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TWIN BEDS

Christmas at Heartbreak Hotel

T. S. ELIOT was wrong. It’s December that’s the cruellest month, certainly for those whose life has been somewhat chaotic on the domestic front. During the past few years, with the departure of his third and final wife, the looming prospect of the festive season had filled Buffy with dread. Upon which of his exes or children could he foist himself? In his more paranoid moments he pictured phone calls between them where hostilities were briefly halted as they bargained over who would take him in for the day, like a neighbour’s parcel from Amazon. There was nothing like the pitiless glare of Christmas to show up the fault lines of one’s past and to remind a chap that he came first with nobody. Sometimes Buffy had the urge to release his extended family of their obligations and crawl off to some obscure hotel and the company of paper-hatted strangers.

Well, now he had a hotel of his own so could do just that. Why not stay put? Myrtle House, left to him in an act of astonishing generosity by his old friend Bridie, was a ramshackle B & B situated in the town of Knockton, on the Welsh Borders. He had been living there since the summer. A more unlikely career-change was hard to imagine, especially at his age, but he had taken on the role of proprietor with surprising ease, principally because the main task of running the place was done by Voda, his sturdy second in command. She was also at a loose end this Christmas due to her boyfriend being banged up in jail. Her brother, Aled, was carrying on with a woman who lived up in the hills and he was planning to spend Christmas with her.

‘That leaves us,’ Buffy said, watching Voda change the sheets. ‘We could go to that place on the bypass, the one with the carvery. They do an Xmas Special for £16.99, there’s a sign outside.’

Voda shook her head. ‘The council closed it down last week. They’ve been using contaminated meat products.’ She straightened up, wiping her forehead. ‘I know. Why don’t we get people to come here? People in your position, who nobody wants.’ Buffy opened his mouth to object but she carried on. ‘Three nights, turkey and all the trimmings. We could play charades, you being an actor and all. Well, you were once. I could put it on the website, see if we get any response. Double rates, of course, due to the time of year.’

‘Nobody’ll want to come here.’

Within an hour they had fifty-three replies. It was a comfort to know there were so many other desperate people out there. All day Voda’s laptop pinged with incoming mail. A few couples had requested bookings but most of them were singles. The problem was how to winnow them down, due to there only being five bedrooms. ‘We’ll just have to choose the names we fancy,’ said Buffy. ‘As I did with the horses in my gambling days.’

The preparations were surprisingly enjoyable. As Voda nailed up the holly Buffy felt a tender obligation towards the waifs and strays who would be seeking shelter under its berries in this difficult time. That he and these strangers had no emotional baggage made it so breezily simple; why couldn’t families be like this? No guilt, no resentment, no tearful meltdowns, and what’s more he was making a financial profit – the opposite of Christmases past in every respect. His various offspring had sent him gifts and cards, their lengthy rows of kisses effusive with relief. He felt a surge of festive cheer. A turkey had been ordered from the butcher’s where mulled wine was served to the waiting queue of country folk, their cheeks flayed by the gales. Fairy lights festooned the high street, and in the window of the Gent’s Outfitter’s, tinsel draped the bedroom slippers. How different it was to the crass materialism of London and the Flanders Field of family life!

And now it was Christmas Eve and the guests were arriving. James and Tik were a couple, gay in both senses of the word, who were to occupy the only double bedded room. James was a debonair chap – grey hair, well-cut suit, with an old Etonian air of entitlement. Tik was a comely young Thai; Buffy presumed he’d been picked up in a ladyboy bar until he discovered that the chap was a consultant haematologist.

‘Tik’s got no family here and I can’t possibly foist him on mine,’ said James. They had apparently been together for years and lived in St James’s, a fact that still struck them with the freshness of a joke. Buffy felt a stab of envy as he heard them chattering in their room. Why did gay couples always have so much to say? It was as if they hadn’t seen each other for years. They usually went abroad, they said, but the Olympics had brought on a surge of patriotism and they planned to explore the surrounding hills in their state-of-the-art hiking boots, their Christmas gifts to each other.

Brendan, another guest, had just arrived. He was an old hippie and said he knew the hills like the back of his hand, due to living in this area in the seventies. ‘London was doing our heads in,’ he said, ‘so a bunch of us freaks headed west and this town was where the petrol ran out.’ Apparently they had raised goats and taken lots of LSD; his eyes moistened at the memory. He said that he’d come to revisit old haunts while his partner spent Christmas in Australia with her parents, who disapproved of him as an unreconstructed stoner.

Darkness had fallen and they were drinking tea in the lounge. The fourth guest had joined them – Patricia from West Wittering. She was a good-looking woman of indeterminate age – jeans, pearls – and a tense, waspish manner. Brendan was warming his feet on the fender and Buffy caught her glancing at the holes in his socks.

‘There’s a book in my room that I’m longing to read,’ she said to Buffy, ‘but it’s propping up one of the bed legs.’

‘How frustrating, I’m sorry,’ said Buffy. ‘I’ll swap it with another one the same size.’

‘Still, it’s nice to see that nothing’s changed. I used to come here with my husband. It was run by a game old trout, I’ve forgotten her name.’

‘Bridie,’ said Buffy.

‘Such a charming place,’ she said, looking up at the cracks in the ceiling. ‘So shabby-chic.’

Was she being ironic? Buffy had no idea. They were all of them starting from scratch, and he found this exhilarating. Freed from the weight of family expectation, they were chatting with the conviviality of strangers. As Voda sliced the Christmas cake, he gazed at the people warming themselves at the fire. Already he felt bonded with this disparate little group, and he hadn’t even had a drink yet.

The doorbell rang. That would be the last guest, Hugh Plummer. The dog bounced around, yapping, as Buffy got up.

A balding middle-aged man stood at the door, with his suitcase. The sound of carols drifted from the church.

‘Come in, come in,’ said Buffy, leading him along the hallway. ‘Fancy a cup of tea or do you want to settle into your room first?’

The man didn’t reply. He had come to a halt at the open door of the lounge.

‘What on earth are you doing here?’ He stared at Patricia.

Patricia put down her tea cup with a clatter. ‘What are you doing here?’

Hugh sat down heavily on the sofa. He looked at the other guests. ‘She’s my ex,’ he said.

There was a silence as everybody gazed at the two of them. Even Brendan removed his feet from the fender.

‘What’s happened to your little friend?’ said Patricia.

‘She’s in a panto, in Wick.’

‘But she’s a Muslim –’

‘– she’s not a Muslim –’

‘–what’s it called, Ali Baba and his Forty Jihadists?’

‘She’s not a Muslim, she’s just called Aisha. Her parents liked the name.’

‘Why haven’t you gone there?’

‘It’s the top of Scotland and I had to work today, and tomorrow there’re no trains, and on Boxing Day she’s got a matinee and an evening performance so I’d hardly see her anyway.’ He stopped. ‘Hang on, why am I telling you this? It’s nothing to do with you.’

‘It is, actually,’ Patricia said. ‘Because it means you’re here.’

‘So are you.’ He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. ‘Where’s Whatshisname?’

‘Having Christmas with his ex. They always do that, for the children’s sake. Her chap goes back to his ex, too.’
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