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Chapter 1: The Joys of Shopping




The shop was obviously one intended for those with lots of disposable money. That was Victor's first thought as he walked through the heavy glass door into Rothwell & Sons. It wasn't just perfume, leather, or wood polish, though those were there too. This was the scent of a place where people spent freely, and salesmen quickly decided if you were worth their attention. You couldn't walk around there without someone approaching you and offering to help. 

Victor straightened his shoulders. He wore his best shirt today, the blue one his mother gave him two Christmases ago, back when she still believed he would turn things around. The collar felt tight.

"Good afternoon, sir." The salesman materialized from between two mahogany display cases. Mid-fifties, silver hair, suit that probably cost more than Victor's rent. "Welcome to Rothwell's. Are we shopping for something specific today, or may I show you our new collection? We have some incredible new things I think you might enjoy."

"I have a series of meetings coming up." Victor heard the words leave his mouth, smooth and confident. Amazing how easy it was to lie when you'd had enough practice. "Corporate events. I need to refresh my rotation." If that salesman could only look into his closet or his dresser drawers, he would be shocked. There was no rotation. 

"Of course." The salesman's smile didn't reach his eyes. "What industry are you in, if you don't mind my asking?" Always obsequious and willing to bend over to the customer's every demand. 

"Finance." Victor walked over to a display of silk ties, each probably worth a week's groceries. "Mergers and acquisitions. You know how it is with M and A. First impressions matter."

"Indeed they do." The salesman pulled a tie from the rack, let the fabric catch the light. "This is from our Italian collection. Hand-rolled edges, seven-fold construction. We've had several executives from Goldman purchase this particular pattern."

Victor nodded as if he knew what seven-fold construction meant. He touched the tie and felt its weight. Three hundred dollars, maybe more. His stomach tightened, but he kept his face calm. The touch of the fabric on his hand was sending him into ecstasy. 

"I'll take that one," he said. "And let me see what else you have. I'm thinking four, maybe five ties total." If you're going to be extravagant, why not go over the top? 

They walked through the shop together while the salesman picked out ties with practiced skill. Victor made approving noises, nodded when he should, and mentioned "board meetings" and "client presentations." Lying was easier than telling the truth now. It had been that way for years.

"Excellent choices," the salesman said, laying five ties across the counter. The silk caught the afternoon light streaming through the window. "Shall I wrap these individually, or would you prefer them boxed together?"

"Actually, could you have them delivered?" Victor took out his wallet and found the credit card. The emergency card. His mother's voice echoed in his mind: "Only for real emergencies, Victor. I mean it this time." 

"My office is being renovated, and I don't want packages left out during construction."

"Of course. And where shall we send them?"

Victor gave an address, a real building in Midtown, but not his own. It had nothing to do with him. The salesman wrote it down without saying anything, but something changed in his expression. Maybe it was doubt, or maybe recognition. Perhaps he had seen this act before.

"And your card?"

Victor handed it over. The plastic felt heavier than it should. His mother's name was on it, Eleanor Moritz. She had added him as an authorized user last year after he lost his job. "Just until you get back on your feet," she'd said. That was fourteen months ago. The card reader beeped. Victor held his breath. Three seconds. Five. The machine chirped approval, and he relaxed, hoping that the salesman hadn't noticed any sudden change in the way he was standing.

"Perfect," the salesman said, his tone professionally pleasant. "These will be delivered Wednesday afternoon. Can I interest you in anything else today? We have a new line of pocket squares…"

"Just this." Victor pointed to a tie on the sale rack. Seventy dollars, marked down from one hundred twenty. It was still more than he should spend, but he needed something to leave with. Something to put in one of those heavy Rothwell & Sons bags with gold lettering. He needed proof he had been there, proof he was the kind of man who shopped at stores like this. His ego needed a boost and this small bag would do the trick.

The salesman wrapped the single tie in tissue paper and put it in a box and then into the bag with extra care.  was almost as though he were carrying a tiny baby. Victor signed the receipt. His mother's card, his signature—another small betrayal added to the rest.

"Thank you for shopping at Rothwell's," the salesman said. "We look forward to seeing you again."

Victor nodded, held the bag, and walked to the door. Behind him, he heard the quiet sound of the other ties being wrapped, boxed, and sent to an address that meant nothing. Two thousand dollars' worth of silk and lies, going to a building where no one knew his name.

Outside, the September afternoon hit him like a wall. Heat rising from the pavement, the smell of roasting chestnuts from a street cart, the press of people moving with purpose. Everyone going somewhere. Everyone belonging.

Victor walked four blocks before stopping. He leaned against a building, the Rothwell's bag hanging from his wrist, and felt the act leave him, like water leaking from a cracked glass.

His phone buzzed. A text from his building manager: "Rent was due last week. Need payment by Friday or we start eviction process."

He stared at the message. Friday. Three days from now. He had four hundred dollars in his checking account. Rent was eighteen hundred.

Another buzz. An email this time, from his boss at the consulting firm where he'd worked for the past eleven months: "Please see me first thing tomorrow morning. Important."

Victor's hands started to shake. He shoved the phone back in his pocket.

A woman in a business suit rushed past him, talking into her phone about quarterly projections. A delivery guy on a bike swerved around a taxi. The city moved forward, indifferent.

Victor looked down at the Rothwell's bag. Inside, wrapped in tissue paper: one tie he couldn't afford, purchased with money that wasn't his, to maintain a version of himself that didn't exist.

He started walking toward the subway toward his studio apartment in Washington Heights, where the radiator clanked all winter and the neighbors upstairs fought every Thursday night. Toward the framed photo on his dresser—him and Daniel at Daniel's law school graduation, his brother's arm around his shoulders, both of them smiling like the future was something they could reach out and grab.








