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  My thanks to M, for the conversations




  





  




  Her new shoes lay on the bed, on top of the smoothed-out sheets of tissue paper they had been wrapped in when she’d taken them out of the box.




  Paula stood them up with their heels together, ruby slippers style.




  She remembered the day the parcel had arrived: how she had chatted with the delivery guy while he’d faffed around sorting out the receipt for her to sign; how long that minute or two had seemed before she’d been free to shut the door and run up the thirty-two stairs to her flat. She’d resisted ripping the packaging and had instead opened it carefully, in case she needed to reuse it to send them back.




  The first time she had held the maroon velvet shoes in her hands, she’d made herself wrap them up again and put them away without trying them on, because with socks or with bare feet, they might have looked ugly. So she had waited, bought a new pair of tights on her way home from work and then – only then – stepped into them.




  The heels had felt higher than they’d looked. Her body seemed to have been reset; its angles altered by her weight shifting onto the balls of her feet. Her bum stuck out a little, and her spine curved in a way she wasn’t used to, the small of her back now concave.




  She had practised walking in the shoes from room to room and, just once, down the stairs and up again, hoping none of her neighbours would pick that moment to open their front door as she passed.
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