged handkerchief  bought for the occasion.
“And who’s going to put my shelves up now?”

“I  don’t  think  you  need  any  new  shelves,”
pointed out Helena, hoping to stem the tide.

“Cousin Freda’s son-in-law does all the odd jobs
around the house for her, now.”

“Yes Mum, you said before.”
“And  at  least  she’s  got  her  grandchildren  to

bother about…”
“Mum…” broke in Helena, warningly.
“…unlike some of us, who have no-one.”
“You’ve still got me, I don’t live very far away.”
“Ah yes, but you’ve got your own life, haven’t

you?  That’s  why  you’ve  got  that  big  house  by
yourself when there’s plenty of room for you here.”

Helena took a deep breath followed by a swig of
her tea. It had occurred to her over the preceding
days that both she and her mother were now the
sole occupants of two-bedroomed houses, and only
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a few miles apart. Her mum would inevitably feel
very lonely, and only a few days earlier Helena had
been  brooding  on  her  own  isolation.  While  she
wouldn’t  want  to  move  back  into  her  old  room
here, she could invite her mum to come and live
with  her, at  least  for  a  while.  But  once  she  was
there, how could Helena ever reasonably ask her to
leave again?

“Have you thought about getting a dog?” asked
Helena, determined not to be drawn in.

The  snort  was  answer  enough,  and  Helena
knew she had successfully side-stepped the issue of
moving back in with her mum. For now.
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Chapter 30
Together alone

Christmas  that  year  was  a  subdued  time  of
awkward  silences  and  uneaten  sprouts.  Mrs
Robertshaw had stoically tried to eat a couple, but
she’d  only  ever  bought  them  for  Frank.  Helena
kept quiet, allowing her mum to cope in whatever
way she saw fit,  thankful that the suggestions for
sharing a house seemed to have been abandoned.
The pair of them watched three days of Christmas
TV  that  Mr  Robertshaw  would  have  wanted  to
watch, rather than what they wanted to watch; as
Helena’s mum said, she had the rest of her life to
do what she wanted now, for this last Christmas she
would do things Frank’s way.

In the weeks after her dad’s death, Helena had
kept an eye on her mum as best she could, visiting
each weekend and phoning in the evenings. As well
as being of some help to her mum, it gave Helena
something to focus on, and she was disappointed
when  her  mum  gradually  re-established  her
independence, politely refusing Helena’s offers of
lifts to the supermarket, and invitations to dinner.
On Christmas morning Helena’s mum announced
she was going to church, though Helena couldn’t
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remember  her  going  before.  Not  wanting  to
remain in the house with the crushing absence of
her dad, Helena went with her. After the service,
which  seemed to  have  taken all  day, a  gaggle  of
elderly  widows  gathered  familiarly  around  Mrs
Robertshaw, and Helena realised that  these  were
the props that had replaced her to shore up her
mum’s daily life. It seemed unfair that there was no
similar  support  for  Helena  herself,  but  she  was
assumed to be young and strong enough to pick
herself up and struggle on, and so she did.

Helena  spent  New  Year’s  Eve  at  a  party  she
didn’t  particularly  enjoy,  with  people  she  barely
knew. The  alternatives  had  been  sitting  alone  in
her  house  giving  way  to  grief-stricken reflections
on the past year, or sitting in front of the TV at her
mum’s house, while they both did so separately and
tried not to let the other see.

New Year’s Day was a different matter entirely:
this was the start of a year which her dad had been
looking forward to, a year he had so many plans
for, leading  up to  his  retirement,  and  a  year  he
hadn’t reached. Helena had absentmindedly made
her way through half a bar of chocolate before she
realised she’d already broken her only resolution,
and phoning Matthew seemed the obvious thing to
do.

“How was your first Christmas with Louise?”
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“That was last year, but it was quite nice, thanks
for asking,” replied Matthew sarcastically.

“You  knew  what  I  meant:  first  Christmas
married to Louise.”

“Oh, the first Christmas where I’m allowed to
go to her work’s Christmas drinks party, I see. It
was…busy.”

Louise had announced in early December that
unlike  the  previous  Christmas  which  they  had
spent in their own flat, feeding each other peanuts
and drinking sparkling wine, this would be a family
Christmas.  Matthew  had  soon  discovered  that
family  Christmas  meant  staying  with  Louise’s
cousins  in  Buckinghamshire,  while  numerous
friends and relations  called or  were called upon.
The  phrase  ‘Matthew  won’t  mind,  will  you
darling?’ became too familiar as Matthew was one
too many to fit in the Range Rover for a trip out;
left behind with Louise’s grandmother as the only
non-riders in the house; shunted from bed to sofa
when  Louise’s  other  cousin  Hannah  arrived
unexpectedly, or  appointed chauffeur to  Louise’s
aunt for the day. 

“They didn’t have a telly, either. It’s a good job
I took a stack of books with me.”

“Oh, poor Matthew,” laughed Helena. “I don’t
think  you  missed  much  on  the  telly  anyway:  we
seemed to watch the same films we saw last year.
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Mind you, I think that was the idea.”
“How’s your mum doing?”
“Oh you know, bearing up. She’s started going

to church though, I ended up going with her on
Christmas Day.”

“Really?  That’s  a  bit…She  didn’t  used  to  be
religious, did she?”

“Don’t  worry,  she  hasn’t  gone  mad.  I  don’t
think religion comes into it, to be honest. I think
she  started  going  to  the  pensioners’  coffee
mornings, and she’s been adopted by a gang of old
ladies  who  gossip  about  everyone,  and  try  and
outdo each other on son-in-law points.”

“You’ll  have  got  a  black  mark  there  then.”
Helena could practically hear Matthew’s grin over
the phone.

“Don’t  you  start,”  she  complained.  “She’s
already  been  telling  me  what  a  comfort  Cousin
Freda’s grandchildren are to her, now she’s on her
own.”

“If  they’re  so  great,  can’t  she  share  Cousin
Freda’s?”

“You know, I don’t even remember her having
a cousin called Freda. I’m beginning to wonder if
she’s making her up.”

A further half hour of chatter was brought to an
abrupt end when Louise emerged from the bath to
find that Matthew was still on the phone and hadn’t
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even unpacked their cases. With promises to keep
in  touch more  often  in  the  coming year, Helena
rang off, alone again but not quite as lonely as she
had been an hour earlier.

By  mid-January, Helena  had  fallen  back  into
the routine of work, and bought herself a French
improvers’  book and cassette pack to occupy her
evenings. She’d toyed with the idea of an evening
class again, but apart from the fact that she didn’t
want to bump into Peter, she’d never had a great
deal of success with them as places to meet eligible
bachelors, and the cold weather and dark evenings
were off-putting.  Now that  she had her own car,
she  was  getting  used  to  returning  home  in  her
warm cocoon after work, directly from one haven
of central heating to another, and she couldn’t face
stopping off at the college and waiting hours for a
hot meal. She considered herself too old now to last
out an evening on one Danish pastry, with a bag of
chips on the way home.

Since  Ed  had  left  for  Harvard,  Helena  had
been missing the intellectual stimulation of Jilly and
her friends.  Admittedly they’d had their share of
silly evenings of beer and laughter, but she was sick
of all her conversations at work revolving around
last night’s TV. Almost every one of her colleagues
had  been  to  university,  but  Helena  found  it
impossible to goad them into intelligent discussions
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about politics or world events; most of them didn’t
even watch the news. The home French course had
been partly an effort to stop her brain from rotting
any further, but it had also been a step on her way
to  becoming an independent traveller, something
she’d thought about a lot more seriously since she’d
known Peter, though she’d hate to admit that Peter
had  influenced  her  in  any  way.  With  her  dad’s
death  scuppering  his  modest  retirement  dreams,
Helena  had  realised  that  since  she  was  earning
reasonable  money  and  had  no  ties,  there  was
nothing  to  stop her  making the most  of  her life
while she still could.
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Chapter 31
Refreshing changes

After the Christmas decorations came down on
Twelfth  Night,  Helena’s  house  seemed  suddenly
drab. She hadn’t done any decorating since she’d
moved into the place the previous Spring, and now
she belatedly felt an urge to make her mark. On
the  Friday  evening  after  work,  she  paced  the
house,  imagining  colour  schemes  and  calculating
budgets,  and  decided to  spend Saturday  touring
DIY  shops.  For  some  reason,  the  prospect  of
redecorating the house from top to bottom excited
her, and she went to bed feeling quite bouncy.

She woke to a downturn in the already bleak
weather, and her resolve  faltered.  Over breakfast
she sat by the window and watched the snowflakes
gently fall  into the garden. Somehow snow didn’t
seem quite as much fun anymore; even a couple of
years  earlier  she’d  have  watched  in  fascination,
willing the snow to settle,  marvelling at  the total
blankness of the pale sky. Now she looked up and
saw depressing greyness, and the snowflakes were
too small  and wet,  refusing  to  add to  the  slushy
remnants  of  the  overnight  snowfall.  Instead  of
hoping it lasted, so everything remained quiet and
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clean-looking,  she  was  hoping  it  would  be  over
soon so she didn’t have to drive in it.  She finally
understood why her dad always used to say she was
mad  for  wishing  snow  upon  them.  The
understanding, however, didn’t make her feel any
better.

Mid-morning,  the  sky  cleared  briefly  and
Helena muffled herself in woolly layers and drove
off to a cluster of large DIY stores near her local
supermarket.  In  the  second one,  she  abandoned
her plan to revamp the whole house, overwhelmed
by all the work and expense she realised would be
involved.  What  she  really  wanted  was  pastel
wallpaper with metallic accents, but apart from the
off-putting price, there was the problem of how to
apply  it  when  she  was  by  herself.  Getting  a
decorator seemed a bit of an extravagance, so she
limited  herself  to  paint,  but  that  didn’t  seem  as
sophisticated  as  rolls  of  wallpaper  and  border
strips, and her enthusiasm had waned dramatically
by the time she left with three tins of emulsion and
a packet of brushes.

Attracted by the large sale signs she saw as she
was stowing her purchases in the boot of the car,
Helena strolled into the electrical showroom next
door  to  see  if  a  toaster  that  matched her  colour
scheme  might  cheer  her  up  again.  Before  she’d
even  reached  the  kettles  and  toasters,  however,
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Helena’s attention had been captured by the row of
gleaming dishwashers.

From the pages of the glossy magazines she still
occasionally  read,  Helena  had  gathered  that  her
contemporaries all had dishwashers in their state-
of-the-art  kitchens,  and she  had been wondering
lately if it might be a good idea to get one herself.
Living  alone  meant  no  washing-up  rota,  no
housemate  to  kindly  do  your  washing-up  when
you’d been sneezing your head off for three solid
days, and worst of all, no-one to complain if you let
your  dishes  stack  up  all  week  because  you  were
tired when you got home from work. For the sake
of  basic  hygiene,  not  to  mention  her  manicured
nails, Helena needed one of these devices.

There  were  few  places  in  Helena’s  kitchen
where a new appliance would fit, and the plumbing
limited  her  choice  further  so  that  she  was
effectively restricted to one model only. Shiny white
and slim, she knew it would brighten her kitchen
by  its  very  presence,  and  given  the  discounted
price  loudly  trumpeted  by  the  over-sized  label
perched  on  top  of  it,  she  had  to  snap  it  up
immediately. 

“That’s  funny,”  mused the  woman at  the  till.
“It’s not taking the discount off. It did have a sale
sticker on though, didn’t it?”

Helena agreed that it had, thinking of the large
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price label that had caught her eye.
“No,” continued the woman, shaking her head,

“It  won’t  do  it.  I’ll  have  to  call  Mr  Heptonstall
and…Oh,  he’s  just  there  by  the  fridge-freezers
actually. If you’d like to follow me…”

Helena  dutifully  followed,  now  hungry  and
wishing she’d gone straight home with her paint.
Perhaps  there  was  a  lesson  to  be  learned  about
impulse-buying large kitchen appliances.

They  located  a  tall  man  with  ‘Graham
Heptonstall,  Manager’  on  a  gold  plastic  name-
badge pinned to his shirt. Helena felt like a spare
part,  leaning  against  a  chest  freezer  while  the
assistant looked eagerly up at her manager like a
puppy waiting to be petted.

“Yes, Janine?” the manager asked briskly when
he’d finished speaking to another sales assistant.

“This lady’s trying to buy a dishwasher, only the
till’s showing full price and it’s in the sale.”

He  looked  gravely  at  Helena,  as  though  this
were a deadly serious matter, and followed Janine
to the offending item.

“Oh  no,  I  see  what’s  happened.  This  is  the
nine-one-five,” he said, pointing to the card. “What
you’re  looking  at’s  the  nine-twenty. Should  have
been on this one over here.”

“Oh, I see,” said Helena, disappointed.
Graham sized her up. “I could do you a good
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deal on the Hotpoint,” he offered, slapping a beige
box that didn’t appear to be in the sale either.

“No, thank you but I haven’t got a lot of room
in my kitchen. That  one was about the only  one
that’d fit,  I  think,  but  it’s  a  bit  more than I  was
expecting to pay.”

“Sorry about that,  it  was a bit  misleading but
the model number was clearly stated on the card,”
he pointed out, then added with a smile: “If you’re
free later I could always buy you a drink to make
up for it.”

Helena  smiled  back,  wondering  how  many
times a week he tried that, and took her leave.

Over a late lunch, Helena opened a bottle  of
wine  and  tried  to  re-enthuse  herself  about
decorating. She planned where to start and which
furniture she needed to move first, and had every
intention of beginning immediately after her meal,
with the French tape on so she could improve her
mind  at  the  same  time as  her  living-room walls.
Without quite knowing how it happened, though,
she found herself on the sofa with another glass of
wine, dialling Matthew’s number.

“Hello,” she greeted Matthew when Louise had
passed the phone over. “I’m hopelessly bored so I
thought I’d ring you.”

“Nice to know I’m right up there on the list: am
I before or after defrosting the freezer?”
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“Well  you’re  definitely  before  watching  paint
dry; I was supposed to be re-painting the walls this
afternoon  but  I  haven’t  quite  worked  up  the
enthusiasm yet.”

They laughed, and Matthew told her about the
gig he’d been to the previous night.

“Do you know what the highlight of my week
was? The manager of Currys asked me out when I
was  complaining  about  a  dishwasher  being
wrongly-priced.”

“He  was  probably  just  trying  to  stop  you
reporting  him  to  head  office.”  Matthew  paused,
considered  who  he  was  speaking  to  and  added
“You didn’t say yes, did you?”

“Matthew,  what  do  you  take  me  for?  No  I
didn’t…He was quite cute though. Oh don’t  sigh
like  that,  I  can  see  you  rolling  your  eyes  from
here.”

“Well,  honestly.  Have  you  thought  about
getting yourself a more rewarding job?”

“They reward me plenty, thank you. And these
days I get to sit and eat biscuits in meetings most of
the time, I hardly do any proper work at all.”

“There’s more to life than money.”
“You really like your job don’t you?”
“There’s no prospect for advancement, there’s

practically  no-one  to  talk  to  all  day;  I’m  loving
every minute of it. Actually I might be getting an
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assistant soon, they’re putting an advert out next
week.”

“Then where will  you be? He’ll  be after your
job.”

“You never know, I might get head-hunted by
Dr  Barnardo’s.”  Matthew  smiled  at  Helena’s
unwarranted shriek of laughter and was glad she’d
phoned.  He really was  beginning to worry about
her being on her own all the time.

274



Chapter 32
Buddying up

A few Saturdays later, Helena had called in to
see  her  mum  on  the  way  to  the  supermarket,
though in fact it  was quite a detour. She couldn’t
decide whether her mum had aged since her dad’s
death,  or  whether  her  failing  capabilities  were
more  noticeable,  but  she was  growing  concerned
about  her  mum’s  ability  to  manage  on her  own.
The house invariably felt  like a sauna to Helena,
wilting  in  a  thin  shirt  while  her  mum  wrapped
herself in a twinset and sheepskin slippers, and she
seemed  slower  and  more  clumsy.  To  save  her
mum’s pride, Helena had taken to buying two of
every gadget she thought her mum could use, and
making a show of finding it invaluable in her own
house.  She  was  slowly  amassing  a  shelf  full  of
complicated tin-openers and devices for taking lids
off jars, but at least her mum seemed to be using
hers.

On this visit, Helena had noticed how old and
worn the toaster looked, and she doubted her mum
needed  four-slice  capacity  any  more.  She  was
already parked in the supermarket car park when
she thought about the Currys over the road, and it
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hadn’t even occurred to her that the manager had
chatted her up last time she went in. 

The  sale  was  no  longer  on,  of  course,  but
Helena  still  took  a  slow  walk  up  the  aisle  of
dishwashers  just  in  case  there  was  some  special
offer.

“Talked yourself  round?”  said  a  voice  behind
her, suddenly. Helena spun round to see the gold
plastic  of  ‘Graham  Heptonstall,  Manager’,  and
further up, his smiling face.

“No, not yet,” she replied. “I actually came in
for a toaster.”

Twenty  minutes  later,  Helena  left  the  shop,
grinning  like  an  idiot,  with  a  brand  new toaster
under her arm. She’d spent more than she meant
to, and all the settings and dials would only confuse
her  mum,  but  she  could  always  keep  the  new
toaster for herself and give her mum her old one.
What mattered now was that Helena had agreed to
meet  Graham  in  a  pub  at  seven  o’clock.  She
beamed at everyone, humming under her breath,
as she shopped for groceries.

Two evenings in pubs with Graham showing off
his  knowledge of  European beers,  and a Sunday
afternoon at the cinema watching a film he didn’t
enjoy but didn’t complain about, and Helena began
to think that Graham was exactly what she needed.
He  was  confident  and  ambitious  without  being
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arrogant, thoughtful without being cloying, and he
made  her  laugh.  Having  neglected  Matthew
dreadfully over the past few weeks, Helena called
him after work one Wednesday to tell him how her
year had picked up. 

“Would  I  actually  like  him  though?”  asked
Matthew after Helena had asserted this opinion of
Graham.

“Matthew, you don’t actually like anybody.”
“That’s  not  true!”  he  retorted  merrily,  and

Helena  prepared  to  accept  a  rare  compliment
graciously. “I like my new assistant.”

“Oh. You got your assistant then? Still hanging
onto your job?”

“Barely; she’s going to be hard to keep ahead
of,  she’s  too  damned  enthusiastic  about
everything.”

“Well she can’t be that bad, if she features on
the Officially Approved by Matthew list.”

“No,  aside  from  the  competitive  streak  she’s
fine.  She  has  exceptional  taste  in  music,  which
helps: we’ve been to three gigs already, and she’s
only been here a couple of weeks.”

“Oh yes,” commented Helena, archly.
“There’s  nothing  going  on:  we’re  gigging

buddies, that’s all.”
“Gigging buddies?” exclaimed Helena with an

incredulous laugh. “Is she by any chance younger
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than you?”
“A bit, why?”
“Oh, nothing. And Louise is okay with this, is

she? I  mean,  she never exactly  approved of  you
spending time with me.”

“Well that’s the thing,” said Matthew, sounding
bemused. “Sam’s not a gender-specific name, is it?
So Louise keeps saying things like ‘where are you
meeting  him’,  and  I  corrected  her  the  first  few
times, but I think she just kind of switches off when
I’m talking about anything to do with work, so…”

“So you’re happy to let her go on thinking that
your new ‘buddy’ is male?”

“More or less. I told you, there’s nothing going
on. Anyway, she’s a bit on the chunky side and she’s
got hairy arms.”

“You don’t change, do you?” laughed Helena. 
Feeling brighter and more confident  now she

had a boyfriend again, Helena decided to capitalise
on her mood and organise a solo summer holiday
before she got tangled up with Graham and ended
up  staying  at  home  or  making  a  couple’s
compromise.  Eager to try out her new improved
French  skills,  and  longing  for  some  romantic
sophistication,  even if  she would be on her own,
she  plumped  for  a  week  in  Paris.  Hardly
backpacking  through  the  Amazon  basin,  but  she
saw no need to slum it if she didn’t have to, and she
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was  hoping  to  make  some  excursions  by  train,
which  she  counted  as  off  the  beaten  track
compared  with  Paris  itself.  If  the  French  trip  in
June was a success, she could always go somewhere
else later in the year.

Matthew  was  at  least  more  sympathetic  than
Graham  had  been  when  Helena  returned  from
Paris  vowing  never  to  go  abroad  alone  again,
although he did laugh when she told  him about
catching a train back to Paris by accident when she
meant to make an onward connection. As she said,
her French may have been impeccable  when she
bought  her  ticket,  but  understanding  the
explanations about a train failure and rerouting of
services  had obviously  been beyond her. Graham
had only reiterated his view that they should have
gone to  Paris  together, and couldn’t  be  made  to
understand Helena’s feelings on the matter.

Her holiday hadn’t been as successful as she’d
hoped, but at least there was a visit from Matthew
to look forward to, as he and Louise were spending
August  bank  holiday  weekend  with  Louise’s
parents. Louise had even been persuaded to take
the  Friday  and  Tuesday  off  work  to  make  it  a
reasonable  break,  and  Helena  was  planning  a
barbecue on the Saturday lunchtime, with Martin,
Karen and  George  also  invited.  She  had wanted
Graham to be there: Matthew didn’t venture north
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very  often  and it  seemed important  for  them to
meet, but bank holiday weekends were a busy time
and Graham wasn’t happy about taking the day off.
Helena was disappointed, but there would be other
opportunities.

The night before the barbecue,  Helena could
barely sleep, it was worse than Christmas Eve ever
was as a child. She hadn’t seen Matthew for ages,
and she was worried that there might be too much
of  a  gulf  between them.  For  a  while,  she’d been
afraid  that  Sam might  usurp her, but  that  eased
when Louise was still unfazed once she’d met Sam
and  realised  her  mistake,  whereas  she’d  always
been  jealous  of  any  time  Matthew  spent  with
Helena. The fact that Louise would be coming to
the  house  bothered  Helena,  though,  and  she’d
spent each evening that  week cleaning manically,
despite the house being clean already. At six-thirty
she  gave  up  on  sleep  and  started  preparing
refreshments.

Martin  and  Karen  were  already  in  the  back
garden watching George run after butterflies when
Matthew  arrived,  which  meant  that  after  the
briefest  of  greetings,  Helena  could  leave  Louise
with them while Matthew got the grand tour. He
gleefully  pointed out patches of wall  that Helena
had made a mess of when she repainted, and in a
matter  of  minutes  it  was  as  though they’d never
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been apart.
Half an hour later, Helena was enjoying one of

the  nicest  days  she  could  remember. Karen  was
sunbathing  on  a  bath-towel  on  the  small  patio,
while  Martin  and  Matthew  played  football  with
George. Or possibly played football together while
George  ran  around  them,  Helena  couldn’t  quite
tell,  but  either  way  it  made  for  entertaining
viewing.  Even  Louise  had  kindly  volunteered  to
make a  salad  dressing,  though whether  that  was
some kind of snub in itself,  or an opportunity to
nose  around the  kitchen  and  sneer  at  the  white
bread and pickled onions in the cupboard, Helena
wouldn’t like to say.

“I’ve  thought  of  something  I’d  like  for
Christmas,”  announced  Matthew  with  a  grin  as
Louise emerged with the salad.

“Oh yes?” ventured Louise, smiling back.
“I want a George.”
“Not a chance!” responded Louise vehemently.
Helena  thought  this  an  unnecessarily  harsh

retort  to  a  playful  suggestion,  and  she  expected
Matthew  to  retaliate  in  some  way.  When  she
glanced across at him, however, he looked subdued
and uncomfortable, and she made a great fuss over
dishing out sausages, as a general distraction.
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Chapter 33
Pushing thirty

It  wasn’t  until  the  following  Spring  that
Matthew was introduced to Graham. Helena had
been whisked down to London for the weekend as
a surprise, but she’d phoned Matthew at the first
opportunity,  and  on  Sunday  morning,  after  an
expensive dinner and a West End show the night
before, Helena and Graham met up with him in a
café. Matthew wasn’t exactly impressed by Helena’s
latest boyfriend but he’d seen worse, and Graham
was  easy-going  enough  to  get  on  with  Matthew
though they had little in common. Louise was not
present as she’d insisted on spending time on the
work  she’d  brought  home  with  her, as  she  had
unfortunately developed a habit of doing. Helena
was secretly relieved she didn’t have to spend the
morning  with  her,  and  if  truth  be  told,  so  was
Matthew.

It  would  be  unfair  to  say  that  Matthew  was
regretting  his  marriage;  his  feelings  for  Louise
were still  strong and affectionate,  but  the lack of
geographical distance between them since his move
to London seemed to have been compensated by
greater emotional distance. He knew Louise’s work
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was  important  to  her,  and  that  she  had  only
recently finished her training and become a fully
qualified solicitor, but he was beginning to feel like
he  may  as  well  have  stayed  where  he  was  and
continued to see her every other weekend, for all
the attention she gave him. He was still  going to
gigs with Sam, but it  wasn’t  the same since she’d
started bringing her boyfriend along, and Matthew
was feeling like a spare part. It didn’t help that he’d
turned twenty-nine that week.

“So how does it feel then, to be sliding downhill
towards thirty?”  asked Helena with a grin,  when
the small-talk about the trip had petered out.

“Bugger  off,”  replied  Matthew  good-
humouredly. “It’ll  come  to  you  before  long,  just
remember  that  before  you  start  making  snide
remarks, madam.”

“Thirty’s  no  big  deal,”  commented  Graham,
already  thirty-two  and  comfortable  with  it.  “An
excuse for a party, maybe, but you don’t go grey
overnight, you know.”

“Thirty just seems such a responsible age,” said
Helena.  “It  sounds like you should be someone’s
dad, wearing a cardie and slippers, and trimming
the hedge on Sundays.”

“I’ve  been  wearing  a  cardie  and  slippers  for
years,” Matthew pointed out. “I’m not likely to be
able to afford a hedge to trim, round here, and I
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can’t  see  Louise  agreeing  to  the  ‘someone’s  dad’
part for a while.”

“Shame, you’d make a fun dad, I think.”
“I  thought  Matthew  was  your  friend,”  said

Graham with a laugh. “Why do you want to wish a
thing like that on him?”

“I don’t mind,” said Matthew. “I’d quite like to
be someone’s dad, if only for an excuse to wear my
cardie  and  slippers  in  peace.  But  Louise  is  only
twenty-five.”

“Martin  was  twenty-five  when  Karen  got
pregnant,” said Helena. “It’s probably better than
being nearly forty, like my parents were.  When I
was  little  everyone  else’s  parents  were  loads
younger than mine, and they used to do all sorts of
energetic things in the holidays.”

“Whereas my parents were nearly forty when I
went to university,” said Matthew.

“Really? I didn’t know your mum was only in
her forties,” said Helena, then realising what she’d
said, added “I mean, I hadn’t really thought about
it, but…”

“It’s all the sunbathing,” replied Matthew drily.
“She was nineteen when they got married, twenty
when I was born. So by the time I was about ready
to move out, they were still young enough to go off
and have a life of their own.”

“Well, that’s one way of doing it,” commented
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Graham, “But personally I’d prefer to have my life
first, and if I’m going to have kids I’ll do it when
I’m ready to switch off.”

They argued good-naturedly for a while about
families  and  responsibility,  then  chatted  until
lunchtime,  when  Matthew  excused  himself  and
returned home. Louise barely looked up from the
files strewn across the table, and only reached one
arm  behind  her  in  a  half-hearted  hug  when
Matthew nuzzled her neck in greeting.

“Louise,” he began, “Weasel?”
“Don’t call me Weasel, Matthew, it’s awful,” she

complained.
“Well listen to me then.”
“I am listening,” she replied, still concentrating

on the paperwork in front of her.
“I’m  not  sure  you  are,  but  anyway…Do  you

think turning thirty makes me sound like I should
be someone’s dad, in a cardigan and slippers?”

“You were in a  cardigan and slippers  on our
honeymoon,  darling,  you’ve  probably  worn
cardigans and slippers all  your life.  When you’re
not in your gigging gear.”

Louise  often  gently  mocked  Matthew for  the
outfits he wore on his nights out with Sam, but he
wasn’t in the mood to be side-tracked.

“What  about  the  bit  about  being  someone’s
dad?” he persisted.
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“Age doesn’t really come into it with men, does
it? You can leave it as late as you like.”

“What if I don’t want to leave it very late?”
“Matthew, I’m trying to work.”
Taking this as both an immediate dismissal and

an answer to his question, Matthew retreated to the
bedroom with a book.

The conversation with Matthew in London had
made Helena  think  deeply  about  where  she  was
and where she wanted to be. Not that she wanted
any children just  yet,  but  with her twenty-eighth
birthday  fast  approaching,  she  was  aware  that  it
wasn’t unreasonable to want to settle down. She’d
already been with Graham for over a year, which
was at least twice as long as she’d been with anyone
since she’d split up with Keith, and since they each
had stable, well-paid jobs and their own house and
car, she  could  see  no reason why they  shouldn’t
pool their resources. She wasn’t sure she’d want to
go quite as far as marriage, yet.

Luckily  for  Helena,  since  she  was  having
trouble finding a good way of broaching the subject
of  joint  mortgages  with  Graham,  his  mind  had
been working on similar lines. It was after they had
been  out  for  dinner  on  Helena’s  birthday  that
Graham  finally  suggested  they  should  move  in
together, and in a matter of days they had started
house-hunting.
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Matthew wasn’t  as  excited  for  her  as  Helena
had hoped,  but  he was  about  as  cynical  as  she’d
expected.

“All I’m saying is, make sure he makes a will.”
“Oh  Matthew,  you’re  such  a  romantic  soul,”

said Helena with mocking tenderness.
“Well  it  pays  to  think  of  the  practicalities.

Speaking of which, you will make sure you’ve got
room for  my  records,  won’t  you?”  Matthew had
been hoping to retrieve his  vinyl  for the last  two
and a half years, but since he and Louise were still
in their tiny flat, he hadn’t been able to.

“Yes Matthew, I’ll  give them a bedroom all of
their own, and if you come to stay you’ll be able to
sleep with them.”

Helena’s  mum wasn’t  much more enthusiastic
than Matthew had been. True, Graham was capable
of putting up shelves, but her wayward daughter
was  insisting  on  living  with  him  without  getting
married first, which robbed Mrs Robertshaw of the
son-in-law kudos. As she said countless times both
before and after Helena and Graham bought their
house,  just  because  everyone  else  in  these
benighted times was doing it, didn’t mean Helena
had to. Helena was only concerned that her mum’s
vocabulary  seemed  to  have  been  affected  by  the
repeat visits to church.

Graham  having  the  larger  house,  Helena
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gradually  moved her things  in and put her own
house on the market while they continued to look
for a place of their own. She was amazed how much
junk she’d accumulated in two years, and the move
provided a good opportunity for a clear-out. They
had  decided  on  the  whole  to  use  Graham’s
furniture,  which  was  generally  more  expensive
than Helena’s, and in some cases also better made;
the only item they bought together was a new bed,
selling both their old ones as a gesture of union. 

By late autumn with the paperwork signed and
the removal van booked, Helena and Graham were
the proud owners of a three-bedroomed bungalow
in a leafy suburb. The split-level open-plan living
area whispered sophistication to Helena’s terraced
upbringing, and Graham liked the well-equipped
kitchen and the flow of the space. He also liked the
large  courtyard  in  front  of  the  house,  where  he
could  show off  his  sports  car  to  the  neighbours.
Helena’s mum begrudgingly offered to help them
move in, and though neither Helena nor Graham
particularly  wanted  her  to,  her  sense  of  duty
wouldn’t  allow  her  to  be  dissuaded.  She
unwrapped the new matching set of mugs in the
kitchen  as  she  watched  the  young  couple  mess
about outside in the drizzle, tutting disapprovingly
when Graham swept Helena up with a laugh and
carried her over the threshold.
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Chapter 34
Somebody’s dad

Living  in  the  new  house  with  Graham  took
some getting used to;  it  was  Helena’s  house,  but
she couldn’t  make arbitrary changes as  the fancy
took her, as she’d been able to when living alone. It
was also a shared house, but she could hardly draw
up rotas  or  strictly  ration cupboard space as  she
had at  university  or  with  Matthew. Still,  she  was
enjoying the learning process,  and while she was
unlikely to admit it to anyone she even enjoyed the
trips  to  DIY  shops  and  garden  centres  at  the
weekends,  because  it  meant  they  were  slowly
making the new house their home.

Matthew  was  pleased  to  hear  how  happy
Helena sounded when they spoke on the phone,
though he laughed at  her weekly lists  of  interior
decorating successes and soft furnishing purchases.
His own home life hadn’t improved over the year
and  he  was  slowly  facing  the  possibility  that  his
marriage  had  been  a  mistake.  Though  he  loved
Louise, and when he had her attention they had
some good times, her career always came first, and
with the combination of working late at the office,
bringing work home, and the out of hours activities
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like  training  weekends,  dinner  parties  and
overnight stays when she visited another branch of
the  firm,  Matthew’s  role  in  the  relationship  was
reduced  to  overlooked  housekeeper.  Even  the
evenings with  Sam and her  fiancé had dwindled
away now that they were saving for their wedding.

Matters  came  to  a  head  in  mid-December.
Matthew had  spent  most  of  November  trying  to
persuade  Louise  to  take  a  few  days  off  before
Christmas so they could spend some time together,
just the two of them, somewhere empty like Devon
or  the  Dales,  before  they  spent  Christmas  in  a
crowd of Louise’s relatives. Louise had claimed to
have  far  too  much  work  to  get  finished  before
Christmas, and when that excuse wore thin as she
slowed down in early December, she said it was too
short  notice.  Tempers  had  been  frayed,  but  if
anything Louise seemed to be getting snappier as
the month progressed, and Matthew was at a loss to
understand it. A petty outburst over some forgotten
leftovers at the back of the fridge provided the final
flash point.

“Does it matter?” asked Matthew, exasperated.
“It hasn’t even started going mouldy.”

“That’s  not  the  point,  Matthew,”  snapped
Louise, close to tears.

“Is  something  getting  you  down  at  work?
You’re allowed to talk to me; I know it’s  an easy
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thing to forget but we did get married a while ago.”
“Work is fine, work is fantastic, thank you.”
“So it’s something I’ve done, is it? Do I get any

hints?”
“If you must know, I’m bloody pregnant,” she

shouted, and sat heavily on the edge of the sofa,
sobbing.

Matthew stood  open-mouthed  for  a  moment,
clingfilm-wrapped pineapple forgotten in his hand.

“Well what are you crying for, you idiot?” He
threw the mushy fruit on the floor and launched
himself at her, knocking her back into the cushions
in an enthusiastic embrace.

“Careful,”  she  cautioned,  sitting  up  and
disengaging herself. 

“Sorry,” said Matthew, patting her gently on the
abdomen. “Don’t want to upset the baby. Our baby!
Doesn’t  that  sound  amazing?”  He  laughed,  near
hysteria, and hugged her again.

“Don’t, Matthew, it makes it so much harder.”
“Makes what harder?” asked Matthew, puzzled.
“You know I’m not ready to have a baby yet; I

can’t let myself get attached.”
“What?” Matthew floundered.
“If I could have done it by myself I would have

spared you this, but I just couldn’t face going on
my own.” She started to cry again,  and Matthew
stood up and paced for a while.
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“Let  me get  this  straight,”  he  began.  “You’re
trying to tell me you want an abortion, when I’ve
been saying for months that maybe it’s about time
we started thinking about having kids?”

“Oh Christ, I knew I shouldn’t have told you,”
wailed Louise.

“How could you not have told me?” 
“Matthew, we don’t have room here, we’d have

to find a bigger place. And children cost so much
money; we can’t afford to have it even if we wanted
to.”

“We’ll  manage  somehow. We’re  not  doing  so
bad. Louise, this isn’t like deciding whether to take
in  a  stray  cat  or  not,  you’re  talking  about
murdering my child.”

“Oh it’s yours now, is it? It was ours a minute
ago. Who has to carry it for nine months? Whose
career gets utterly fucked up? If I’d known I was
marrying  a  Catholic,  maybe  I  wouldn’t  have
bothered.”

Before Matthew could think of a suitable retort,
the  phone  rang  and  he  answered  it  without
thinking. It was Helena, all bright and bouncy, and
full  of  the news of  her recently-purchased coffee
table.

“We’ve  got  some  news  of  our  own,”  said
Matthew quickly, ignoring the way Louise’s  head
snapped up as he said it. “Louise is pregnant.”
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“Oh Matthew, that’s fantastic! I’m so happy for
you,” gushed Helena. “When’s it due?”

“I don’t know, she’d only just told me when the
phone rang,  I’ll  ring  you  later. Listen,  don’t  tell
anyone yet, it’s early days.”

Helena agreed to keep it  to herself  and rang
off, leaving Matthew with the consequences of his
rash announcement. He hated himself for doing it,
but he knew Louise’s hand had now been forced,
and  sometimes  the  end  justifies  the  means.  The
silence hung heavily between Matthew and his wife
in the small  room, and the hate in Louise’s  eyes
made him feel empty inside. Without a word, she
flounced into the bathroom and slammed the door,
but  Matthew held  on tightly  to  the thought that
some  day  soon  she  would  look  down  into  the
smiling face of their baby and thank him for this.
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Chapter 35
Preparations

Matthew’s  dreaded  thirtieth  birthday  turned
out to be one of the happiest of his life. Louise had
seen the abortion as an unfortunate necessity, but
robbed of any support Matthew could have given
her, and aware that Helena, who Matthew was so
close to, would know what she’d done and hate her
for  it,  she  had  reluctantly  resigned  herself  to
pregnancy. By the time she reached twelve weeks at
the start of February and was reasonably safe to tell
people, she was almost looking forward to having a
baby. Matthew was dancing on air most of the time,
planning  and dreaming,  and drawing  up lists  of
names, in between the house viewings.

Fortuitously, Matthew’s birthday was a Sunday,
and Helena, Graham, Martin and Karen travelled
down  to  spend  the  weekend  with  him,  George
having been left  with Karen’s  parents  to make it
easier for school on Monday. Helena noticed that
Louise  seemed  more  serene  and  ascribed  it  to
impending  motherhood,  though  it  was  probably
the  ante-natal  yoga.  Louise  patiently  bore  all  of
Karen’s well-meant advice, and Martin did his best
to  pass  on  practical  fatherhood  tips  to  Matthew
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without  getting  into  trouble  with  Karen.  The
weekend was relaxed and relaxing, and enjoyed by
all parties.

Spending the weekend with Karen and Louise
made Helena feel vaguely broody, but there was no
urgency  behind  it.  She  considered  Graham  as
potential father-material later in the week and was
gratified to realise that she saw him as a near-ideal
mate; though she wasn’t anxious to have children
yet,  an accidental  pregnancy would no longer be
the  end  of  the  world.  Graham  still  thought
Matthew was mad to  be so  excited about  having
children, but Helena reasoned that for Graham a
baby would spell the end of his sports car and the
annual  Caribbean  holiday;  by  the  time  she  was
ready, he would probably have come round to the
idea.

Down  in  London,  Matthew  and  Louise  were
slowly  clearing  out  and  packing  up.  They  had
found a small house they could afford, though it
needed some work, and while it was further away
from both  their  workplaces,  Matthew didn’t  care
because it was for a good cause, and Louise wasn’t
thinking  too  deeply  about  it  as  she’d  be  on
maternity  leave  for  a  while  anyway.  Over  the
summer she used up her remaining annual leave to
help Matthew decorate and baby-proof their new
house.
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“Ow!  Bollocks!”  cried  Matthew,  dropping  a
hammer on his foot for the third time and hopping
on the spot.

“Matthew! He can hear you, you know,” chided
Louise,  pausing  with  a  paintbrush  in  her  hand.
“You’re going to have to stop that soon, babies pick
up all sorts of words you don’t want them to.”

“Sorry.”
They  worked  in  silence  for  several  minutes

until  Matthew  realised  he’d  attached  the  wrong
piece of skirting board to the wall.

“Oh, bu…bug-eyed monsters,” he complained.
“Bug-eyed monsters?”
“You said not to swear.”
Louise  laughed,  but  by  the  end  of  the

afternoon she wished she’d never said anything, as
Matthew had exclaimed ever more bizarre phrases,
from  fossilized  fish-hooks  to  blunderbus  and
lightning,  and  she  wondered  if  he  was  going  to
keep it up until the child reached adolescence and
started  swearing  for  himself.  She  sat  back  and
surveyed  the  patch  of  wall  she’d  been  painting,
trying  to  picture  herself  as  the  mother  of  an
adolescent,  and  found  she  couldn’t  do  it.  The
concept of having a small baby to look after she had
just  about  come  to  grips  with;  there  were  other
women of similar age at work with small children
and they seemed to manage. Beyond that, though,
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she  couldn’t  imagine,  and  neither  could  she
imagine waking up next to Matthew when he was
growing plump and grey. When she’d stood at the
altar and promised to be with him forever, she had
been too young to realise how long forever was.

As  the  summer  wore  on,  Matthew  counted
down the days to the due date with glee. Not only
was he looking forward to being a dad, but after
the  inauspicious  start  this  pregnancy  seemed  to
have revived their marriage, and life no longer felt
as bleak. Louise had grown more calm and relaxed,
concerned about the detrimental effects of stress on
the baby, and she’d slowed down a little at work,
knowing there was no point vying for promotion at
the  moment.  Matthew  thought  that  being  away
from work for a year or so would improve Louise’s
temperament no end, even though she’d insisted
on keeping abreast  of  developments  by  having  a
weekly meeting with her boss throughout. Though
he hadn’t said anything to Louise yet, Matthew had
been wondering if  they  could  manage financially
with both of them working part-time, so that once
Louise  was  back  at  work  they  could  share  the
childcare burden, and also so that he wouldn’t miss
out on the baby’s development by being at work all
the time.

The middle of July arrived, and with it Louise’s
last  week  at  work.  On  the  Friday  evening  she
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arrived home hot and tired, and Matthew fussed
around her as she stripped off her blouse and suit
trousers  and propped herself  on  the  sofa  in  her
underwear, sipping lemonade.

“At least you don’t have to worry about all that
for another year,” said Matthew, sitting beside her
and fanning her with a glossy magazine.

“It won’t be as bad next summer anyway,” she
replied, thinking he meant the long journey from
work on a hot day.

“Well, you won’t be the size of a baby elephant
next summer I suppose. I hope. But no, I meant
work: that’s it for a year now.”

“Six months,” corrected Louise with a frown. 
“What?  I  thought  you  were  allowed  a  year,”

said Matthew, confused.
“I want to breastfeed for six months, then I’m

free to go back to work.”
“Yes but surely if you can stay off for longer…”
“Matthew, some of us enjoy our jobs.”
“I  enjoy  my  job,”  protested  Matthew.  “That

hasn’t  stopped  me  wondering  about  going  part-
time when you go back to work; if we were both
part-time…”

“Matthew! We can’t afford to halve our income!
We’ll  have  an  extra  mouth  to  feed,  or  had  you
forgotten why I was the size of a baby elephant, as
you so sensitively put it.”
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“OK,  but  maybe  I  could  work  from home a
couple of days a week or something.”

“That’s not fair; you’d get to spend more time
with him than I would, if I was working full-time.”

“What’s fair got to do with it? The point is, he’d
be  at  home  with  me  instead  of  in  a  nursery  or
whatever, being looked after by a stranger.”

“It helps with social skills. Look! I don’t want to
argue. I’m tired, I’m uncomfortable and I’ve had a
long day at work.”

Louise  grabbed  the  remote  control  and
switched the TV on, leaving Matthew to bite back
his arguments and save them for another day. Six
months  was  a  long  time in  which to  change  her
mind.
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Chapter 36
The calm before the storm

Helena and Graham had left  for a fortnight’s
holiday a couple of days after Louise’s  due date,
and by the time they  returned,  Thomas  Edward
Armitage was ten days old and a photograph of his
wrinkled  red  face  was  waiting  for  them  on  the
doormat. Graham had been somewhat disgruntled
by Helena’s periodic musings on the baby as they
lay sprawled on their sun-loungers, baking in the
heat.

“I  wonder if  she’s  had it  yet?”  Helena would
murmur for the fourth time that day, half-asleep in
the evening breeze.

“You  don’t  even like  Louise,”  Graham would
protest.

“It’s  not  the  immaculate  conception,  it’s
Matthew’s baby too.”

“If  you’re  so  bothered,  phone  him  and  find
out.”

“No, it’d seem a bit daft really.”
And so it was a wonderful surprise when they

arrived home and Thomas had been born, named,
taken home, and sent a pair of hand-knitted blue
bootees  by  Mrs  Robertshaw.  Helena  was  on  the
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phone  to  Matthew  by  the  time  Graham  had
brought the cases inside and locked the door.

“Oh I can hear him,” cooed Helena down the
phone as  Graham walked past  shaking  his  head.
“Say hello from Aunty Helena, won’t you.”

Graham  shuddered,  and  removed  the  photo
from  the  fridge  door  where  Helena  had  hastily
stuffed it behind a banana-shaped magnet; it wasn’t
something he wanted to see every time he went to
get a drink. It wasn’t that Graham was completely
against children, he assumed he would have some
of his own one day, and he also assumed that he
would, like most parents, think they were the most
wonderful children ever to be born, but he failed to
see  the  attraction  of  other  people’s  children,
particularly  when  they  were  in  the  hairless,
dribbling phase.  He was concerned that Helena’s
close involvement with Matthew’s baby might lead
to the desire for one of her own, and he was keen
to forestall that for as long as possible.

Matthew was slowly coming to terms with the
everyday realities of having a baby in the house. At
least he was used to doing most of the housework
and being largely overlooked by his wife, and being
sidelined for his  son felt  much better than being
sidelined for a pile of legal papers. Louise, though
she  was  completely  shattered,  was  keen  to  tell
anyone who’d listen how wonderful it was to have
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this  tiny,  dependant  creature  in  her  care,  and
Matthew’s earlier belief that it would all be worth it
was vindicated. 

The biggest disagreement during the first few
months  of  Thomas’s  existence  arose  from  a
difference  of  opinion  over  christenings.  Matthew
had given in over the church wedding, but he was
determined  that  no  son  of  his  should  be
indoctrinated  into  any  religion;  Louise  didn’t
believe in God, but she did believe in christenings.
Eventually, to Matthew’s amazement, an agreement
was  reached:  an  extravagant  party  was  held  in
October  to  allow  Louise’s  many  friends  and
relatives to inspect the new arrival and bestow gifts
without Matthew’s principles being compromised.
His parents flew over to meet their grandson, and
Helena,  her  mum,  Graham,  Martin  and  Karen
drove down, this time with six-year-old George in
tow,  as  the  event  coincided  with  his  half-term
holiday. 

Helena was disappointed that she didn’t get to
be a godmother but was glad Louise hadn’t got her
own  way  on  the  christening.  She  expected  her
mum to disapprove somehow, but perhaps because
Matthew  the  golden  boy  was  involved,  Mrs
Robertshaw declared that christenings were only an
excuse to show the baby off really, and there was no
point being hypocritical.
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“Yes,”  agreed Helena,  “I  can’t  say  I’ve  heard
anyone expressing concern over Thomas’s spiritual
welfare;  they’ve  all  just  been going  mushy  about
how gorgeous he is.”

“Hmm. And they’re all bloody liars,” stated her
mum, who’d had a couple of sherries by this time.

“What?” 
“Babies  are  never  beautiful  except  to  their

parents.  And  grandparents,”  she  added  with  a
meaningful look at her childless daughter. “I mean
I thought you were God’s gift when you were that
age, and look at you now.”

“Mum!”
Helena’s  mother  sniffed,  and  turned  her

sherry-loosened tongue to the snobbish behaviour
of Louise’s swarm of aunts. 

By  the  time  Thomas’s  first  Christmas  came
around,  Louise  was  mainly  back  to  her  old  self,
most of the serenity being lost when she stopped
doing  yoga.  At  four  months  old,  Thomas  was
fascinated  by  his  surroundings,  and  though  he
wouldn’t  remember  it  later, Louise  was  adamant
that  this  should  be  a  special  Christmas.  She
decided, despite Matthew’s protestations over the
expense,  to  buy  new  decorations  restricted  to
purple or gold only. He returned from work one
evening  to  find  the  tree  festooned  with  gold
ribbons  and  purple  baubles,  and  purple  tinsel
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wound around the banister. 
“Very…themed. What’ve you done with the old

stuff?” he asked, as Louise proudly showed off her
handiwork.

“There were a couple  of  baubles  I’d  brought
from home, so I’ve put them aside to give to my
mum, most of the rest I gave to a charity shop and
the broken old stuff I threw away.”

“What happened to my tinsel?”
“What, the threadbare green stuff you used to

pin above your bed before we moved in together?”
asked Louise with a laugh.

“Mm; I’d had it for years.”
“Yes, you could tell. It went in the bin, with the

angel with one wing. We’ve got purple tinsel now, I
think it looks lovely.”

Matthew  smiled  and  agreed;  he  didn’t  think
Louise  would  understand  how  an  eight-year-old
strand  of  half-bald  tinsel  could  have  such
sentimental  value,  and  he  wasn’t  about  to  root
around in the dustbin to retrieve it.  Helena had
given him that tinsel the first  Christmas he knew
her, and it seemed shocking to let it go.

“Come  on,”  said  Louise,  “I  want  a  photo  of
Thomas  and  I  with  our  tree;  he  needs  lots  of
pictures of this Christmas to look back on, he won’t
remember any of it.”
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Chapter 37
Peace shattered

Just over a year after Matthew’s blissful thirtieth
birthday, Helena also reached that milestone age,
with  very  little  fanfare.  Unlike  Matthew,  who’d
been dreading reaching an age he’d always thought
of  as  being  the  first  step  beyond  youth,  Helena
thought  of  it  only  as  another  birthday. She  was
contented with her life, happy in her stylish house
with  Graham,  enjoying  their  two-car,  three-
holidays-a-year lifestyle, confident that she’d made
the right choice in settling down with him. 

Unfortunately  for  Matthew,  the  Armitage
household  wasn’t  quite  so  serene.  Louise  had
returned to work full-time in January, and though
she had agreed to Matthew working from home on
Fridays, he’d had to abandon the idea after a few
weeks; he lacked the self-discipline necessary to get
any work done while his baby son was in the house.
It was galling enough for him to have to go back to
only  two  full  days  a  week  with  Thomas,  but
Louise’s smugness made it far worse.

Once she was  back at  work,  Louise  had very
quickly resumed her former workload, determined
to  prove,  either  to  herself  or  her  superiors,  that
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having a baby hadn’t  lessened her enthusiasm or
abilities.  Soon  Matthew  had  Thomas  to  himself
most of the time, Louise either working late at the
office,  or  shut  in the kitchen with papers  spread
over the table.

To Matthew’s surprise and delight, Louise took
the day off  work for Thomas’s  first  birthday and
they  spent  a  wonderful  day  together, doting  on
their son, eating cake and messing about like young
lovers.  In  some  ways  it  was  worse  to  have  been
reminded of  what  a  time they could have,  when
Louise worked even harder over the next few days
to make up for her time off. 

Helena  had  mixed  feelings  about  Louise’s
neglect; she felt sorry for Matthew, and indignant
on Thomas’s behalf, but she enjoyed hearing from
Matthew on a  regular  basis,  listening  to  Thomas
burble  away  in  the  background  as  Matthew
reported on his own and Thomas’s latest activities,
with Louise out of the way.

“He’s  learned  a  new  word  this  week,”
announced  Matthew  with  glee  one  evening,
reclining  on  the  sofa  with  the  phone.  “Go  on
Thomas, impress Aunty Helena.”

“Enna!”  shouted  Thomas  from  his  perch  on
Matthew’s chest.

“Oh Matthew!” squealed Helena. “He said my
name. Sort of.”
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“Well  either  that  or  he’s  suggesting  you  dye
your hair red.”

“Ha ha,” said Helena. “I bet Louise is pleased,”
she added with a wry smile. 

“Oh,  she  hasn’t  heard  him  yet.”  Matthew
sighed.  “As  if  she  didn’t  work  enough  before,
they’re talking about expansion so she’s going all
out for a promotion now.”

“Wouldn’t  that  be  good?”  suggested  Helena,
tentatively. “More money?”

“And  we’d  see  even  less  of  her.  If  that’s
possible.” 

Helena was silent for a moment; she had never
been keen on Louise, and had grown to loathe her
since  Thomas  had  been  apparently  forgotten  on
her return to work, but Matthew was married to
the awful woman, and Helena tried to be careful
about  how  critical  she  was.  Matthew  had  never
confided  his  true  feelings  about  his  marriage  to
Helena, but she caught glimpses now and then of
how miserable he was. Or would be, if it weren’t for
Thomas.

“Maybe  once  she’s  got  her  promotion  she’ll
want a holiday,” said Helena brightly. “You could
go stay with your parents for a couple of  weeks;
they’d love to look after Thomas, I’m sure, and you
and Louise could have a bit of time to yourselves.”

“Given the choice between me and…” Matthew
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paused, residual loyalty to his wife preventing him
for a moment. Helena was his best friend though,
the only person he could confide in if he did feel
the need to. “She doesn’t want to spend time with
me, I don’t further her career; Thomas is great, he
makes her a Working Mother, but I’m just a spare
part.”

“Matthew, don’t say that.”
“It’s true though; I should’ve known before I

married her, I should’ve just let her go when she
moved away.”

Helena  bit  her  tongue,  trying  not  to
inadvertently agree since that’s what she’d thought
at the time.

“But, I wouldn’t have got Thomas then, would
I? Bath-time for you, young man. Say goodbye to
Aunty Helena.”

“Enna,” beamed Thomas obligingly.
Once  Thomas  was  in  bed,  Matthew  decided

Helena might have a point; even if Louise didn’t
want to watch any Spanish sunsets in her husband’s
arms, she might want to recharge her batteries and
Matthew’s parents would love to spend some time
with their grandson. He padded along the hallway
and stopped, shaking his head as he realised he’d
been about to knock on his own kitchen door. 

“Louise,  can I  talk  to  you for  a  minute?”  he
asked as he thrust the door open.
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“Mm,” she replied, not looking up.
“That involves you listening,” he pointed out,

leaning across the table and spreading both hands
over the document she was reading.

“Don’t  crease  it.  What?”  demanded Louise  as
Matthew straightened up.

“Don’t you think you’re working too hard?”
“I’ve  told  you  before,  I  need…”  she  began

vehemently.
“OK, fine, let’s not have that argument again,”

Matthew cut in, holding his hands up placatingly.
“But wouldn’t you like to go abroad for a bit? Have
a change of air?”

“I would actually, yes,” she agreed. 
“Oh.”  Matthew  hadn’t  expected  it  to  be  that

easy. 
“I’ve  been  thinking  a  lot  about  going  to

Brussels, lately,” she said, looking anywhere but at
Matthew.

“Brussels?”  Matthew repeated,  rummaging  in
the biscuit tin. “I was thinking we could go see my
parents, but what is there in Brussels?”

“A vacancy with my name on it.”
Matthew slowly replaced the lid and turned to

face Louise who was looking up at him uncertainly,
though her features hardened into defiance within
moments.

“Pardon?” asked Matthew, icily calm.
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“We’re expanding into Europe,” she explained.
“There are more posts available at a higher grade if
I’m prepared to take one in one of the new offices.
Otherwise I’ll have to wait a year, at least.”

“Well  wait  a  year,  we’re  not  desperate  for
money.” 

“I already said I’d consider it.”
“Tell  them  you  considered  it  and  you  don’t

want to go. How long would they expect you to be
out  there?  The  time  and  money  it’d  take  to
commute  to  Brussels…You’d  have  to  be  there
Monday  to  Friday,  you’d  only  see  Thomas  at
weekends.” Even as he said it, Matthew realised he
hadn’t  even  thought  of  presenting  himself  as  an
argument for staying at home.

“Well I was thinking more in terms of moving
there,” Louise said quietly.

“And when did you envisage telling me we were
moving?  The  day  before  I’d  have  to  hand  my
notice in at work? The morning of the move?”

“If I thought you’d discuss it calmly…” Louise
began.

“I’m  calm,  I’m  perfectly  calm,  come  on  let’s
have a discussion.” 

Louise raised her eyebrows and bent over her
work. “I need to finish this, Matthew.”

Matthew  opened  his  mouth  to  argue  but
immediately realised the futility and left the room
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instead, slamming the door behind him.
“Oh,  fudge  sundaes!”  he  said  with  feeling  as

Thomas began to wail upstairs.
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Chapter 38
The end is nigh

Nothing more was said about Brussels for the
next few days but it  worried away at the back of
Matthew’s mind and eventually he rang Helena to
unburden himself.

“I can’t believe she’s been thinking about you
moving abroad and she hadn’t even mentioned it,”
said Helena for the second time.

Matthew could think of something even more
important that she’d been going to keep to herself,
but  he  preferred  Thomas’s  brush  with  non-
existence to remain secret.

“Well she knew I’d try and talk her out of it. I
think she wanted to wait until everything was too
far gone to back out of, then say ‘by the way we’re
moving  to  Belgium’.  Belgium!  Famous  for  its
diverse  musical…Oh  no,  hang  on,  I  must  be
thinking of somewhere else.”

Helena  laughed.  “I’m  not  sure  Louise  will
accept that as a good argument for not going. It
just seems daft all round; surely it’ll cost a fortune
to move your stuff over there.”

“She doesn’t seem to have thought of anything
practical except her promotion. How the hell am I
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supposed  to  get  a  job  in  Belgium? I’m not  that
good  at  French,  I  pick  up  odd  phrases  from
subtitled films now and then, but how often do you
need  to  say  ‘Jean-Luc,  I’m  suffering  from
existential angst and I must leave you’?”

“Poor Matthew,”  laughed Helena,  though she
was genuinely sympathetic. “You’ll just have to put
your foot down, make her see sense.”

Much  as  he  tried  to  find  the  right  time  to
broach the subject, a combination of Louise’s late
hours  and  Matthew’s  natural  ostrich  tendencies
meant that he never told her to dismiss all thoughts
of Brussels as he’d intended. To his relief, Louise
didn’t  mention it  again  either, though she  didn’t
slacken  her  pace  of  work.  She  was  so  short-
tempered  and  highly-strung  in  January  that  he
almost thought she might be pregnant again, but it
seemed unlikely given their sporadic contact, and
he  concluded  that  the  long-awaited  promotion
must have fallen through. He was disappointed for
her, but glad that the Brussels question had been
removed without the need for confrontation.

They spent the last weekend in March staying
with Louise’s parents; Matthew had been pleasantly
surprised when Louise said she’d like them to get
away  from  London  for  the  weekend.  She  even
encouraged Matthew to  have lunch with Helena,
which he did with great enjoyment, and the pair of
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them  laughed  about  how  worried  Matthew  had
been  about  Louise  wanting  them  to  move  to
Brussels.  With  hindsight  Matthew  realised  he
should have known something was amiss, and later
that  week  Louise  once  again  declared  that  a
position in Brussels was being offered to her.

“You can’t take it.” 
“Why not?”
“Well,  because…There’s  loads  of  reasons  why

not, it’s just a barmy idea all round.”
“Name some.”
“I have no desire to live  in Belgium, land of

TinTin and Plastic Bertrand.”
“And?”
“Thomas  would  have  to  learn  another

language,” said Matthew, working down his mental
list of objections.

“So it would broaden his mind. Kids adapt very
easily,  and  anyway  there  are  probably  English-
speaking nurseries. Go on.”

“We wouldn’t be near anyone.”
“Your parents live in Spain, Matthew, it’s hardly

round the corner. And all your friends live in the
north,” she added, making it sound like a separate
and rather undesirable country, rather than where
she’d spent half her life.

“Well  how would  I  find a  job?  Did  you ever
think about that? My grasp of French is the kind of
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thing you do at school, asking for a ham sandwich
or the way to the bus station. What’s the point of
you  getting  a  better  job  if  I’m suddenly  without
one?”

“God you’re so selfish sometimes.”
“What?” gasped Matthew, not sure he’d heard

correctly.
“You don’t care about advancing my career, do

you? You don’t care that this would mean a lot to
me; you’re just thinking up whiny little excuses to
stay at home.”

“Whiny?”
“I knew you’d never agree to it,  that’s  why I

wasn’t going to waste time asking you.”
“What  were  you  going  to  do?  Pack  me  in  a

suitcase?”
“No  Matthew, I’m  going  to  leave  you  here,”

replied Louise quietly as she stood up.
Left  alone  on  the  sofa,  a  tangle  of  thoughts

burst into Matthew’s mind. At first he assumed she
meant she was going to stay in Brussels for a while
then come back to their home, but then he realised
she was talking about a permanent arrangement.
Bound up with that was a concern about coping as
a single father, but he knew he’d manage if he had
to.  It  never  occurred  to  him  that  Louise  might
want to take Thomas with her.

For half an hour Matthew stayed on the sofa,
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leaning back into the cushions and staring at the
ceiling. It was almost eight years since he’d started
seeing Louise; he could barely remember what life
without  her  was  like.  She  might  have  become
selfish and uncaring since her all-important  legal
career began to take off, but they’d had some great
times  and  he  was  still  fond  of  her. More  to  the
point, she was Thomas’s mum. The more Matthew
thought about it,  the more pointless it  seemed to
put up objections  to  moving:  Thomas  needed to
grow up with his mother around, and if that meant
Matthew had to move to Belgium for a couple of
years and learn better French, then so be it. He was
about  to  go  find  Louise  and  give  in  when  it
occurred to him that it wasn’t just that she’d rather
leave  him  than  miss  out  on  her  promotion,  she
actively  didn’t  want  him  to  go  with  her.  It  was
another half  hour before the numb feeling eased
enough that he could stand up.

He found Louise in the bedroom, apparently
about to go for a bath.

“Well that put me in my place,” he said lightly,
leaning  against  the  doorframe.  “I  never  thought
I’d lose out to Belgium in a popularity contest. Was
it something I said?”

“You don’t get it, do you?”
“Apparently not, no. I suppose you wouldn’t be

interested if I’d changed my mind about moving?”
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“It’s too late for that, Matthew. I intend to do
something with my life, even if you don’t.”

“And being Thomas’s father and your husband
isn’t doing something with my life?”

There  was  a  silence  in  which  they  looked  at
each other, and Matthew felt a prickle in his eyes
and a tingle in his nose as he saw the hard set of
Louise’s  jaw, and the lack of  feeling in her eyes.
Louise looked away first.

“Matthew, you make me feel …”
“Mighty real?”
“No, not quite …”
“Like a natural woman?”
“No! Look, I …Oh, what’s the use?”
She threw her balled-up shirt furiously onto the

floor and stalked past him. Matthew closed his eyes,
and heard the bolt on the bathroom door slide into
place.  He  wasn’t  proud  of  his  flippancy,  but
somehow he couldn’t allow her to see him cry. He
was  still  aimlessly  pottering  about  the  bedroom
when she returned looking pink and scrubbed.

“Mum  and  dad  have  agreed  to  look  after
Thomas for a while,” she announced with her back
to him.

“What?” asked Matthew, confused. “Why?”
“Till I get settled. I won’t be able to cope with it

all at once, a new job, new house, new country, and
Thomas to look after on my own.”
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Matthew  was  stunned,  he  sat  heavily  on  the
bed, feeling sick and hardly able to breathe.

“You…? Thomas…?” was all he could manage.
“Well of course Thomas is going with me,” said

Louise, turning to face Matthew at last.
“Oh  of  course  he  is,”  replied  Matthew

sarcastically, recovering himself a little. “This would
be  Thomas,  the  baby  you didn’t  want,  would  it?
The  one  you  were  going  to  quietly  forget  to
mention and murder before I…”

“Christ,  Matthew!  You’re  so  twisted  and
emotive,” she shouted.

“At least I know what emotions are.”
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Part III
Matthew and Helena



Chapter 39
Empty places

Matthew  excused  himself  from  work  mid-
afternoon;  he  claimed  to  be  coming  down  with
something,  which  was  believable  given  his  white
face  and restlessness.  After  Louise’s  bombshell  of
the  previous  night  he’d  spent  three  hours  in
Thomas’s  room,  his  back  to  the  door  to  keep
Louise out, watching his son sleep in the glow of
the nightlight. The rest of the night was spent on
the sofa, exhausted but awake, trying to grasp the
concept that he would soon be alone, and wasn’t
likely  to  watch  his  son  sleep  peacefully  again.
Despite  the  fact  that  it  was  April  1st,  he  didn’t
doubt  that  Louise  was  deadly  serious.  It  never
occurred to Matthew to challenge Louise’s decision
to take Thomas away from him, but if it had, the
fact that she and all her friends were lawyers while
Matthew  himself  was  soft-hearted  and  clueless
would have deterred him. The last thing he wanted
was a drawn-out custody battle full  of blame and
recrimination that could be held against him in the
future.

He  walked  the  streets  for  a  while  before
deciding  to  collect  Thomas  from  nursery  earlier
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than usual,  snatching a couple of  precious hours
with  him  in  the  park  before  going  home.  Mrs
Harper  seemed  surprised  to  see  Matthew,  not
because  he  was  early  but  because  Louise  had
phoned that morning to say Thomas was ill,  and
hadn’t  brought  him  along.  So  it  had  started
already, Matthew was being shut out of his son’s life
and  Louise  hadn’t  even  thought  to  save  him  a
wasted  journey  on  the  way  home  from  work.
Matthew  told  Mrs  Harper  he  wasn’t  feeling  too
great  himself,  and  must  have  missed  Louise’s
message by leaving work early, but he didn’t sound
convincing to himself and he could tell Mrs Harper
was  having  none  of  it.  Louise  usually  preferred
Matthew to take time off work when Thomas was
ill, but it made sense that if she was going to be a
single parent soon she’d have to get used to it. He
didn’t know whether to be reassured that this was a
sign she’d be taking full parental responsibility in
future,  or  upset  that  he’d  missed  out  on  a  day
looking  after  Thomas  when  they’d  be  parted  so
soon.

Matthew realised as he walked down the long
street  home  that  Louise  hadn’t  indicated  a
timescale for her departure. She could be leaving
next week, or dragging out this painful limbo for
months. Matthew felt it would be easier to cope and
make plans if  he knew, and he opened the front
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door with the question on his lips, expecting to find
her at home. 

The  house  felt  empty  as  he  closed  the  door
behind  him,  and  he  hoped  Louise  had  taken
Thomas out for some fresh air rather than to the
doctor. Deflated, knowing he would have lost the
impetus  to  ask  her  when she was  leaving by the
time she returned home, Matthew slowly hung up
his  jacket  and  walked  along  the  hallway.  He
stopped as  his  brain  registered  what  had  looked
different, and he turned to look again at the empty
patch of wall where the framed photo of the three
of them had been until that morning. Harsh, but
understandable;  being  too  understanding  with
Louise had long been Matthew’s biggest problem.

The kettle and the radio were both already on
as Matthew reached for the tea caddy and noticed a
piece  of  paper  beside  it.  He  was  casting  it  aside
when he realised it had his name on it, underlined
and in Louise’s handwriting, left in the place she
knew he’d visit as soon as he arrived home. The
kettle came to the boil with a loud click but it may
as  well  have been in the next  universe;  Matthew
gripped the paper with both hands, telling himself
loudly that this was just a note giving the time of
Thomas’s  appointment  in  case  Matthew  arrived
home  first,  but  unable  to  drown  out  the  calmly
certain  inner  voice  that  knew  this  was  the  Dear

322



John. Tentatively  he lifted a corner of  the paper
and  stopped  holding  his  breath;  he  couldn’t  see
any writing, so it  really must be a brief note.  He
froze again as  he opened the paper and saw ‘So
long and thanks for all the fish’.

It made him smile wanly through the tears that
were  beginning  to  form,  shaking  his  head  over
Louise’s  failure to insert the correct punctuation,
but on some level appreciating her effort, a parting
reminder  that  they  had  once  had  something  in
common beyond a walking bundle of mixed genes.
It  looked like she had started a  more traditional
farewell  letter, but all  he could read through the
heavy crossing-out  was  ‘Dear Matthew, No doubt
by now’, and he wondered distractedly whether the
next part had been ‘you will be wondering where I
am’ or ‘you are crying like a girl’. 

Absent-mindedly he made his mug of tea, then
made  a  forlorn  tour  of  the  house,  opening
cupboards and drawers,  mentally  cataloguing the
missing items. He toyed with the idea of calling the
police — he felt just as violated and vulnerable as if
he’d been burgled — but he didn’t fancy spending
the night in a cell for wasting police time any more
than  he  fancied  spending  the  night  alone  in  his
empty house. 

By  the  time  he’d  returned  to  the  kitchen  to
munch his  way steadily  through half  a  packet  of
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Hob-Nobs,  Matthew  found  himself  admiring  the
organisation  behind  his  wife’s  departure.  Her
wardrobe  was  empty, as  were  Thomas’s  drawers,
and his  soft  toys  had vanished;  there  were  large
gaps on the bookshelves and her tiny CD collection
had  gone.  Either  she  had  been  secretly  packing
things for a while and Matthew hadn’t noticed, or
she must have been round the house like a tornado
that morning. 

Coughing as a mouthful of oaty biscuit caught
in his throat, Matthew began to laugh hysterically,
imagining himself choking to death and wondering
whether, given the circumstances, the verdict would
be suicide. He stood up, deciding to have a shower
because  it  might  clear  his  head  and  he  couldn’t
think of anything else to do. When he got to the
bathroom  and  stripped  off,  he  realised  Louise
hadn’t even left him any shampoo. 

#

It  was  nearly midnight  and the thumping on
the front door was now continuous. Matthew raced
down the stairs and flung it open to find Helena
looking frantic.

“Oh God, Matthew, where have you been?” she
exclaimed.

“Sorry, I was at the toilet,” he said sheepishly.
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“You sounded …” She broke off, searching for a
word  that  would  convey  how  desperate  and
incoherent Matthew had seemed when he rang her
as  she  was  about  to  leave  work.  “Anyway, you’re
OK, so…”

Matthew  waved  her  inside,  by  now  simply
drained.

“I  called  at  the  supermarket,”  Helena
continued.  “I got  you toothpaste  and everything,
and  I  got  a  couple  of  ready  meals  in  case  you
hadn’t eaten.” She stood awkwardly for a moment,
not sure what to say to someone whose life had just
collapsed around them,  then she put  the  carrier
bag down and put her arms round her best friend,
and fury at Louise welled up inside her as she felt
him shaking.

It  was  nearly  morning  when  Matthew  fell
asleep,  having  lapsed into  silence  a  while  earlier
when he ran out of ways to not quite convey how
distraught he felt. Helena had willed herself to stay
awake after a draining day at work followed by a
short  argument  with  Graham  and  a  long  drive
south. Never, thankfully, having been in Matthew’s
position  she  could  only  murmur  sympathy, keep
him  supplied  with  tea  and  make  sure  he  ate
something.  She  was  glad  Louise  had  left  on  a
Thursday;  by  missing  work  for  one  day, Helena
could  stay  with  Matthew  for  three  days  until
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Sunday  afternoon,  by  which  time he  might  have
begun to cope.

On Friday morning  after  phoning  in sick  for
both herself and Matthew, Helena took a bin-bag
round the house and weeded out all the things she
thought might  upset  him: three  mugs  with L or
Louise  on  them,  a  pair  of  tights  draped  over  a
radiator, framed photographs and a box of herbal
teabags. However thorough she was, Helena knew
that  Matthew  was  walking  from  room  to  room
remembering  conversations,  arguments,  and
golden  moments  with  Thomas,  and  even  a  bare
room  would  remind  him.  Still,  it  gave  her
something to do, and she knew Matthew wouldn’t
be able to afford to stay in the house alone even if
he wanted to, so he would need to clear out and
pack up before too long.

She hadn’t expected the clear-out to happen as
soon  as  Saturday  morning,  however,  and  was
therefore surprised at eleven-thirty when a self-hire
van drew up outside and Louise’s  dad emerged.
He knocked on the door but let himself straight in
with  his  daughter’s  key, which  brought  Matthew
running from the bathroom, half-expecting to see
Louise bringing Thomas back as she’d realised it
was all a mistake. He stopped short when he saw
his father-in-law standing in the hallway and there
was an awkward silence, Helena drawing back into
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the kitchen as unobtrusively as possible.
“I’m sorry, Louise doesn’t live here any more,”

said Matthew with brittle  politeness.  “You should
have called her Alice, at least I could’ve got a film
reference out of it.”

Louise’s  dad  flexed  his  mouth,  it  couldn’t
honestly be called a smile, and said: “I’ve come for
the rest of her things. She didn’t hire a big enough
van on Thursday, I did warn her there’d be more
than she thought.”

“She  hired  a  van,  did  she?”  asked  Matthew.
“How wonderfully organised of her; I bet she had
to book it well in advance.”

“Oh, she sent this back,” his father-in-law said,
holding a suitcase out to Matthew who didn’t take
it.

“No, no, I wanted Thomas back - could sound
like suitcase though, I suppose.”

“I’ll  just  leave  it  here  then,  shall  I?”  Louise's
dad rested the case at  his  feet. “I know this  isn’t
easy, I’ll  be  as  quick  as  I  can,  but  I  might  need
some help sorting out what’s what. I wouldn’t want
to pack anything that isn’t hers.”

“She’s taken everything else, she might as well
have all my material possessions as well. Let’s start
with  the  shirt  off  my  back,  shall  we?”  Matthew
began to unbutton his  shirt,  and Helena stepped
forward and gently steered him into the kitchen.
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“I’ve got a fair idea what belongs to Matthew,”
she said over her shoulder. “I’ll come and help in a
minute. Now,” she continued, turning her attention
to  Matthew  and  closing  the  kitchen  door, “Why
don’t I make you some tea.”

When Helena re-emerged from the kitchen she
found  Louise’s  dad  working  through  the
bookshelves, a long list of titles in one hand. Again
and  again  Helena  marvelled  at  the  cold-hearted
planning that had gone into this; she could barely
believe that Louise had sat down and written a list
of all her books so that her dad could collect them
for  her  later, but  then,  knowing  Louise  it  didn’t
seem so far-fetched. Together, Louise’s dad and a
reluctant  Helena  dismantled  furniture,  wrapped
ornaments  and  boxed  books.  As  he  left,  he  told
Helena that any remaining items could be disposed
of,  and she  promised to  pass  the  message  on to
Matthew. Before she could get back to the kitchen,
however, the phone rang, and she answered with
some trepidation.

“Oh,  it’s  you,”  Matthew  heard  her  say,  and
gathered  it  must  be  Graham.  “No,  I  just…I
thought you might be Louise or something.” There
was a short pause and then “No I told you, I’ll be
home  tomorrow  afternoon;  Matthew  needs  me
here…I’m  sure  you’ll  cope  without  me  for  one
weekend. Graham, he hasn’t got anyone else, he’s a
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mess, his father-in-law just came round and…Well
I  care,  and I  can’t  leave  him at  a  time like  this.
What are friends for? I’ll see you tomorrow.” She
replaced  the  receiver  a  touch  heavier  than  was
necessary,  and  Matthew  stepped  out  into  the
hallway with red-rimmed eyes.

“I hope that wasn’t a quarrel? I don’t think I’d
be  as  good at  coming up and sorting you out  if
Graham left.”

“Oh,  Graham’s  not  going  anywhere,  don’t
worry,”  she smiled.  “He’s  just  grumbling because
he has to cook his own tea for a couple of days.
Come  on,  let’s  see  what  we  can  rustle  up  for
lunch.”
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Chapter 40
Picking up the pieces

Helena was reasonably confident that Matthew
could function on a basic level  by the end of the
weekend. She realised as she stood with one hand
on  her  open  car  door,  reminding  him  of  the
importance  of  a  balanced  diet  and  clean
underwear,  that  she  was  sounding  frighteningly
like her mum had at  the start  of  each university
term.

“Anyway,”  she  cut  herself  short,  “Don’t  do
anything daft, because I’d be upset.”

“What, don’t do this?” asked Matthew, holding
his ears,  sticking his tongue out and standing on
one leg in forced light-heartedness.

“No, you might fall over. Ring if you need me,”
said Helena, hugging him and getting into her car.

He waved her off,  then lingered in the street
for  a  while,  listening  to  distant  traffic  and  the
sound of children shouting at each other. He knew
he had to leave as soon as he could.

#

Louise had obviously planned the divorce along
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with  her  van-hire,  and  papers  were  served  on
Matthew shortly after she left.  He didn’t think to
challenge anything,  just  put  it  in  the hands of  a
solicitor  and  tried  to  forget  about  it,  immersing
himself in mundane daily activities. Music became
more  important  to  him  than  it  had  in  a  while,
filling  up  the  silence  and  letting  him  drift  away
from himself.

Even if he hadn’t wanted to leave the scene of
his greatest misery, Matthew would have had to sell
the house to pay Louise, though in Matthew’s view
she’d already got  more than her fair  share since
Thomas massively outweighed everything else. At
first he looked for a small flat to rent near where he
worked,  but  then  he  realised  that  there  was
nothing keeping him in London and a host of good
reasons for moving away. He gave advance warning
that he’d be leaving work as soon as he’d sold the
house,  and  Helena  joined  him  for  another
weekend to help him clear out and pack up.

By nine o’clock on the Saturday morning they’d
stripped all the shelves, and Matthew was sitting on
the  floor  surrounded  by  piles  of  books,  sorting
them  into  two  untidy  heaps  which  Helena  was
packing into bags for the charity shop or boxes to
be stored, as appropriate.

“My mum and dad have asked if I want to go
stay  with  them  for  a  few  weeks,”  announced
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Matthew after a period of companionable silence.
“That’s nice of them. It might be good to get

away from things for a while.” 
“I  dunno;  it’d  feel  too  much  like  going  on

holiday, going to stay in Spain. Like fiddling while
Rome burns.”

“I still think it might be for the best, Matthew.
Just to get away from here and have the space to
try and sort yourself out a bit.”

“I’ll have to see if I can afford the plane ticket. I
wouldn’t  know what  to  say  to  them,  anyway:  Hi
mum, I haven’t bothered to visit for a few years but
now I’m revealed as a complete failure, I thought
I’d pop in.”

“You’re  not  a  complete  failure…”  began
Helena, knowing he wouldn’t listen.

“Really? Did I tell you what reason she’s given
for wanting this bloody divorce?” Matthew sprang
up excitedly and rummaged among the paperwork
stuffed in his toast-rack on the windowsill.

“Does  it  matter?”  asked  Helena,  standing  up
and stretching.

“Unreasonable  behaviour, namely  a  continual
and  prolonged  effort  to  scupper  her  career!  I
should’ve known it’d be for something important
like her sodding career rather than,  say, because
she couldn’t stand the sight of me any more.”

“It’ll just be an excuse, Matthew, she has to give
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a reason she can back up with evidence,” soothed
Helena.

“No,  unfortunately  I  think  she’s  telling  the
truth. Listen to this though, she’s actually listed my
refusal to go to dinner parties as an instance of my
unreasonable behaviour.” He looked up from the
paper with a bitter laugh. “What a thing to have
recorded  in  a  legal  document  in  perpetuity:  my
wife divorced me, not because she found me in bed
with  three  Playboy  bunnies,  or  because  my
hedonistic lifestyle was bankrupting us, but because
I refused to go to lawyers’ dinner parties. And what
was the other thing?” He checked the paperwork
again. “Oh yes, my refusal to get a proper job - by
which I assume she means my lack of greed and
ownership of a working conscience - meant that we
could never afford a fancy enough house for her to
show off, and add to that my previous rudeness - is
quoting Woody Allen rude? - and she could never
throw  dinner  parties  of  her  own.  Oh  my  heart
bleeds.”

“Are  these  boxes  all  packed?”  asked  Helena,
trying to distract him. She lifted the flap of the one
on  the  top  of  the  stack.  “Looks  like  a  random
assortment of stuff.”

“Oh,  they’re  from the  loft.  I  can’t  remember
what’s in them but if I haven’t missed any of it, it
can’t be that important. It can all just go.”
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“Don’t  you want to check, just  in case there’s
anything  in  here  that  you  thought  you’d  got
somewhere else?”

“So  this  isn’t  just  you  being  nosy  then?”
Matthew smiled,  then  laughed  at  Helena’s  pout.
“Go  on,  rummage  away.  If  you  find  anything
interesting, let me know. I’ll make some more tea.”

Sure  in  her  own  mind  that  she  was  doing
Matthew  a  favour  and  not  just  satisfying  her
curiosity, Helena  placed  the  three  boxes  side  by
side on the floor and opened the first one fully.

“A-level  certificates,”  she  said  as  Matthew
reappeared with two mugs and a packet of custard
creams.

“Same to you.”
“They  were  in  this  box.  Your  degree

certificate’s probably in here too…look, here’s the
letter that came with it.”

“Oh alright, so maybe it can’t all just go. What’s
in the last one?”

Helena opened the box and laughed.
“What?” asked Matthew, leaning over to look.

“The funky gibbon!” he cried.
“This  is  a  gorilla,  Matthew,”  laughed Helena,

bopping him on the head with the stuffed toy from
their distant past, “Don’t you know anything?”

“God, that seems so long ago.”
Helena thought for a moment as she nibbled a
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custard cream. “It must be nearly ten years ago; I’ll
have known you ten years in October.”

“Ten  years,”  mused  Matthew.  “And  you  still
don’t look a day over forty.”

“Cheeky sod!” exclaimed Helena, and Matthew
dissolved into laughter as she set about him with
the much-abused gorilla.

#

By  mid-July  Matthew  was  ready  to  leave  for
Spain. The house was sold, the last of the furniture
and household bits and pieces had been disposed
of one way or another, and Matthew prepared to
leave London much as he had arrived nearly six
years  previously, with  a  few  boxes  of  books  and
CDs, his beloved swivel chair and a bright rag-rug
that was one of the first things he’d bought when
he arrived.  After  much  persuasion  from Helena,
Graham had agreed to let Matthew store his boxes
in  their  loft  with  his  uncollected  records,  but  he
had  drawn  the  line  at  the  chair  which  would
detract from their carefully chosen furnishings, and
Helena had arranged for Matthew to deposit that
in her old bedroom at her mum’s house, knowing
that  if  Matthew was  involved her  mum wouldn’t
object.

Matthew  hired  a  small  van  to  drive  his
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belongings  northwards,  and  as  he  left  London
behind he had a feeling he wouldn’t be back for a
long  while  if  he  could  help  it.  He  had  tea  with
Helena at her mum’s house and was duly fussed
over  by  Mrs  Robertshaw,  then  stayed  overnight
with  Helena  and  Graham  so  that  Helena  could
drive  him  to  Manchester  airport  early  the  next
morning.

As she watched Matthew check his suitcase in,
Helena was glad to notice a certain lightness about
him, as though a weight had been lifted from him
when  he’d  left  The  South.  Though  she  couldn’t
bear  to  spend  much  time  with  her  own  mother
these days, and knew Matthew didn’t always get on
with  his  parents,  Helena  somehow  expected  an
extended stay in the family home to work wonders
for Matthew. He hadn’t said how long he planned
on staying out there but she half-wondered if  he
might  take a  tip  from his  parents  and emigrate,
and as she hugged him goodbye at the barrier she
clung a little tighter at the thought that he might
not come back.
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Chapter 41
Return from the brink

Once  Graham had  pointed  out  how much  it
cost to phone a Spanish number, Helena contented
herself with regular letters to Matthew, and scoured
his replies for the sort of clues to his well-being that
the tone of his voice would have given her in an
instant.  He  didn’t  mention  Thomas’s  second
birthday beyond the bare fact that he’d sent a small
parcel  to Louise’s  parents to pass on, not  having
Louise’s new address in Belgium. Helena was glad
she hadn’t had to think of anything to say to him
over the phone about that, though she immediately
felt guilty.

Graham had never  known Matthew well  and
was  largely  indifferent  to  his  fate;  Helena  found
that  attempts to discuss Matthew’s  problems with
her partner were rebuffed, and she began to spend
more  time  with  her  mother  again,  knowing  that
there at least she would find a sympathetic ear. Mrs
Robertshaw  had  also  been  afraid  that  England
would cease to hold any interest  for Matthew, so
she was  delighted when Helena received a  letter
announcing his imminent return.

“Does  he  say  when?”  she  asked,  looking  up
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from her bread-buttering.
“Er,  no,  I  don’t  think  so,”  replied  Helena,

shuffling through the thin pages of airmail paper.
“Not  exactly, anyway, he  says  ‘Given  that  I’m in
serious  danger  of  running  out  of  books  to  read,
and my mum’s stopped patting me on the shoulder
every time she walks past and bringing me cups of
tea, I’d say it was about time I left them in peace’.”

“Nonsense!”  interjected  Mrs  Robertshaw. “No
mother ever wants to be ‘left in peace’ by her only
child.”

“I  know what  he  means though,  mum. Once
you’re  all  adults  sharing a house,  and everybody
has their own routines and ways of doing things…”

“It’s  been years since they left  him over here
while they went gadding off, the least they can do is
look after him at a time like this.”

“He’s  been  there  a  month,  mum,”  began
Helena.

“Poor  lad,  as  if  he  didn’t  have  enough  to
contend  with,  without  his  parents  turning  their
backs on him,” muttered Mrs Robertshaw, savagely
tearing up slices of ham for their sandwiches.

“Mum! No-one’s turning their back on him, he
just thinks it’s about time he dusted himself down
and got on with his life, that’s all.”

Her mother sniffed dismissively and deposited
a plate of sandwiches on the table with a firm clink.

338



“Where’s he going to stay when he comes back?
He doesn’t have any family here now, does he?”

“Not that I know of,” replied Helena. “He’s not
going back to London though, if  that’s  what you
mean;  he  asked  me  to  look  out  for  somewhere
cheap for him to rent. He’s a bit strapped for cash
at the moment, and until he gets a job at least he’ll
probably have to share a house, I should think.”

“With that bedroom empty? You can tell  him
since he’s already moved his chair in, he might as
well follow with the rest of his belongings until he
sorts himself out.”

Helena dutifully passed the message on but was
somewhat  taken  aback  when  Matthew  accepted
with thanks. Then she considered the baking, the
ironing and the general  mothering that Matthew
was sure to get, and his decision was no longer so
surprising. Graham was less than thrilled with this
proposed  arrangement,  being  heartily  sick  of
hearing  about  Matthew  when  his  letters  arrived,
without having to put up with Helena seeing him
on a regular basis as well, but he could hardly tell
Helena’s  mother what  to do with her own spare
bed. It did, however, save him from the possibility
of Helena inviting Matthew to stay with them for a
while, which he wouldn’t have agreed to, but if the
idea was never mentioned they needn’t have a row
about it.
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The Return of the Prodigal Son-substitute was
carefully  prepared  for, and  Helena  was  made  to
redecorate  her  old  bedroom  because  Matthew
could hardly be expected to put up with her faded
floral wallpaper. When she protested that Matthew
would probably be there for no more than a couple
of weeks, her mum said it was about time the place
was  spruced  up  a  bit  anyway, and  Helena  knew
there was no point in any further discussion.

Graham  was  at  work  when  Matthew’s  flight
touched down in Manchester, and Mrs Robertshaw
was  in  her  element,  preparing  a  proper  roast
dinner  to  welcome  Matthew  back  to  where  he
belonged, thus only Helena was there to wait with
nervous anticipation at the airport. She tugged her
jumper  sleeves  over  her  hands  and  chewed  her
thumbnail  like  a  teenager  as  she  watched  the
arrivals board; when she spotted the familiar figure
striding through the barrier  she hurried towards
him, grinning like an idiot.

“Sanity!  Civilisation!”  he  cried,  sweeping
Helena up in a hug and swinging her round. 

“Glad to be back then?” she laughed.
“I was reduced to John Grisham,” he said,  as

though this was explanation enough.
“I like John Grisham; which one was it?”
“Not one you’ll have read; it’s in my case.”
“Oh you’re a love, aren’t you? Come on, Mum’s
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been  up  since  the  crack  of  dawn peeling  spuds,
we’d better not be late for tea.”

#

When Matthew returned from Spain, Graham
had been an Area Manager for three weeks,  and
Helena had already begun to notice the difference,
with later returns home and fewer evening meals
eaten together at the table. She had known that the
promotion would inevitably mean some disruption
as Graham spent time travelling around the region,
but the salary increase seemed to make up for it,
and  now  that  Matthew  was  back  it  meant  they
could  catch  up  without  her  sacrificing  any  time
with Graham. Helena fell into the habit of calling at
her mum’s house on the way home, when she knew
Graham would be late.

“Hello!”  she  called  as  she  arrived  home  one
evening, having been surprised to find Graham’s
car already in the driveway.

“Oh,  you’re  back,  are  you?”  said  Graham,
emerging  from  the  bedroom  with  his  shirt
unbuttoned.

“I thought you weren’t getting home till eight,”
said Helena brightly.

“And  where  have  you  been,  as  if  I  didn’t
know?”
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“Well  of  course  you  know,”  she  said  with  a
frown, hanging up her coat. “I’ve been at Mum’s.”

“What an attentive daughter you’ve turned into
lately,” he commented.

“Look, I haven’t been able to see Matthew on a
regular basis for six years, of course I’m going to
want to catch up with him, he’s my best friend.”

“And what about me? Aren’t we supposed to be
friends?”

“Of course we’re…”
“And yet you’re  not  here to greet me after  a

hard day at work,” he interrupted. “No dinner in
the oven, no…”

“Of all the sexist…When was the last time you
made my dinner  when  I  was  working  late?  And
anyway you usually  have  something  to  eat  while
you’re out.”

“That’s not the point.”
“No, it wouldn’t be. God, Matth…er, Graham,

I…”
Graham  turned  away,  laughing  humourlessly

and shaking his head.
“Oh  come  on,  it  was  a  slip  of  the  tongue,”

protested Helena, “I’ve just been speaking to him
for an hour and a half. Graham!”

Graham stopped and turned to face her. “I’m
going in the shower. Don’t bother making me any
dinner, I think I’ll phone for a takeaway.”
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Chapter 42
Career opportunities

Matthew hadn’t  been back for long before he
realised that not much had changed: if he wanted
an  accounting  job  he’d  have  to  return  to  the
commercial  world unless  he could find a post  in
local  government  like  the  one  he’d  given up six
years earlier. Not wanting to outstay his  welcome
with  Helena’s  mum,  and  in  some  ways  looking
forward to having his own space in a way that he
hadn’t had since he joined Louise in London, he
began to look for somewhere to rent.

One of the things that hadn’t changed was the
price difference between London and the North,
and Matthew quickly found that if he wanted to he
could buy a modest house instead, as soon as he
secured  a  job.  By  the  end  of  November  he  was
working less than half a mile from the site of his
first  job,  where  Helena  still  worked,  and  by  his
birthday  at  the  start  of  March  he’d  moved  to  a
small terraced house a few streets away from the
one he’d shared with Helena.

Since  Graham  was  having  one  of  his
increasingly frequent overnight stays in one of the
far-flung corners of the region on the evening of
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Matthew’s  birthday,  there  was  nothing  to  stop
Helena  from  meeting  Matthew  after  work  and
walking home with him, picking up a bottle of wine
and a takeaway on the way.

“I feel like I should be able to run upstairs and
put  my  slippers  on,  every  time  I  come  here,”
laughed Helena as Matthew closed the front door
behind them. “It’s so much like our old place.”

“Slightly better decor.”
“Slightly,”  said  Helena,  eyeing  the  peeling

paper  near  the  ceiling,  and  the  brown-painted
bannister.

“And of course it’s only got one bedroom.”
“Well,  yes,”  agreed Helena, carrying the food

through to the kitchen. “But it’s a lot bigger than
either of our rooms were; you can fit a double bed
in for a start.”

“That’s  a  relief,”  said  Matthew.  “You  know,
what with my active love-life.”

Helena  tutted.  “You’re  barely  divorced,
Matthew,  give  it  time,  you’ll  pick  yourself  up
again.”

The  conversation  turned  to  more  important
matters like food, and who was going to wash up,
and  Matthew’s  birthday  tea  progressed  in  lively
fashion until  the last  beansprout had been eaten,
and most of the bottle of wine had been drunk.

“I  should  make  some  tea,”  said  Helena,  not
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making any moves in that direction.
“I’ll do it in a minute.”
“No you won’t, it’s your birthday.”
“Some birthday,” grumbled Matthew.
“Cheers.”
“No,  it’s  been  nice  having  you  round,  but  it

doesn’t change things, does it? I can’t believe I’m
thirty-three, I’m on my own and I’m living round
here. I thought I was doing alright for myself, for a
while, but I seem to have regressed lately.”

“You’ve  got  a  good  job,”  suggested  Helena,
trying to focus on the positive.

“Ha! Do you know how much of my salary goes
on  maintenance?  Maintenance,  as  if  I’d  deserted
her and left her struggling on a low wage. Can you
believe it? She walks out, takes my son away from
me,  and  I  have  to  pay  her  for  the  privilege.
‘Thanks  for  ruining  my  life,  Louise:  have  some
money, you can buy him some toys  I’ll  never be
able to watch him play with’.”

Matthew sounded close to tears; Helena could
think of nothing to say, she knew there was no way
to  comfort  him,  and  settled  for  getting  up  and
rubbing  his  sleeve  ineffectually  on  the  way  past.
“Maybe when he’s older…” she began as she filled
the kettle.

“Don’t  bother;  I  wouldn’t  expect  you  to
understand, you’ve never had kids.”
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“Not yet I haven’t…”
“Not  yet?  And what  would  Graham say if  he

heard you say  that?”  Matthew was  grinning,  but
Helena could see how watery his eyes were.

“He’ll come round to it eventually, he just isn’t
ready for a change of lifestyle yet.”

“Probably  still  thinks  he’s  too  young  to  be
settling down.”

For the next few weeks Helena couldn’t seem to
track Matthew down, he rarely answered his phone
and when he did, he claimed to be too busy to meet
up.  Eventually  she  took  to  walking  slowly  past
Matthew’s  workplace  around  five  o’clock  in  the
hope that she might catch him. A few days of this
paid  off,  and  she  dashed  across  the  road  to
intercept him.

“What are you doing over this end of town?” he
asked.

“Oh,  you  know,  I  needed  to  go  to…”  She
glanced up the street and said: “Boots.”

Matthew raised an eyebrow and she shrugged
and continued: “I haven’t seen you lately.”

“Have your people call my people and we’ll do
lunch sometime.”

“Do people still say that?” laughed Helena.
“I just did,” he pointed out, and walked off with

a wave and a grin. She smiled as she watched him
walk down the street,  but she was worried about
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how much effort had been behind that grin, and
she wished she could run after him and make him
talk to her.

That  weekend,  whether  prompted  by  her
ambush  or  following  some  timetable  of  his  own,
Matthew rang to ask if she was doing much. She
wasn’t; Graham was out playing badminton, a sport
she’d been keen to join him in, but he had insisted
that badminton was the new golf, and it would be
on the badminton court with his senior colleagues
that  he  negotiated  his  next  promotion.  Helena
wasn’t  sure  she  cared about  his  next  promotion,
given that she’d hardly seen him since the last one,
but she knew better than to press the point.

She arrived at Matthew’s house unsure what to
expect; she even wondered for a moment if he’d
been  to  Brussels  and  kidnapped  Thomas,  he’d
been in such an odd mood. When he answered the
door he seemed full of nervous excitement, but he
also seemed to be alone in the house, and Helena
thought that if he was only in the planning stage
she could probably still divert him, or maybe even
call the police for his own sake.

“So, what is it you’ve been busy with these last
few weeks?” she asked once she was settled in the
bean bag with a mug of tea. “Not buying furniture,
obviously.”

“Material  possessions  aren’t  everything,
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Helena,” he admonished with a trace of his old self.
“Don’t tell me you’re thinking of chucking it all

in  and becoming a  monk.”  She  wasn’t  sure  how
serious she was; she wouldn’t put much past him.

“Not quite, but close.”
There  was  a  pause,  which  Matthew  clearly

wasn’t going to fill.
“Well come on, you can’t just say that and leave

it there.”
“Oh I’m sure I can. Bourbon?”
She  ignored the  proffered biscuit  packet  and

groaned  with  curiosity  and  frustration.  Matthew
laughed, and swivelled his chair from side to side.

“Go on then, seeing as it’s you…I’m going back
to university in September.”

“You’re what? Where?”
“Don’t worry, I’m not moving away again, I can

commute from here.”
While that was a great relief to Helena, she still

thought it was madness.
“Why on earth would you want to give  up a

good job and go be a student again at your age? I
thought  you  were  complaining  about  regressing:
what do you call this?”

“Maybe  I  should  have  a  quiet  word  with
Graham;  you’ve  already  got  the  Mum  lines
rehearsed, if you had kids you wouldn’t have to use
them all on me.”
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Even  at  the  end  of  a  long  afternoon’s
discussion, Helena wasn’t convinced Matthew was
doing the right thing, but she had got the feeling it
would help him make a complete break so she was
willing  to  go  along  with  it.  For  reasons  Helena
would never comprehend, Matthew had decided to
train as a maths teacher; his  mortgage was small
and he’d been saving as much as possible, so with
the grant he’d get he should be able to manage for
a year if  he was careful.  It  seemed that he’d still
have to give Louise a percentage, but considering
her  salary  he  didn’t  think  Thomas  would  suffer
from  the  decrease,  and  the  thought  of  Louise’s
annoyance was quite gratifying to both Helena and
Matthew,  though  Helena  said  nothing.  The
prospect of change, and of doing something which
he thought of as far more worthwhile than being a
corporate  accountant,  was  already  brightening
Matthew’s outlook, and for that alone Helena was
willing  to  be  supportive.  She  decided  not  to
mention Matthew’s  plans  to Graham though, she
didn’t need to hear him to know exactly what snide
comments he’d make.
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Chapter 43
Learning curve

Helena felt bad about leaving Matthew on his
own  for  Thomas’s  third  birthday,  but  she  and
Graham  spent  the  first  half  of  August  in  the
Seychelles. Helena enjoyed the break from routine,
but Graham was irritable after a few days, fretting
about work and worrying about how his colleagues
would cope in his absence. She tried coaxing him
into the holiday spirit but gave up after a while and
spent  the  rest  of  the  fortnight  reading  on  the
beach,  wondering  how  nervous  Matthew  was
getting  about  finishing  work  at  the  end  of  the
month.

Mrs  Robertshaw  had  immediately  been  on
Matthew’s side over his change of career. Of course
she knew he’d be a brilliant teacher, and while she
didn’t  quite  say  she  disapproved  of  Helena’s
outlook on life, she did say there was more to life
than  money  and  so-called  success.  A  couple  of
weeks  before  his  course  began,  she  solemnly
presented  Matthew  with  a  new  Parker  pen,
engraved with his name in case he mislaid it in a
lecture.  Between Helena and her mum, Matthew
was  being  fussed  over  enough  to  drive  him  to
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distraction  if  he  hadn’t  been  in  such  a  buoyant,
optimistic mood. He half-expected one or both of
them to turn up at six o’clock on his first morning,
to make sure he was wearing clean socks and had
plenty of sandwiches with him.

The PGCE course seemed to attract a greater
number  of  mature  students  than  he  imagined
would be on most other courses, so he didn’t feel as
old and out of place as he’d feared he might, and
in fact wasn’t the oldest by a long way. University
seemed  to  have  changed  quite  a  bit  since  his
previous  student  days,  and  teacher  training  was
very different from his undergraduate degree, with
longer hours, and placements in schools. Although
he  began  by  comparing  everything  to  his  past
experience,  he  soon  thought  of  it  as  something
entirely new and settled down to hard work with a
certain amount of satisfaction.

Helena  knew  Matthew  was  getting  back  to
normal when he started talking about women he’d
met, though he wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as he’d
once  been.  In  late  November  Helena  began
Christmas  shopping,  and  though  Matthew  had
already  informed  everyone  he  couldn’t  afford
presents this year, he decided to meet Helena for a
drink one Saturday afternoon to give her a break
from  the  shops,  and  he  insisted  on  buying  the
drinks so he could take advantage of the student
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discount.
“So this  woman came and sat  next  to you…”

prompted  Helena  as  they  sat  down  in  the  new
bookshop coffee bar.

“Yes,  she  asked  me  what  I  was  reading  and
when  I  said  Robert  Rankin,  she  said  ‘Oh  I  like
him’,  which  made  me  take  a  bit  more  notice,
because no-one’s ever even heard of him.”

“I have,” Helena interjected.
“Yes but only because of me,” Matthew pointed

out. “Anyway it turned out she was thinking of Ian
Rankin,  who writes Scottish crime novels.  So not
only did she not like the author I was talking about,
but she can’t even get the name of an author she
does like right.” He gave a quiet tut and a shake of
the head, which made Helena smile.

“Is  it  the  glasses  that  have  made  you  so
intellectual,  or  were  you  always  like  this?”  she
asked.

Matthew grinned and pushed his  new glasses
firmly onto the bridge of his nose with a forefinger.
“They do add a certain something, don’t they?”

“Oh yes,  very sophisticated.  Anyway, I take it
the conversation ended there?”

Matthew  grimaced.  “I’m  meeting  her  for  a
drink later.”

“What happened to standards?”
“I’m not sure I can afford to be choosy these

352



days.”
“Oh for heaven’s sake, a young and handsome

man like you?” she said, a little tongue in cheek,
but it cheered Matthew up.

“Young, handsome, divorced and penniless,” he
said with a smile.

“But well-read.”
“Hmm. Maybe I’ll ring her and say I’ve come

down with something contagious.”
Helena  called  in  at  her  mum’s  on  the  way

home, partly to gossip about Matthew and partly to
pass  on  a  couple  of  things  she’d  bought  at  her
mum’s request. She was showing her a shirt she’d
bought  Graham  for  Christmas  when  Mrs
Robertshaw said:

“I’ll need to get the turkey ordered this week;
you are coming for Christmas dinner, aren’t you?”

“Oh no Mum, we couldn’t…”
“Are you or aren’t you? Matthew is.”
“Is he?” asked Helena, surprised.
“Well we had a lovely Christmas last year when

he was living here; he kept an eye on the dinner
while I went to church then we watched three films
and we played pontoon for after dinner mints.”

“Oh,”  said  Helena,  somewhat  put  out.  “I
thought you might be coming to us this year.”

“And have your Graham looking at  his  watch
every half hour, too polite to tell me it’s about time
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I left?”
“I’m sure he never…”
“If  you  come  here  you  can  leave  whenever

you’re tired of me. And I can keep my slippers on
all day, and I can have my carrots done just the way
I like them.”

Helena wasn’t  sure  what  was  wrong with  the
way she cooked carrots but she thought it best not
to ask, and said she’d check with Graham but yes,
probably  they  would  come  over  for  Christmas
dinner. If nothing else, it prevented the argument
she’d  been  anticipating  if  she  suggested  having
Matthew over for Christmas to save him being on
his own. It made her think of the time she’d asked
her dad if Matthew could join them at Christmas,
and  she  was  glad  her  mum  wouldn’t  be  alone,
whatever she and Graham did.

Graham reluctantly agreed to Christmas dinner
with  Helena’s  mum;  he  didn’t  like  the  fact  that
Matthew would be there, and he wondered if Mrs
Robertshaw was doing it deliberately, as it was clear
she’d  never  been  keen  on  him.  Helena  seemed
excited that they’d all be together, and he let her
be;  at  least  she  didn’t  seem to  have noticed that
Graham  hadn’t  mentioned  the  usual  Christmas
drinks party with his friends from work.

#
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Helena watched Graham sitting at her mother’s
kitchen table with his chair pushed slightly back, as
though he was deliberately distancing himself from
them. She wondered if it was just that he was the
only one of them who had never called this house
‘home’,  or  whether  he  really  looked  down  on
Helena’s  background as  he sometimes seemed to
do. She had an idea that was why he hadn’t taken
her to his Christmas drinks this year, not wanting
to remind those who might promote him that his
partner had a strong accent and didn’t know much
about wine.

“Earth to Helena,” repeated Matthew.
“Sorry?”
“You’ve  been  half-asleep  all  day.  There’s

nothing you want to tell me, is there?” asked her
mum,  looking  pointedly  at  Helena’s  billowing
blouse.

“Oh,  good  grief!  No  mother,  I  am  not
pregnant.”

Graham shifted uncomfortably in his chair and
said: “Matthew was asking if you wanted another
helping of pudding.”

Helena  and  Matthew  shared  the  rest  of  the
pudding  into  their  respective  dishes,  fighting  for
the  last  scrapings  of  brandy  sauce  with  childish
glee.
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“Are  you  doing  anything  nice  for  the  new
year?” Mrs Robertshaw asked her de facto son-in-
law.

“Yes, Helena and I are going to a big event in
York; I managed to get a couple of tickets through
work. It should be an impressive evening.”

“It’s  a  new century  I  suppose,  you’ll  not  see
another of those. I certainly shan’t.”

“A new millennium, in fact,” Graham pointed
out.

“Although you could argue that’s not till  next
year,” said Matthew, smiling pleasantly at Graham’s
frown across the table.

“What are you up to, Matthew?” asked Helena,
licking  her  spoon  clean  as  she  would  never  do
anywhere outside this house.

Matthew shrugged. 
“Are you just watching it all on the telly, love?”

asked Mrs Robertshaw, before remembering: “Oh
no, you’ve not got one at the moment, have you?”

“Nope. And I can’t say I miss it.”
“I hardly think the price of a year's television

licence can make much difference to your budget,”
began  Graham,  but  Helena  had  heard  this
argument several times already and didn’t want to
hear it again.

“Why don’t you come out with us, Matthew?”
was, unfortunately, the first thing that came to her
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as a diversionary tactic. “Graham can get another
ticket, can’t you?”

Matthew  considered  anything  Graham  would
view  as  ‘an  impressive  evening’  something  best
avoided, and wasn’t sure he could be bothered to
go to York, but the sheer petulance displayed by
Graham  at  this  suggestion  decided  him,  and  he
accepted with thanks.
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Chapter 44
And then there were two

Helena spent her lunch-break renewing the TV
licence,  buying  tights,  and  running  other  dull
errands, but she was happy to be out in the Spring
sunshine for a change, instead of behind her desk.
As she cut across the floral gardens on the way back
to work she saw Graham in the distance, walking
towards  a  woman sitting  on a  bench by  the  war
memorial.  Helena had been about to rush across
the gravel to surprise him, but now she hesitated. It
certainly looked like Graham, but he was quite a
way away and she could only see him from behind.
She  watched  the  man  reach  out  a  hand  as  the
clearly  pregnant  woman levered herself  up from
the bench and joined him in his  walk across  the
gardens, her arm around his waist.  Helena could
feel  her  face  beginning  to  flush;  what  an
embarrassing  situation  she  would  have  found
herself  in  if  she’d  sprinted  over  to  a  complete
stranger meeting his pregnant wife for lunch, and
flung her arms round him.

Standing at the hob that evening, stirring a pan
of  pasta  sauce,  Helena  remembered  her  narrow
escape and thought about beefing it up and telling
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it to Graham as a funny story to try and lighten the
air. She could feel his brooding presence hunched
over  the  dining  table,  reading  the  paper  and
sipping his second glass of red wine. He’d been like
this for a few weeks and Helena had never quite
found  a  way  to  ask  if  the  promotion  he’d  been
talking about had passed him by.

“You’ll  never guess  what  I  nearly  did today,”
she  began.  Graham  gave  a  noncommittal  grunt.
“I’d been to the post office, you know, the one on
the  square,  so  I  thought  I’d  cut  through  the
gardens…”

She told him her anecdote, exaggerating how
close she’d come to swooping on the poor man and
showering him with kisses, and punctuating it with
her own laughter to make up for the lack of any
emanating from Graham.

“So I  think I’ll  have to get  you one of  those
fluorescent waistcoat things, with Graham printed
on the back, just so I can tell it’s you.” She waited
for  some  kind  of  response,  didn’t  get  any,  and
turned round to admonish him for not listening.

“Graham? What’s wrong?” She looked around
helplessly, not knowing what she expected to see,
but Graham looked distinctly perturbed.

“It was me.”
“What?”  floundered  Helena,  not  quite

following. “What was you?”
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“Today. This  lunchtime.  It  wasn’t  some bloke
who looked like me from the back, it was me.”

Helena  stared  at  him,  the  wooden  spoon
upraised in her hand, her pan of sauce forgotten.

“Elaine’s  been saying she wants it  to be more
permanent,  now  she’s  pregnant,”  he  continued,
looking  down  at  his  hands  spread  on  the
newspaper. “I hadn’t thought of a way to tell you
yet.”

Helena could only stand and stare, the words
wouldn’t even form in her mind let alone get past
her  frozen  lips.  A  slow  trickle  of  sauce  slithered
down the spoon onto her fist. Graham rose with a
scrape of  chairleg on floortile,  and left  the room
without looking at her.

“Graham!” she screamed, as she heard the front
door open, but it slammed again and the engine of
his sports car began to rev before she’d managed to
stagger across to the doorway, blinded by unshed
tears. She collapsed onto Graham’s chair and gazed
across  the hallway towards  the front  door  as  the
tears began to flow.

How long she’d been sitting there she couldn’t
have said, but when the fridge hum changed pitch,
it made her jump. The sauce was drying out and
burning onto the bottom of the pan, and she got
up and turned the heat off with disgust. She was no
longer hungry.
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Within  half  an  hour,  Matthew  was  in  the
hallway enveloping Helena in a warm hug, having
answered her  tearful  summons  on the  phone by
calling a taxi rather than waiting for an infrequent
bus. At first he’d thought Graham was dead, it was
only once he’d arrived at the house that he fully
understood  what  had  happened.  Although  he
could  empathise,  having  experienced  the
breakdown  of  his  own  marriage,  Louise’s
departure had come as less of a shock in a sense,
there had been warning signs for a long time. More
importantly,  Louise  had  never  been  unfaithful  -
she’d barely had time for one lover, let alone two -
and  Matthew  could  only  begin  to  imagine  how
Helena must feel, realising there had been months
of deceit. Matthew was shocked as well as furious;
he’d considered Graham and Helena to be in it for
life, hardly The Last of the Great Romantics, but
solid nonetheless. To think that Graham had been
seeing another woman for so long made Matthew
wonder whether anything was truly permanent.

Sometime  after  midnight,  when  Helena  had
lapsed into snuffling silence on the sofa, Matthew
went to rinse out their mugs and hunt through the
cupboards  for  an  easy  snack.  From  the  kitchen-
dining  level  he  could  look  down  on  Helena’s
outwardly peaceful form curled amid cushions; he
had  an  idea  he’d  felt  this  fiercely  protective  of
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Louise, once upon a time, which made him smile to
himself,  however bitterly. A  car  pulled up in the
drive,  and  Helena  sat  upright  with  a  look  of
pathetic eagerness.

“He’s back,” she said simply.
“He’s  probably  forgotten  his  work  keys.  Stay

there, I’ll go see him.”
“But Matthew, he might have reconsidered…”
“But he’d still have been having an affair, he’d

still  have  got  another  woman  pregnant,”  he
pointed out. “Just sit still and hold onto your self-
respect.”

Matthew left the room as a key rattled quietly in
the  front  door.  Helena  hugged  a  cushion  and
pouted,  annoyed  at  Matthew’s  interference  even
though she saw his point. It didn’t occur to her to
defy him.

Graham started when he opened the door and
found Matthew, arms folded sternly, guarding the
entrance like a stone lion.

“Didn’t  waste  your  time,  did  you?”  sneered
Graham,  who’d  clearly  been  drinking.  Perturbed
by  Matthew’s  watchful  silence,  he  continued:  “I
thought she’d be asleep by now.”

“Oddly  enough  she’s  a  bit  upset,”  replied
Matthew coldly.

“So I see you’ve rushed to comfort her.”
“I  know  how  it  feels  to  have  your  world

362



suddenly crumble.”
“Don’t I just know it; she talked about nothing

else for months. She’s only got herself to blame for
this.”

“Just get what you came for and get out,” said
Matthew,  hoping  Helena  wasn’t  listening,  but
knowing  she  would  be  holding  her  breath,
straining to catch every word.

“This  is  my  house,”  Graham  reminded  him,
drawing himself up.

“And you chose to leave it this evening.”
With a grunt of disgust Graham moved away

and began to collect up his belongings. He didn’t
seem to notice Helena when he rushed past  her,
and she shrank into the sofa, wanting to grab him
and  beg  him  to  stay,  knowing  that  she’d  hate
herself if she did. Not to mention how disappointed
in her Matthew would be.

A quarter of an hour later Graham was gone,
with  a  slam  of  the  front  door  and  a  screech  of
expensive  tyres.  Matthew was  relieved there  had
been no serious confrontation.

“What am I going to say to my mum?” moaned
Helena. 

“She’ll probably say it’s only what she expected,
she never did like him,” said Matthew with a smile.
“Or something cryptic,  like ‘Well,  his mother was
from Rotherham’.”
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Helena began to laugh, then gradually lapsed
into sobbing, or more accurately a hybrid mixture
of the two.
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Chapter 45
Old flames

“Thirty-three must just be a rubbish birthday,”
said Helena.

“I  don’t  think  it’s  universal,  it’s  just  you and
me,”  replied  Matthew.  “Or  was  that  the  wrong
thing to say?”

Helena  gave  a  half-hearted  snort  and  sipped
her tea morosely. Since Graham had left she’d been
spending as much time as possible out of the house,
and she particularly hadn’t wanted to be there on
her birthday.

“Now then,  who wants  cake?”  asked Helena’s
mum as she returned to her living room. “Look at
the pair of you - has somebody died?”

“Just Helena’s spirit, I think.”
“I feel old and abandoned and useless,” Helena

complained.  “Thirty-three  and  I  haven’t  done
anything yet, and I’m on my own, and…”

“Oh,  hark  at  her!”  Mrs  Robertshaw
interrupted. “Thirty-three’s no age at all, I’d only
just had you when I was that age, and I’d never
been abroad and we were still  living with Frank’s
parents. Any age is what you make it; you want to
frame yourself, madam. It’s all this fancy living that
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does for you.” She turned to Matthew: “And don’t
you go encouraging her, she’ll just wallow. Did you
want cake or have I made it for the fun of it?”

“Just a small slice,” said Matthew with a laugh.
“Better  give  Helena  a  huge  slab.”  He  laughed
again as Helena stuck her tongue out.

“I hate to say this,” began Helena as her mum
disappeared to fetch their cake, “But she’s probably
right.  Once  the  house  has  finally  sold  and  I've
moved somewhere else I’ll probably feel better. It’s
just a constant reminder at the moment.”

“Move back here for a bit while you're waiting,”
suggested  Matthew  with  as  straight  a  face  as  he
could muster. Helena didn’t even dignify it with an
answer.

A short while later, Helena’s troubles seemed to
be easing: someone had made a reasonable  offer
for  her  house,  she’d  found  a  three-bedroomed
terrace with a sheltered back garden, and all  the
legal proceedings were underway. She should have
been much happier, but  as  Matthew pointed out
when she called in to see him on her way home
from work, she wasn’t acting like it.

“Maybe you need a complete break, not just a
new house,” he suggested.

“What, you mean I could be a teacher too? No
thanks.”

“You  don’t  need  to  be  that  extreme  but  you
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could  get  a  new  job,  you’ve  been  there  nearly
twelve years.”

“Have I? Oh God, so I have. Matthew that’s so
depressing.”

“Do you want some of this to cheer you up?” he
asked, opening the oven door. “I’ve made enough
for  two,  I  was  going  to  have  half  for  lunch
tomorrow.”

“No you’re alright, I wouldn’t want to…” She
broke off as the smell hit her and transported her
to  another  postgrad  student’s  kitchen,  nearby  in
space if not in time. “Is that lentil and mushroom
bake?”

“Oh, yes, I hadn’t thought about that. They’re
chopped quite fine, you’d have a job picking them
out.”

“At least you know I don’t like them.”
“Course  I  do,”  said  Matthew  with  a  frown.

“You’re off then, are you?”
“I’ll let you eat in peace,” she said, and hurried

out to her car.
The following morning as she flicked through

the  paper,  rushing  through  her  cold  toast  and
lukewarm  tea  before  she  left  for  work,  a  name
caught her eye and she stopped. She wondered if it
was some sort of sign, and if so, what it was a sign
of.  Probably  a  sign  that  she  was  cracking  up:
Matthew was happier buying cheap veg than cheap
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meat,  so  it  wasn’t  surprising  that  he’d  cook  the
same vegetarian meals as Keith sometimes now that
money  was  tight,  and  as  for  the  newspaper, she
wouldn’t have read the article unless she’d noticed
Keith’s name, and she must have noticed it because
she’d  thought  of  him  last  night.  She  folded  the
paper, finished her tea and left the house, but she
couldn’t quite dismiss the coincidence.

By mid-morning Helena was finding it hard to
concentrate, so for peace of mind she decided to do
something about it.  She found the staff  directory
on the LSE website,  typed ‘Ridgeden, Keith’  and
clicked the  Search  button.  A  few seconds  later  it
threw  up  his  office  phone  number  and  e-mail
address. She could just e-mail him, tell him she saw
him quoted in the paper and wanted to say hi, but
he might not reply and then she’d keep thinking
about it.

She felt more nervous than she’d expected to,
as she listened to the phone ring out three times,
four … “Keith Ridgeden.”

He sounded hassled, like he’d been disturbed
from  something  important,  and  Helena  had  to
swallow  twice  before  she  could  be  confident  of
sounding reasonably normal.

“Keith? It’s Helena, Helena Robertshaw.”
“Oh  God,  Helena!  How  are  you  these  days?

God, I haven’t heard from you in years.”
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He sounded pleased, relaxed, and Helena was
relieved that he didn’t seem to have forgotten her.

“Is everything OK? I mean it’s  lovely to hear
your voice after all this time, but it’s a bit sudden.”

“Oh,  I  saw you quoted in the  Telegraph this
morning and it got me wondering about you, you
know.  I’m  fine  though,  really.  What  about  you?
What  have  you  been  up  to,  except  giving  your
considered opinions to the press?”

He laughed, and it made Helena smile to hear
that laugh again, brought back floods of memories
and a faint prickle of emotion at the corners of her
eyes.

“Well,  they’ve  got  to  have  a  quote  from
someone, it sounds good if they can stick a ‘D’ ‘R’
in front. Anyway, what have I been up to? Well, I’ve
been married for about eight years now: Elizabeth
works for Greenpeace.”

Helena  put  the  first  name  and  the  surname
together,  and  came  up  with  a  prominent
Greenpeace campaign manager.

“I suppose I should’ve guessed, really. I’ve seen
her on TV, I think.”

“Yes, she’s the real rentagob round here.”
He laughed again, and Helena wondered why

on earth she’d phoned him.
“What else? We’ve got a little girl of five, and a

boy who’s  just  coming up to fifteen months.  You
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know what I’m doing for a living, so that probably
about covers it. What have you been up to? Are you
married?”

Another stab of emotion: no, no husband, no
children, nothing much to report on the life front.

“No, I’m not married. I did have a partner, but
he had an affair and he’s moved in with her now.”

She wasn’t sure why she’d said that. Bitterness,
probably:  the  wound was  still  fresh  and Graham
was  often  lurking  just  below  the  surface  of  her
thoughts.

“Matthew’s  …You  never  met  Matthew,  did
you?”

“Doesn’t ring a bell. Who’s Matthew?”
“He  was  a  guy  I  worked with  when  I  was  a

graduate trainee, he’s nice, you’d like him.”
She realised how much Matthew had changed

over the years:  she genuinely believed that if  she
introduced  Keith  to  him  now  they’d  get  on
brilliantly,  but  back  in  1988  when  she  first  met
Matthew and was about to leave Keith, she thought
they would have rubbed each other up the wrong
way as soon as they entered the same room, and
had chosen never to chance it.

“Anyway, he’s training to be a teacher now but
you don’t know him, so …I’m still an accountant,
still at the same firm in fact.”

There was a long pause. Helena had exhausted
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her store of things that Keith didn’t really need to
know. She  was  no  longer  in  touch  with  the  few
friends  of  hers  that  Keith  had  known,  and  she
couldn’t think of anything interesting to tell him.

“Anyway, you’re probably really busy, and I’m
at work too, so …”

“It  was  great  to hear  from you.  I  should get
myself quoted in the papers more often, see if I can
dredge up some other old friends.”

Helena laughed insincerely and they said their
goodbyes.  She  felt  dejected  as  she  lowered  the
phone from her ear, though quite what she’d been
expecting from an impromptu conversation with a
man she'd  split  up with  twelve  years  earlier, she
didn’t  know. It  occurred  to  her  that  she  should
have told him that her dad had died, but it was old
news  now  and  it  would  have  been  awkward
accepting his sympathy. Besides, she didn’t want to
add the death of a parent to her pitiful catalogue of
twelve years of nothing.

After  work  she  went  to  Marks  and  Spencer,
bought a meal’s worth of pre-prepared food, and
took it to share with Matthew. He didn’t comment
on how agitated she was, waiting for her to tell him
what was wrong, as he knew she would eventually.

“I spoke to Keith today,” blurted Helena into
the silence after the meal.

Matthew  frowned,  searching  through  his
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memory for any mutual friends named Keith. 
“Keith?” he asked, not coming up with anyone.
“You remember — my boyfriend back when I

first  met  you;  the  peace  protester,”  supplied
Helena, with a certain amusement.

“Oh. Did you just happen to bump into him in
the street?” Matthew was somewhat puzzled as to
why  such  a  thing  had  taken so  long  to  occur, if
Keith was still in the vicinity.

“No, I phoned him,” she said, looking down at
her empty plate  and straightening the  knife  and
fork resting on it.

Matthew  remained  silent,  watching  Helena’s
discomfort.  He  had  no  intention  of  prying,  and
really  it  didn’t  matter  to  him  how  many  ex-
boyfriends she got in touch with, but he wondered
what had prompted her, and if she’d spent all these
years wishing she hadn’t  ditched Keith when she
was twenty-one. Helena continued, still not looking
at Matthew:

“He was quoted in the paper, you know, one of
those expert opinions. Did you see it?” she asked,
looking  up  briefly.  “Oh  no,  you  don’t  read  the
Telegraph, do you? Anyway, he was, and it said he
was at LSE, and I was just wondering…” She tailed
off, apparently mesmerised by her own fingernails
resting on the edge of the table. “Don’t you ever
wonder  what  happened  to  people?  People  who
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used  to  be  part  of  your  life,  then  they’re  not
around anymore and every so often you wonder
what they’re doing, and if they remember you.”

“Yes, I often wonder if my son remembers me,”
said Matthew, matter-of-factly.

Helena looked up at Matthew with such pity on
her face that he grimaced.

“Sorry. Go on, you were wondering what had
happened to Keith,” he said.

“Yes, well, for some completely idiotic reason I
decided to look him up on the university website,
and I phoned him.” She laughed, nervously. “He’s
married,  to  that  Greenpeace  woman,  Elizabeth
Ridgeden. The one that’s always on TV, banging on
about global warming.”

“Ah  yes,”  said  Matthew  with  a  grin,  feeling
lighter  now  he  knew  Keith  was  firmly  out  of
Helena's  nostalgic  reach.  “Have  you  got  yourself
some energy-saving lightbulbs yet?”

“Matthew, if you can be bothered to go round
swopping the bulbs in all my house-lights, and wall-
lights, and my bedside-lamp, and the outside lights,
I  will  gladly  pay for a  houseful  of  your precious
energy-saving bulbs to help you rest easier at night.
I still don’t think it makes a blind bit of difference.”

“OK,  you’re  on,  I’ll  change  them  all  this
weekend. Keith’s married to a greenie…”

“Oh, yes. They’ve got a couple of kids I think
373



he said,” she blustered, losing her thread a little,
and beginning to be annoyed both with Matthew
for  interrupting,  and  herself  for  pouring  all  this
out.  “Anyway  you  never  knew  him  so  I  don’t
suppose it matters. It was a very short conversation,
I couldn’t  think of anything much to say. Shall  I
wash up?”

Matthew watched her as she pushed her chair
back vehemently and stacked the plates and dishes
in front of him with a clatter. If he hadn’t butted in
with  a  less-than-serious  comment  as  usual,  he
might  have  found  out  more  about  how she  was
feeling.  He wished he’d learn that  sometimes it’s
best  just  to  listen;  he  could  hardly  ask  her  now
what she’d felt as she spoke to Keith for the first
time  in  twelve  years,  and  if  she  missed  him
particularly, or was just yearning for a time long-
past. He got up and followed her to the sink.

“I’ll do those, you can see what’s on the radio.”
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Chapter 46
Broadening horizons

Over the following weeks, into the start of June,
Matthew didn’t see Helena and barely spoke to her
on the phone. She was busy getting ready to move,
and Matthew was going on a succession of pointless
dates, trying to make the most of the diversity of
his fellow students before his course finished. None
of it went anywhere; it felt like his heart just wasn’t
in  it  any  more.  The  younger  women  had  vastly
different cultural references and the older ones all
seemed  too  serious,  with  little  or  no  sense  of
humour.  The  old  Matthew  might  have  found
redeeming features, but now it didn’t seem worth
the effort. He was relieved when Helena rang him
and asked him to spend Saturday helping her pack.

He  knocked  on  Helena’s  door  and  tried  the
handle at the same time; it was open so he stepped
inside.

“Hello! Where are you?” he called as he walked
through the kitchen. He hesitated on the steps into
the  living  room  as  he  caught  sight  of  someone
leaning over a box, but then she smiled at him over
her shoulder and he continued.  “That  threw me
for a minute. When did you have that done?”
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“Do you like it?” she smiled, patting her hair,
now with just enough layering on the top to stop it
from being simply cropped. “It kept getting in the
way, I’ve been doing so much cleaning and shifting
boxes and going in the attic and everything. And I
fancied a change. Which is  why I’m handing my
notice in this week as well.”

“Are you? I didn’t know you’d been looking for
a new job.”

“Well, I have and I haven’t.  Sit down and I’ll
make some tea, I want to run something past you.”

“Oh yes, that sounds ominous.”

#

“And how am I supposed to afford that?” asked
Matthew,  reasonably  enough,  as  Helena  finished
explaining her idea.

“Well  it  doesn’t  matter,  I’ll  pay  for  you,  but
don’t you think it’d be a good idea?”

“What? You can’t pay for a month’s travel and
accommodation, that’s ridiculous!”

“Matthew it’s nothing, I’ve been earning plenty,
I’ll hardly notice it. Would you like to go?”

“No. I’m not letting you pay, and I can’t afford
it.”

“Matthew  you  infuriating,  pig-headed…!  You
can pay me back if it makes you feel better, interest-
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free over thirty years, how about that? I’ve wanted
to do this for so long…” She stopped, and changed
tack. “Can’t you think of it as doing me a favour? I
wouldn’t want to go off on my own for a month, I’d
go mad, and I can’t think of anyone better to go
with.” Matthew only frowned, and exhaled loudly.
“What about if I employ you as a bodyguard?”

“What,  like  Kevin  Costner?”  he  smiled  and
raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know, I’ll think about
it.”

Matthew’s  suggestion  that  Helena  needed  a
complete break rather than just a new house had
started her thinking. She had indeed been working
at  the  same  firm  for  almost  twelve  years,  and
though  she’d  tried  to  be  evasive  with  her
colleagues,  her  split  with  Graham  was  now
common knowledge and she wouldn’t be sorry to
leave the gossip behind. With the move lined up
for the end of the month, this seemed like the ideal
time to resign. Mindful of her birthday complaint
that  she  hadn’t  done  anything  yet,  she’d  barely
started looking for a new job before she decided to
wait  a  while  and  take  the  opportunity  to  do
something different. She still wanted to travel, not
to a safe, sandy resort as she had with Graham, and
not  on  her  own  as  she  had  for  her  disastrous
French  holiday,  and  she  wasn’t  just  flattering
Matthew  when  she  said  she  couldn’t  think  of
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anyone better  to go with.  Matthew was well-read
and had a better ear for languages than Helena,
not to mention the fact that he was her best friend;
if she wanted to spend a month exploring Europe,
he seemed like the ideal companion.

“So where were you thinking of going?” asked
Matthew  later  as  he  dusted  framed  prints  and
propped them against the sofa to be wrapped.

“Well, Europe I think. Then I can get about by
train and see a bit of scenery and stuff instead of
just flying somewhere.”

“Europe’s  quite  large,”  Matthew  pointed  out.
“Scandinavia? Mediterranean? Communist bloc?”

“Yes.”
“Which?”
“All of them, if we’ve got time.”
“We’d have time, it just depends how long you

want to stay in one place and which bits you want
to see. We could start with Scandinavia, you can get
a ferry to Norway from Newcastle, can’t you?” He
leaned against the back of the sofa, duster forgotten
in his hand as he started to plan their trip. Helena
hid her smile behind a sheet of newspaper.

#

The  last  weekend  in  June  saw  Helena  in  a
brighter mood than she’d experienced in months.
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Friday had been her last  day at work since she’d
still  had holiday to  take,  and Matthew had gone
with her to the leaving do after work, partly for a
last  farewell  to  the  few  of  his  ex-colleagues  that
remained, but mainly to celebrate the last day of his
PGCE course. Assuming he’d passed everything he
needed to, he would be a teacher come September,
having  tentatively  fixed  up  a  post  at  one  of  his
placement schools. Preparations for the European
odyssey were well in hand, with only a fortnight till
their  embarkation  date,  and  Helena  was  moving
house on Tuesday.

She practically danced round the house in her
dressing  gown,  revelling  in  the  lack  of  painful
memories.  She thought this  might  be  due to the
emptiness, it was certainly hard to tell that this had
been  Graham’s  pride,  the  architect-designed
bungalow  with  the  stylishly  modern  furnishings.
Now it was more like an expensive shed for storing
boxes, almost empty of furniture, which had mostly
been  sold  so  they  could  divide  the  cash  fairly;
Helena thought it sensible to wait until her return
before  buying  replacements.  She  looked  through
the  patio  doors  onto  the  smooth  lawn  and
wondered if she was buying a terraced house with a
modest  back  garden  as  a  deliberate  rejection  of
Graham and all she associated with him, or because
all of this had never really been her. Whatever the
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reason, she’d be out of here in a few days and a
new phase of her life would begin.

Helena didn’t  bother  to  unpack much in  the
new house since she wouldn’t be there long before
she went away. Her mum had promised to look in
every couple of days to check nothing was amiss,
though  Helena  could  tell  that  she  thought  the
whole  trip  was  madness,  never mind leaving her
house  unoccupied  for  a  month  with  everything
neatly stored in easy-to-carry cardboard boxes as a
convenience for burglars. If Matthew hadn’t been
involved Mrs  Robertshaw would  have  been a  lot
more  vocal  on  the  subject,  but  it  was  hard  to
disapprove of the golden boy, and for that Helena
was thankful.

Matthew had  arranged  for  them to  travel  by
train to Newcastle and get the transfer bus to the
ferry  port.  Helena  had  protested,  but  Matthew
pointed  out  that  if  she  couldn’t  manage  to  use
public transport for a short leg of the journey in
England, she wasn’t in a position to cope with the
rest  of  the  month’s  travels,  and  she  gave  in.
Matthew  had  done  a  small  amount  of  travelling
over  the  years,  during  university  vacations,  and
around  Spain  when  he’d  been  staying  with  his
parents, and he had more of an idea than Helena
what to take. Two days before their departure he
sat  on  Helena’s  bedroom floor  beside  her  brand
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new rucksack and eyed her pile of possessions.
“Please tell me those aren’t all to take with you,”

he said, prodding a stack of paperbacks.
“They’re for the train,” she protested.
“I  thought  you  wanted  to  see  the  scenery?

They’re a waste of space and they’re heavy. Take
one, then swop it with someone or leave it behind
somewhere and buy a new one.”

“Leave it behind?”
“Obviously  you  don’t  take  anything  you’re

bothered about. And what’s this?”
“It’s a make-up bag, Matthew.”
“I can see that. It’s huge.”
“I can hardly go a whole month without it, can

I?”
“I’ve seen you without make-up, remember,” he

said,  throwing the  make-up bag  onto the pile  of
books.  “It’s  bad  for  your  skin,  anyway.  What’s
next?”

“You’re  not  going to start  rifling through my
underwear pile now, are you?”

“Not if I can help it,” he grinned. “Have you
got plenty of layers with you?”

Infuriating  as  he  was,  Helena  knew  he  was
trying  to  be  helpful,  and  in  the  end  they  had
everything  packed  to  Matthew’s  satisfaction.  She
could always buy make-up in Norway.
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Chapter 47
Return

In  the  event,  Helena  didn’t  buy  make-up  in
Norway, or  in  Sweden,  Denmark,  Germany, the
Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Austria, Italy or
Spain. Apart from being short on time, spending
no  more  than  a  couple  of  days  in  any  city, she
never missed it.  Nor did she read much, instead
spending the long journeys watching the scenery
and  sharing  childhood  stories  with  Matthew;
Helena  thought  they  talked more  in  that  month
than they had even when they’d shared a house. As
well as learning more about Matthew, Helena also
learned a surprising amount of European history;
Matthew  was  reasonably  well-versed  in  it  but  to
Helena,  who  had  never  had  much  interest  in
history at school and hadn’t picked any up since, he
was  like  a  walking  encyclopedia.  They  spent  the
first  couple  of  days  in  August  with  Matthew’s
parents, to wind down in the sun after the packed
schedule of the preceding weeks, then flew back to
England  reinvigorated  and  ready  for  their
respective new starts.

Surrounded by hundreds of photos, and notes
scribbled  on  napkins  that  had  been  intended  to
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enable  her  to  write  a  travel  journal  when  she
arrived home, Helena contemplated her future in
the new living room still full of untouched boxes.
For  half  a  day  she  thought  about  how  she  had
managed  for  almost  a  month  with  a  handful  of
possessions, and she almost started loading the car
for a trip to a charity shop. Then she realised that
her haphazard packing methods meant that photos
would be packed with kitchen gadgets, old diaries
with cheap paperbacks and ornaments; she would
have to unpack before she could pare down, and
once they were out it would be harder to let things
go. Gradually she acknowledged that life at home
was  not  like  life  on  holiday  -  she  wouldn’t  see
Matthew every day for one thing. However, it was
still  possible  to carry over some lessons from the
European  trip,  and  she  determined  to  think
carefully  about  furnishing  her  new house  — did
she need it or just want it? — as well as about her
career.

While  Helena  was  definitely  not  about  to  go
back  to  university,  and  had  no  desire  to  follow
Matthew into teaching even if teachers did get long
holidays, she did wonder if she needed to go back
to the same old thing. Did she need such a large
salary, such  a  structured  nine-to-five  job?  Would
she be happier with the greater freedom of part-
time work or self-employment? What would she do
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with her freedom if she got it? 

#

By the  time  Christmas  came  around,  Helena
had used some of her free time to make presents
she was more happy to give than the ones she felt
she could afford. Even on her part-time hours she
was  earning  more  than  Matthew  had  when  he
worked for the local council, but she had a bigger
mortgage, a car, and a taste for Marks and Spencer
food, so it was wise to be cautious for a while. Her
job-share was working well, almost replicating her
previous job in condensed form, though she had
further  to  travel.  She  hadn’t  seen  as  much  of
Matthew  as  she’d  imagined  she  would,  thinking
that  her  free  afternoons  and  his  mid-afternoon
finishes  would  give  them  more  opportunity  to
spend time together. She hadn’t  reckoned on the
piles  of  marking,  lesson  preparation,  supervising
after-school  clubs  and  the  sheer  exhaustion.  She
wouldn’t see him for Christmas this year, either, as
he had decided to accept his parents’ invitation; the
invitation had in fact been extended to Helena and
her mum in return for their hospitality to Matthew
in previous years,  but  of  course  Mrs Robertshaw
had  no  desire  to  spend  Christmas  in  a  strange
house  in  a  strange  country, and Helena couldn’t
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leave her on her own.
Matthew  arrived  home  a  few  days  after

Christmas and invited himself to Helena’s for new
year’s  eve,  which  she  was  happy  to  allow.  He
arrived late in the afternoon with a video, a box of
Black  Magic  and  a  bottle  of  pseudo-champagne.
When  Helena  opened  the  door  and  saw  what
looked like the ingredients of a romantic evening
from the dreadful 1980s films she’d spent so much
time  watching,  she  felt  a  confusing  flutter
somewhere inside. The chocolates turned out to be
from Matthew’s parents for them to share, and the
video was 2001: A Space Odyssey.

“You  brought  a  science  fiction  film  round  to
watch?”

“Helena, we’re hours away from 2001; if there
was ever a time to watch this film, that time is now.”

“But  you’ve  seen  it  loads  of  times,  and  I’ve
never wanted to,” she pointed out.

“Not the point at all, and you know it. Have a
choccie.” Matthew proffered the open box.

“OK, I take it we have to watch it at midnight.
There’s plenty of time to enjoy myself first.”

The  intervening  hours  between  Matthew’s
arrival and the start of the midnight film-watching
were  mostly  enjoyable.  They  cooked  and  ate  a
pleasant  meal,  commenting  on  the  eventful  year
they’d both had, and Matthew teased Helena about
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her apparent change in outlook since their summer
trip,  asking  when  she  was  taking  up  organic
vegetable growing and moving to a commune. She
defended herself with a pout, but in reality she was
pleased that Matthew had noticed the change, and
beneath  the  playful  questioning  he  seemed  to
approve. She wasn’t sure why she should seek or
enjoy  Matthew’s  approval,  but  maybe  it  was  a
natural  human need,  and it  wasn’t  as  if  she had
anyone else  around to  fulfil  it.  The  conversation
eventually, after  most  of  a  bottle  of  wine Helena
had  provided  with  dinner,  turned  to  the
momentous date they were facing: Helena might
not  have  seen  the  film  but  2001  had  always
sounded like a pretty futuristic year, even to her.

“I  used  to  think  we’d  all  have  computerised
houses  —  you  know,  all  those  gadgets  like
something  from  the  Ideal  Home  Show,”  giggled
Helena.

“Or like Mon Oncle.”
“Your  uncle’s  got  a  computerised  house?”

Helena was intrigued and slightly puzzled as she
hadn’t thought Matthew had any uncles.

“It’s a film. Never mind.” Matthew smiled and
shook his head.

“Oh. Anyway I used to sit and work out how
old I’d be in different years, and I thought in 2001
I’d be thirty-three, which sounded very grown-up
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then.  I  don’t  think  it  feels  it,  now.  And  I’d  be
married and I’d have children and we’d live in our
computerised  house…I  think  a  long  time  ago  I
thought  I  might  end  up  as  a  primary  school
teacher.”  She  laughed.  “You  don’t  tend  to  think
you’re  going  to  be  a  part-time  accountant  when
you grow up, do you?”

“Not usually, no.”
“What did you think you’d be doing in 2001?”
“Watching the film a lot, probably; I assumed

they’d re-release it at the pictures.”
“Typical.”
Matthew paused to consider for a few moments.

“I can’t remember. I’m willing to bet large sums of
money  it  didn’t  involve  teaching  maths,  being
divorced and having a son whose face I can barely
picture.”

They  sat  in  silence  for  a  while  until  Helena
pointed  out  that  it  was  supposed to  be  a  festive
evening,  and  they  retired  to  the  living  room  to
watch  seasonal  trash  on  TV  to  keep  them from
brooding.

At  five  to  twelve  Matthew  fast-forwarded
through all the pre-film detritus, keeping the video
paused at  the very start  of  2001,  waiting for  the
local  church  clock  to  strike  midnight.  In  the
meantime he prepared himself, Black Magic at the
ready, cushion at the small of his back, feet on the
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sofa with his legs arched over Helena’s lap.
“Oy!” She poked him in the calf. “What’s this?”
“Getting comfy,” he replied with a grin, making

a big deal of settling himself into the cushions.
“I can’t see over your knees.”
“Well move this way a bit.”
If it was anyone else, Helena would have taken

it as a none too subtle seduction, but since it was
only  Matthew,  she  piled  a  couple  of  cushions
against  his  chest  and side and shifted to  a semi-
comfortable position as they heard the start of the
church clock’s  announcement of  midnight  in  the
distance,  and  nearer  at  hand  some  of  Helena’s
neighbours cheering.

“Go  on  then,  press  play,”  said  Helena,  now
looking forward to seeing the film and finding out
why Matthew was so enamoured of it.

“Before  we start,  no chattering;  I  know what
you’re like.”

Helena  looked  up  at  Matthew  and  solemnly
made a zipping motion along her lips, but the film
had barely begun before she broke the silence.

“So  is  this  like  Planet  of  the  Apes?  All  the
monkeys take over in the future?”

“No. Shush.”
“Well what are they doing then?”
“This is way back in the past. If you watched it

quietly you might follow it better.”
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“You can really tell you’re a teacher.”
“Thankfully I don’t have to teach drunk kids.”
“I  am  not  drunk!”  she  protested,  elbowing

Matthew in the stomach as she sat up.
“Fine,  but  you’re  not  having  any  more  fizzy

stuff. Sit down and let me watch the film.”
Helena  pouted,  and  threw  herself  into  the

cushions a little harder than was necessary, causing
Matthew to wince. When she’d stayed silent for ten
minutes, Matthew asked if she was in a mood, then
realised she’d fallen asleep. He extricated his arm
from  underneath  Helena  and  her  cushions  and
rested  it  on  her  shoulders,  then  settled  back  to
enjoy one of his favourite films. What a way to start
a new millennium.
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Chapter 48
Same old mistakes

Early  in the new year  Helena decided it  was
time to start dating again. She couldn’t remember
how dates  happened;  seven  years  ago  she’d  met
Graham  by  shopping  for  electrical  items  in  the
sales, and she doubted that would work twice. Were
there different  rules  for  women in their  thirties?
Had the whole thing changed since she was last in
the market for a new boyfriend? Was she too old to
refer to someone as a boyfriend?

“Matthew, how do I find a man?”
It  was  a  strange  question  to  erupt  from  the

Sunday afternoon silence in Helena’s living room,
but  Matthew  waved  tentatively  and  looked
questioningly over his mug of tea.

“No, I mean a boyfriend. Only probably older
than that.”

She uncurled herself and sat up in the armchair
attentively  while  Matthew  considered  several
responses, all unsuitable.

“Have  you  tried  walking  slowly  around  the
supermarket  with  conspicuous  ready-meals  for
one?”

“Then I’ll just look pathetic.”
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“Well  what  about  the  adverts  in  the  paper?
WLTM GSOH BSc PhD, whatever it is you write in
these things.”

Helena looked aghast. 
“Oh Matthew, that’s even worse.”
He shrugged. “Might be worth a try.”
Turning thirty-four at the end of April finally

jolted her into taking Matthew’s idea seriously. She
could practically hear the ticking of her biological
clock as a real background noise, and she’d had to
stop  buying  glossy  magazines  altogether,  all  the
articles  seemingly  either  directed  at  younger
women or working mothers. For a few weeks she
read scores of ads, deciphering the acronyms and
trying  to  decide  what  characteristics  were
important, what images certain phrases brought to
mind.  Eventually  with  Matthew’s  assistance  she
wrote an advert she was happy with and sent it to
the Yorkshire Post.

Responses  ranged  from  the  laughable  to  the
creepy but after months of one-date disasters, all of
them with Matthew at Helena’s request reading a
book  and sipping  his  way  through a  pint  in  the
corner  of  the  pub  ‘just  in  case’,  Helena  made
progress.  Noel  Cunliffe  was  a  forty-one  year  old
assistant  bank manager, so  recently  divorced you
could  still  see  the  faint  impression of  a  wedding
ring on his finger; as he’d said when Helena’s eyes
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first rested on the band of pale skin, he’d put on
some weight in the last eighteen years and it had
been a lot harder to take the ring off than it had
been to  put  it  on.  He wasn’t  particularly  rich or
exciting,  but  he  made  her  laugh  and  he  didn’t
seem to find it odd that she worked part-time for
no particular reason. Noel had been out of the loop
for quite a while as well, and as a result they had
something  of  an  old-fashioned  and  gradual
courtship,  which  suited  Helena’s  cautious  re-
engagement with the world of relationships.

Noel’s appearance on the scene coincided more
or less with the start of a new school term, which
meant  Helena  could  spend  evenings  with  Noel
without deserting her best friend, but it also meant
that  Matthew was  too  busy  to  spend  much  time
listening to Helena prattle on about her new flame.
She still hadn’t thought of a good word to replace
boyfriend;  Matthew  suggested  beau,  but  Helena
pointed out that they weren’t, thankfully, living in
Gone With the Wind, and also that it didn’t have
quite the same ring in a Yorkshire accent. Mainly to
pacify Helena, though partly from a desire to vet
Noel, who he’d only met briefly, Matthew invited
them both along to a party on the Friday before
bonfire night.

Noel collected first Helena, then Matthew, and
drove them the few miles to Matthew’s colleague’s
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house.  The  door  was  answered  by  a  forty-
something woman dressed in voluminous brightly-
coloured clothes that fit Helena’s mental picture of
an art teacher perfectly. Disappointingly she turned
out to be the sister of Matthew’s colleague Frances,
who was dressed with more sober style when she
joined them a few minutes later.

“Matthew darling,  you  made  it.  Now I  won’t
hug you, I know you don’t like that sort of thing
but you’ll  have to keep an eye on me, I’ve been
testing  the  wine.”  She  winked  at  Matthew  then
beamed at Helena expectantly.

“You did say bring friends, Frances.”
“Indeed I did. Are you going to introduce me?”
“This is Helena…”
“I had a feeling it must be, I’ve heard an awful

lot about you, dear.”
“And Helena’s chap, Noel,” continued Matthew,

gesturing  to  the  quiet,  balding  man  by  Helena’s
elbow.

“Oh. Hello Noel,” said Frances, nodding to him
but looking puzzled. “How terribly open-minded of
you. Let me get you all a glass of wine,” she said,
patting Matthew’s arm as she walked away.

“Is she always like that?” asked Helena, aghast.
“Take no notice, she got it into her head that

you were my…whatever you want to call it at this
age. No amount of explaining gets through to her;
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I’ve given up, to be honest. At least she thinks I’m
spoken for.”

“I  can  see  why  that  would  be  a  relief.  Poor
Noel,  reduced to a bit-part in a menage a trois,”
she  laughed,  grabbing  his  hand.  Noel  smiled
uncomfortably; he didn’t seem cut out for parties
and Matthew wondered why Helena was going out
with someone so dull when he didn’t even have a
flashy car.

#

Noel was staying with family in Scotland over
Christmas, and Helena was happy enough to spend
the day with Matthew at her mum’s but she had
arranged  to  see  Noel  on  New  Year’s  Eve.  They
were only going to Matthew’s local, the pub where
all Helena’s first  dates that year had taken place,
but she was looking forward to seeing the new year
in with a more positive attitude than she had the
year before. She mused on her changed outlook as
she  struggled  through  the  post-Christmas  sales,
and made a mental note to ring Matthew when she
got home and ask what he was doing for new year,
mainly to assuage her guilt at realising she hadn’t
thought  about  that  earlier.  She  was  so  lost  in
thought it took her a moment to realise the man on
the other side of the display unit was Noel.
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“Noel!” she called, trying to move through the
crowd to reach him. She saw his panicked look and
his wedding ring at about the same time, and she
hoped that at least some of the anger and disgust
she felt  showed in her face,  because she couldn’t
think of any suitable words. Of course he blurted
out all the hackneyed old excuses: his wife had lost
interest,  they were only staying together through
convenience and inertia, she’d never made him feel
like  Helena  did.  Helena  wondered  how Graham
had explained her to Elaine, and what they’d said
about her when she wasn’t there. Noel’s torrent of
cliché was halted by a teenage girl waving a shirt at
him from a few racks away: “Dad! Can I have this
one?”

“Hang on sweetheart, this is work - I’ll be with
you  in  a  sec,”  he  called,  then  turned  back  to
Helena. “Look, I’ll ring you later.”

“Don’t bother,” she muttered as she pushed her
way through the surrounding shoppers, desperate
for  fresh  cold  air.  She  was  so  furious  she  was
starting to shake, but by the time she’d dug out her
mobile and asked Matthew to meet her in a pub,
she was having a hard time holding back the tears.

A couple of hours later, Matthew had not only
calmed her down but cheered her up, and she was
feeling much brighter when they left  the pub.  It
was when they neared the junction at which they’d
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have to part  company, and Helena contemplated
the solitary walk in the dark to an empty house that
the misery returned.

“Oh Matthew, why does everyone have to have
affairs?”

“You haven’t, have you?”
“No, I mean men.”
“Not all of us do,” he protested as he put his

arm round her and drew her into a hug.
“Some  of  you  just  have  gigging  buddies.”

Helena sniffed and wiped her face with the back of
her hand, not wanting to dampen Matthew’s lapels.

“Honestly!  Sam  was  a  nice  girl  and  I  liked
spending time with her but we really did just go to
gigs.”

“I believe you Matthew, thousands wouldn’t.”
“I  like spending time with you, doesn’t  mean

there’s  anything  going  on,”  he  retorted,  more
vehemently  than  he’d  intended.  Helena
disengaged herself and set off again slowly, and not
for the first time he cursed his big mouth.

“I’ll see you later, I’d better get off home.”
“What  are  you  doing  at  new  year  now?”  he

asked quickly.
“Dunno.  Is  there  a  sequel  to  the  film  we

watched last year?”
“Can’t  watch  that  for  another  8  years  I’m

afraid, it’s set in 2010.”
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“Oh.” Helena had been joking. “Does it have to
be a year-specific film or can we just get together
anyway?”

“Go  on  then,”  said  Matthew  with  amused
exasperation.  “I  know  you’re  dying  to  make  me
watch You’ve Got Mail or something. You can come
round mine this year.”

“Poor  Matthew,  all  these  years  and  I’m  still
running to you for comfort.” She gave him a tight
hug and a peck on the cheek and he watched her
hurry away round the corner.
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Chapter 49
The end?

To keep things  simple,  Helena didn’t  tell  her
mum about Noel until she went to have lunch with
her on New Year’s Day, and even then she didn’t
tell her he was married, or that she had spent new
year with Matthew instead. All her mum needed to
know  was  that  Helena  wouldn’t  be  seeing  Noel
again. Mrs Robertshaw had never met Noel but it
didn’t stop her from claiming it had been obvious
he wasn’t right for Helena from the start. Helena
was no longer sure what was right for her, but she
knew she’d felt relaxed and content at Matthew’s
the  night  before,  not  minding  his  good-natured
complaints  about  the  film  she’d  taken  round  to
watch, and she’d been worrying all morning about
where that line of reasoning might lead her.

Over lunch the conversation gradually became
a monologue full of her mum’s usual heavy-handed
hints  about  the  wonderful  sons-in-law  of  her
friends at church, and her own advanced age with
relation  to  the  possibility  of  ever  enjoying  the
company of  grandchildren.  Helena  had more  or
less stopped listening by the time she got up from
the  table  to  start  washing  up.  She  had  argued
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herself  round to the view that if sharing a house
with  Matthew  had  worked  before  it  could  work
again, and whereas it was well-known to everyone,
particularly  herself,  that  she’d  never  remotely
considered  the  possibility  of  romantic
entanglement  with  Matthew,  life  without  all  the
complications  of  dating  and  marriage  and
everything that went with that might be better. She
hadn’t considered what Matthew might think about
the idea when her mum broke into her thoughts.

“What’s wrong with Matthew?”
“What?”  She  paused  in  the  act  of  rinsing  a

dinner plate.
“Well, he’s a nice enough lad, you seem to like

him.”
“I  don’t  think  Matthew  falls  under  the  ‘lad’

category any more.”
“That’s what I’m trying to say: you’re neither of

you getting any younger.”
“Matthew and I are just friends, mum.”
“The  rate  you’re  going,  girl,  you  won’t  be

looking  for  anything  more  in  a  husband;  past  a
certain age all  you care about is  whether he can
make  you  laugh,  and  will  he  ever  clean  the
bathroom unbidden.”

Torn  between  laughing  uproariously  and
throwing a wet pint jug across the room, Helena
kept her eyes firmly on the sink full of suds.
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“Mum, will you stop it! I’m not entirely decrepit
yet; I haven’t  started buying beige cardigans and
going to bed at eight o’clock.”

“Just think on, that’s all,” replied her mum, as
she demurely sipped her tea.

Helena  thought  about  it  more  than  she
considered  healthy, then  offered  to  go  over  and
cook  Matthew  dinner  that  Sunday  evening,  the
night before the start of term. She hadn’t been with
him  more  than  a  quarter  of  an  hour  when  she
realised her idea wouldn’t  work; just because she
was  ready  to  give  up  on  romance  didn’t  mean
Matthew was and she didn’t want to deprive him of
that. Despite his constant self-deprecation he had a
lot going for him and at not quite thirty-six was still
plenty young enough to find a wife more worthy of
him than Louise had been.

“Did  you  tell  your  mum about  Noel?”  asked
Matthew as they finished eating.

“I didn’t tell her he was married, she wouldn’t
have shut  up for  a  week.  I  just  told her  he was
unsuitable as a long-term prospect.”

“Isn’t  everyone  unsuitable  in  your  mum’s
eyes?”

“Everyone except you, yes,” laughed Helena.
“Well naturally, but not everyone can be graced

with my charm, good looks, intelligence…”
“Naturally,” interrupted Helena with a smile.
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“Maybe you should marry me, just to keep your
mum happy.”

“She did suggest it,” admitted Helena, getting
up to put the kettle on.

“Did  she?”  laughed  Matthew. “And  what  was
your reply? Or would it just give me a big head?”

“You’ve already got one, haven’t you? I think I
just ignored her.”

“Ah,  that’s  because you can’t  think of  a  good
argument against it.”

“Of course it is Matthew.”
Helena followed Matthew through to the living

room when she’d made the tea, sitting on the sofa
carefully to avoid the stacks of exercise books piled
along  the  top,  balanced  precariously  against  the
wall.  Matthew assured her that they wouldn’t  fall
unless  she  made any sudden movements,  but  he
didn’t  want  to  move  them  because  they  were
supposed  to  remind  him  they  were  still  to  be
marked.

“You  lazy  sod,  you’ve  had  all  holiday!”
exclaimed Helena.

“Yeah, well.”
Helena looked serious and put her hand to her

chest: “Matthew I’m terribly disappointed in you.
How could I ever marry such a slacker?” Then she
grinned, sipped her tea and laughed.

“How indeed?”
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Matthew grinned back at her and felt like his
old  self,  the  self-confidence  welling  up  with  the
thought  that  a  new  year  is  a  time  for  new
beginnings. As she turned away and pointed to the
calendar to ask if it was a photo of Scarborough, he
almost laughed out loud at the golden opportunity
and seized it, entirely forgetting his own advice.

#

“I’ll make another pot,” said Matthew, picking
up Helena’s mug from where it had landed when
the avalanche of books knocked it from her hand.

“No,  I’d  better go when I’ve done this,”  said
Helena, not looking up from the sofa cushion she
was furiously scrubbing at with kitchen roll.

“You don’t have to,” replied Matthew, meaning
she  could  stay  as  long  as  she  liked,  preferably
forever, but  whether  purposefully  or  not  Helena
took it differently.

“It was my tea, the least I can do is wipe it up. I
think your books must’ve been giving you a hint so
I’ll leave you to your marking.”

“What, because they threw themselves into my
line of sight?”

Helena’s suddenly red face told him she knew
fine  well  he’d  knocked them off  the  back of  the
sofa,  and he could only have been attempting to
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put his arm round her.
“You need an early night, anyway,” she said.
For the first  time their  parting was awkward,

the flustered Helena not quite knowing what to say
or  where  to  look,  wondering  what  might  have
happened  had  the  books  stayed  put,  and
remembering  the  drunk  elbowing  Matthew  all
those  years  ago  at  the  bus  stop.  When  Matthew
closed the door behind her he slowly and gently
beat  his  forehead  against  the  glass  panel  as  he
watched  her  hurry  away  with  her  head  down.
Turning round to lean against the door, wondering
whether he’d got it all wrong and made a mess of
everything he cared about the most, he didn’t see
her face as she hesitated at the corner and looked
back.
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