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It was inevitable, Rosalind supposed, that after the next Monday’s dinner those two would decamp to the guest room and close the door. If only to safeguard her dignity, when a patient was flirtatious the following week she lured him home. She hadn’t meant to start a contest, only to preserve her sense of herself as desirable and to restore a certain domestic balance. Let Graham find out what it was like to wake in his own house and have to make small talk with a total stranger who’d just shagged his spouse.

With Aiden, Graham was not himself given to Rosalind’s approach—football badinage, invitations to play golf, offers of complimentary glasses of champagne at Say. To the contrary, he was gruff and visibly put out. So the gambit worked splendidly—if gambit is what it was. What a shame, then, that Aiden’s halitosis had not cleared up after the cleaning, not even once he followed her advice to brush his tongue.

Yet with Christmas around the corner, it wouldn’t do to be seen drooping through the holiday pathetically on her own. Thus she kept up the pretense of seeing Aiden, claiming that, since Graham had been so horrid to her swain over kippers, they preferred her boyfriend’s flat. To explain her continued presence at breakfast, she paired an imaginary erotic tradition of preprandial passion with a truthful preference for waking in her own bed. Aping the jaunty liberation of a soon-to-be-divorcée discovering a whole new lease on life helped her in some measure to inhabit the role. Still, Graham’s trysts were real.

All too real as well were her visits to property websites, which left Rosalind increasingly dejected. A pretend boyfriend was no consolation in the harsh blue glare of the computer: The market in Sheffield was recovering. The value of their comely Georgian freehold would be going steadily back up.
“So what are your plans for Christmas?” Rosalind attempted the airy delivery she’d learned from Chantelle.

“Oh, Chant and I will go to my parents’, I figure,” Graham said with an identical airiness. “Do the usual prezzies, soup-to-nuts palaver. What about you?”

“Well, my parents will be in Spain, so there’s no point in my heading to Wimbledon.” Being honest about this bit made it a tad easier to append more fanciful information. “Aiden’s not on speaking terms with his family,” she extemporized, curious what this tragic falling-out might possibly be over. Storytelling was so demanding! She’d no understanding of how novelists and other congenital liars managed. “So we thought we’d splash out on a big holiday meal at Kenwood Hall, just the two of us.”

Since Graham could resort to the more seasonally apt comforts of home and hearth, she’d no idea why his expression grew so wistful.
Rosalind’s pride in her budding narrative prowess wilted on the realization that she was now obliged to make herself scarce on a day she had no earthly thing to do. On Christmas Eve, her new powers of invention failed her dismally, and to Graham she made up something lame about “a party,” with none of the details like where and whose that would make it ring true. She doubted people ever threw parties on Christmas Eve, and if Graham had been paying attention—if he weren’t himself so oddly distracted and perhaps even a shade forlorn—he’d have smelled something fishy. He said “Chant” wanted to spend Christmas Eve with her own family; he’d probably just stay in.

Thus at the door around eight p.m., Rosalind stalled in one of her best frocks—in which to head to a pub by herself, and that was assuming she could find one open. Graham was settled contentedly in front of a recording of Ramsay’s Kitchen Nightmares on their set-top box, sipping a glass of stout. It was cold out. She yearned to fling off her coat, along with the pretense of this apocryphal “party,” and join him in one of his signature suppers, simple but stylish, a knack for which had lured him so disastrously into conceiving Say La Vie. But when he said, “Have fun then!” she was trapped by her own theater. She spent the evening around a bunch of pawing drunks who, presumably like poor Aiden, were also not on speaking terms with their families—for good reason, as far as she could tell.

Christmas proper was even worse. She kept waiting for Graham to leave that morning, while he seemed, oddly, to be waiting for her to leave as well. In the end, they left the house together, waving with forced smiles out on the pavement and then walking off in opposite directions. Not wanting to drink and drive, neither had bid for the car. Rosalind was ostensibly meeting Aiden in the city center, and Graham could walk to his parents’.

Rosalind trudged just long enough to confirm that the atmosphere in the city was like one of those postholocaust films, after a plague or a neutron bomb. Not a soul on the streets, and everything closed. Tracing a route sure not to intersect with Graham’s, she circled back. It was Christmas, it had started to rain, and she wanted to go home. Some Stinking Bishop in the fridge and a handful of savory biscuits in the breadbox could stand in for the fabulous bash at Kenwood Hall she’d be obliged to fabricate when Graham returned, like feeding the five thousand from a few loaves and fishes.

Yet when she rounded the corner onto their street, there was Graham not twenty feet from their gate, approaching the house from the opposite side.

“What are you doing back here?” she asked.

He sighed at his hands. “Truth is, I’ve never got up the courage to tell my parents we’re splitting up. They like you. So I could hardly show up with Chant on my arm, eh? And coming alone would set off alarm bells.”

