
wrong. In fact, he seemed 
especially warm and loving,  
and the next day we set off for 
lunch at the Hilton – with his 
mother, brother and sister-in-law 
– a happy bunch.

Back home in the evening, 
crashed out by the television,  
it was time to open our presents. 
From Adam, I unwrapped an 
elegant tan leather satchel that 
was precisely what I needed  
for a job I had recently landed. 
Immediately I felt uneasy:  

it was plain he had chosen it 
carefully. He unwrapped my gift, 
looked unspeakably sulky and 
stalked upstairs.

My disquiet intensified when  
he didn’t return, and after half  
an hour I went to his room, where 
he was watching television. ‘Just 
leave me alone,’ he muttered.  
‘I can’t believe you gave me  
a blanket.’ Downstairs, his family 
were kind, baffled and apologetic.

Later I rejoined him, hoping to 
make peace. I explained why I 
had made almost zero effort, and 
admitted it was a lame present. 
But for him it was more than lame 
– it was pivotal. ‘Gifts illustrate 
how people feel, and yours shows 
how little you know and love me,’ 
he said. I protested, but he went 

f i r s t  p e r s o n

it had felt like a triumph finally 
to be invited by Adam, my 
boyfriend, to spend Christmas 

with his family. I was 29 and we 
had been together for three years 
after meeting in a Chinese 
restaurant on holiday in Egypt. 
We’d fallen in love and lust: he 
was handsome, sensitive and 
good company, and he ran a 
thriving flooring business. Our 
relationship had flourished back 
in London, where we lived a few 
miles apart, but it was marred  
by his occasional bouts of deep 
gloom when he’d refuse to talk  
to me for weeks at a time, saying, 
‘When I’m down, I don’t want to 
bring you down, too.’ After a rocky 
summer, we appeared to be on 
the same page again and I was 
optimistic that Christmas together 
would make rather than break us.

Then in December a bleak 
phase set in. Adam retreated  
to his room at his mother’s  
house and would do nothing but 
play his keyboard and record 
songs – his own discordant, 
unhappy compositions.

I had no idea if he would 
recover by Christmas, so with  
my plans – and, I felt this time, 
our future – in the air, I didn’t  
feel like putting much effort into 
finding him a decent present. 
When buying a few things for  
my family, who were heading  
to the Alps, I spotted a blanket  
in a manly shade of blue. That’ll 
do, I thought; it’d be useful for his 
room, and if I spend Christmas 
elsewhere (my oldest friend  
had offered her family party as  
a back-up) I can give it to 
someone else or keep it.

Soon before Christmas Adam 
perked up, and he cheerfully 
collected me on Christmas Eve  
as though nothing had been 

on: ‘It shows you think I sit in my 
room the whole time, watching 
television.’ Then something else 
occurred to him. ‘And how could 
you give me something made of 
fleece? Surely you know by now 
that I’m a natural-fibres man!’

Exhausted, after going round  
in circles for another hour, I got 
into bed. But when I realised he 
had climbed in fully clothed, and 
was lying as far away as possible, 
almost falling off the edge, I was 
gripped by clarity.

This man I had 
thought was sensitive 
and loving was,  
I realised, over-sensitive 
in the extreme. He gave 
love on his terms only.

I leapt out of bed, 
called a taxi, and as  
I was gathering my 
belongings I gave in to 
an urge that had been 
building for months – if 
not years. I’m ashamed 
to say that instead of 
telling Adam calmly that 

it was over, I yelled the house 
down, chucking things at him  
for good measure – my satchel 
included. I still cringe at the 
thought of his lovely mother 
hearing every word from her 
room next door. I slammed the 
door as I left.

The next morning I flew to the 
Alps. My father collected me at 
the station.

‘I’ve’ – sniff – ‘split up with 
Adam,’ I mumbled. For ages  
my parents had known our 
relationship was going nowhere. 

‘Darling, I’m sorry, but I expect 
it’s time to move on,’ he said, 
trying to hide the relief in his 
voice. I knew I had given one man 
in my life the Christmas present 
he wished for. 

The incredible sulk
Her boyfriend unwrapped his Christmas present – and promptly stormed 

off. Only then did PENNY JONES realise how mismatched they were
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‘Gifts
illustrate
how people
feel,’ said 
Adam. ‘And 
yours shows
how little  
you know 
and love me’ 


