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The Allotment




The letting agent had described the flat as "cozy with garden access," which Maya Kapoor discovered meant "small" and "you can see an overgrown patch of earth from the kitchen window." She signed the lease anyway because it was cheap, because Aylesbury was cheaper than High Wycombe which was cheaper than London, and because at thirty-four she was tired of house-sharing with people who left passive-aggressive notes about milk. 



The flat was a ground-floor conversion at the back of a Victorian terrace on Alfred Street, all dark wood and narrow hallways, the kind of place that held onto cold even in summer. Maya's belongings arrived in her brother's van on a Saturday in mid March: a bed, a sofa, boxes of books she kept meaning to donate, kitchen things she'd accumulated through a decade of failed relationships and temporary living situations. They hauled it all up the front path and through the cramped door, Imran grumbling about the stairs even though there weren't any.



"You sure about this?" he asked, standing in the empty living room with his hands on his hips. "Aylesbury's a bit dead, isn't it?"



"That's the point," Maya said. "I need quiet. I need to actually finish the thesis."



He didn't argue. He knew about the breakdown, the medical leave from her PhD program, the six months she'd spent living on their sister's sofa in Slough, unable to look at her research notes without her chest tightening. The university had granted her an extension - one year to submit or forfeit. She had ten months left.



After he'd left, Maya unpacked in stages, stopping frequently to stare at the walls and wonder what she was doing. By evening she'd assembled the bed, arranged her desk under the window, and located the box containing her laptop and research materials. She made tea and toast and ate it standing in the kitchen, looking out at the patch of garden: a square of overgrown grass, a broken fence, and beyond it, what looked like allotments stretching away into the gathering dark.



Her phone buzzed. Her supervisor: 



Hope the move went well. Let's schedule a check-in call for next week. No pressure, just want to see how you're settling in.





Maya typed back: 



All good. Will send calendar availability tomorrow.





She didn't sleep well that first night. The flat made unfamiliar sounds - pipes knocking, floorboards settling, something that might have been mice in the walls. She lay awake listening to the silence underneath the noise, the particular quality of quiet that came from being in a place where you knew no one and no one knew you.



The first week passed in a haze of unpacking and avoidance. Maya set up her desk in the bedroom window where the light was best - or least worst, since the Victorian terrace blocked morning sun until nearly ten. She arranged her books on the cheap pine shelving from IKEA: research texts on agricultural history, theoretical works on labour movements, novels she'd been meaning to reread for years. She created a detailed work schedule in her planner, colour-coded by task type, with realistic daily word count goals and built-in buffer time for the bad days she knew would come.



By Tuesday, she'd already abandoned the schedule.



Wednesday she walked into town, needing to feel like she was accomplishing something. She registered at the GP surgery on Walton Street, filling out forms about medical history and current medications. The receptionist was efficient and impersonal. Maya added her name to the waiting list for a routine appointment, knowing she wouldn't call to book one unless something forced her to.



She found the nearest Tesco on High Street, bought basics: bread, cheese, eggs, tea, ready meals for the days when cooking felt impossible. She located the library, a modern building near the Waterside Theatre, all glass and open plan, the kind of space designed to feel welcoming. She got a library card, browsed the local history section out of professional habit, found nothing that interested her enough to borrow.



Aylesbury's centre was pleasant enough in a generic market town way. The Market Square with its Victorian clock tower and statue of John Hampden, whoever he was. Kingsbury Square with its shopping centre and chain coffee shops. Narrow medieval streets that suggested the old market town underneath the twentieth-century development: Cambridge Street, Temple Street, Church Street winding up toward St. Mary's. The usual mix of chain stores and local businesses struggling to compete. Charity shops, estate agents, mobile phone shops, places selling vaping supplies.



She bought herself a coffee at a café in Kingsbury Square. A flat white, £3.20 was served in a cup that proclaimed the café's commitment to sustainability. Maya sat at a table by the window watching people pass. Thursday afternoon, not quite two o'clock. The café was half-empty. An elderly man read a newspaper in the corner. Two young mothers with pushchairs talked in low, tired voices. A teenager sat with a laptop and headphones, probably bunking off school.



Maya felt the particular isolation of being surrounded by strangers going about their lives. Everyone here had connections, histories, purposes. They knew where they were going and why. They had appointments to keep, people to meet, reasons to be out on a Thursday afternoon. She was just someone killing time, avoiding work, taking up space in a café because the alternative was sitting in her flat staring at her laptop and feeling the walls close in.



She finished her coffee and walked back slowly, taking the long route through the Bourbon Street housing estate where her flat was located. The estate had been built in the sixties or seventies, brick terraces and low-rise flats arranged around communal green spaces that were half-grass, half-concrete. Children's playground equipment, rusting and tagged with graffiti. An attempted community garden, mostly weeds. It wasn't grim exactly, just worn down, anonymous, the kind of place that accumulated people who couldn't afford anywhere else.



Thursday evening she heated up a ready meal. Chicken tikka masala, rice, naan bread, all in separate plastic containers, and ate it watching YouTube videos on her phone. Something about renovating old houses, people with money and time transforming Victorian wrecks into immaculate family homes. She watched three episodes before registering that she wasn't actually processing anything, just letting the images wash over her while her mind circled the same familiar grooves of anxiety and self-recrimination.
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Friday morning she slept until eleven, having stayed up until three reading articles about nothing in particular. When she finally dragged herself out of bed, the flat felt oppressive. The heating was either off completely or on full blast - she couldn't figure out the thermostat. The kitchen window stuck halfway open, letting in cold air. The bathroom tap dripped no matter how tight she turned it.



She made tea and toast and sat at the kitchen table, forcing herself to open her laptop. Her thesis stared back at her: a Word document with 47,000 words of draft material, notes, half-formed arguments, sections that needed restructuring. The file was titled "Final_Thesis_Draft_v8" which was a lie. There had been at least twelve versions, probably more, but she'd stopped updating the number after a while.



Her thesis was on agricultural labour movements in early twentieth-century England, specifically the role of women in rural organizing. She'd spent two years researching it, working through archives in London, Oxford, Cambridge, tracking down collections of letters and meeting minutes and local newspaper reports. She'd accumulated thousands of words of notes, draft chapters that needed restructuring, a bibliography that ran to forty-three pages. It was good research. 



Her supervisor had said so. "Solid work, Maya. Original argument. You're on track for a strong submission."



That had been eighteen months ago, before the breakdown.



Looking at it now felt like confronting evidence of a person she no longer was. Someone organized, capable, confident in her ideas. Someone who could read a primary source and extract meaning from it, who could construct an argument and support it with evidence, who could write 2,000 words in a day without feeling like they were pulling teeth.



She opened the most recent chapter - Chapter Four, "Women's Leadership in the Norfolk Agricultural Workers' Union, 1910-1914" - and read the first paragraph.



The participation of women in agricultural labour organizing during the early twentieth century has been systematically underestimated by historians focusing primarily on formal union structures and male leadership. However, examination of local records reveals that women played crucial coordinating roles, particularly in rural areas where traditional gender divisions of labour created spaces for female organizing outside formal institutional frameworks.



It was fine. Academic prose, properly referenced, making a clear argument. She'd written it six months ago. Reading it now, she felt nothing. No connection to the ideas, no sense that it mattered whether this argument was made or not.



She managed two hours before the familiar tightness started in her chest. The sensation of being observed, judged, found wanting. Her supervisor would read this and see through it, would recognize that Maya no longer believed in the work, that she was just going through motions, filling pages with words that meant nothing.



She closed the laptop and went outside, needing air, needing to be anywhere that wasn't inside her own head.
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