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For Matt, my very favourite old thing






If only one could clear out one’s mind and heart as ruthlessly as one did one’s wardrobe.

BARBARA PYM,
 
Some Tame Gazelle
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It sits outside the shop, self-conscious in its splendour.

An odd sight among the usual split bin bags and supermarket carriers, spilling old sweatshirts and balled-up T-shirts like soft guts across the pavement. A gold holographic gift bag – pristine, not a re-use – with a foil rosette stuck to the side and carefully curled ribbons around the handle.

The bag stands proudly upright despite the wind. Something heavy inside weighs it down, from within a crinkling nest of polka-dot tissue paper. There is a tag on the side – inscribed, so now it can’t be reused – with a message in black ink, slightly smudged.

Suzy Q, saw this and thought of you. Hope you like it. Lots of love.
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It was the dinner that did it.

Gwen sat, chewing. She rolled the braised ox cheek with buttery Parmesan polenta around her mouth, and as she did so the thought popped into her head. It arrived in two beats, ba-dum, like coins dropping into a slot machine.

This might be one of the nicest meals I’ve ever eaten, it went, and there is nobody here to tell.

It wasn’t self-pitying, exactly, the thought. She didn’t bat it away, the way she might have done – had done – so many times in recent years. She merely took the thought out as if from some mental filing cabinet, held it up and considered it as fact.

It was fact. There was nobody else here to share it with, except the waiter. The nice waiter, who had discreetly turned the sleeve of her coat the right way out again and picked up her hat in one clean, deft motion when she had dropped it on the floor with an apologetic ‘oof’. Did the waiter count? Not really.

She would tell him it was nice, but it wouldn’t be news to him. The waiter probably ate braised ox cheek with buttery Parmesan polenta for his dinner three nights a week, whenever he wasn’t eating leftover razor clams or picking at the blackened ends of rolled loin of pork. No, the waiter wouldn’t care that this meal set a kind of high watermark in the oral history of Gwen’s stomach. He would smile, because she would smile. He would smile, because she would tip.

She hadn’t even had dessert yet. What would happen when dessert came? Sticky toffee pudding with bourbon ice cream and – because Gwen liked to believe she had given up living within other people’s limitations, at least when it came to sweet condiments – a jug of custard. Both, not either/or.

Perhaps dessert would be disappointing, she thought. She half hoped it would be, for by now she was swept up in the idea of this dinner, this surprisingly good dinner in a near-empty suburban gastropub, as both pivotal and fateful. Perhaps the pudding would be dry and claggy with not enough sauce, and she’d snap out of it and remember all the reasons she was alone here with nobody to tell. Good reasons! Multiple reasons! Reasons she had recited once, over and over, in gulping half-sentences on the top of the 43 bus.

Or would she take one bite of the best sticky toffee pudding she’d ever had in her life, and cry in front of the smiling waiter?

The pudding came. It was dark, sticky and dense with dates, swimming in a generous lake of treacle. It wasn’t the best she’d ever eaten, but undeniably top five.

Gwen didn’t cry. Instead, she made a list.


	1. Find something to do



This was too vague, she knew even as she was halfway through writing the sentence. The TED talk she’d watched several months ago on Better Goal-Setting To Harness Your Untapped Productivity Superpower had made it clear: be specific. Or at least she thought that was the gist.

But if Gwen had specifics then she wouldn’t be writing the list, or surreptitiously licking a dribble of toffee off the paper with a smeary finger. Vagaries were the best she could manage right now. The weak, fridge-magnet platitudes of the suddenly unemployed.

Unemployed. She repeated the word a few times under her breath, plodding and ominous. Three dumpy syllables that felt too heavy for someone who hadn’t even left yet. Not technically. Not for another four days.

Officially, it was company cutbacks. The economic climate, necessary restructuring and streamlining in the face of a fast-evolving market, yada yada, blah blah.

Unofficially, it felt like no small coincidence that Gwen had lost her job a week after pointing out, in a client meeting, that the agency was overcharging a small not-for-profit with inflated rate cards and several billable services they weren’t providing at all. Gwen didn’t usually cause scenes. A tense silence had fallen over the sandwich platter.

Her redundancy package – her boss had insisted on calling it a ‘package’, as though the money might come wrapped up with a complimentary tote bag and a selection of snacks – was generous, enough to live on for a few months at least. It was a token of appreciation for her loyalty to the company, he’d said, though this felt spiked with irony. Besides, Gwen knew the amount was stipulated by contract on the basis of how many years she’d been either too lazy or too underwhelming to get hired elsewhere. HR were probably kicking themselves for making her too comfortable. She was kicking herself for not dumping them before they could dump her.

Still, it turned out mediocrity had a price tag, and it was enough to cover her rent and bills and food while she found something new. Gwen should feel lucky, really – and perhaps she would, once she had stopped putting herself into the recovery position to ease the breathless panic that choked her sleep every night. Once she’d stopped sitting down in the shower.

For now the future was hazy, a distant shape at the end of a long corridor that could be squinted at more closely in time. It was tomorrow and the next day that worried her. She could see their form clearly: an arse-shaped indent in an already sagging sofa, strewn with hairs and crisp crumbs.

So: find something to do. She muttered it under her breath. Anything. Do a thing! Next.


	2. Instigate social occasions



Gwen regretted this one before the ink was dry, because nobody wanted to come to social occasions instigated by a person who called it ‘instigating social occasions’. But she supposed it did the job. She would, she vowed, make more effort. She would take a pair of jump leads to the friendships that had begun stalling over the years, and get them… ah, back on the road. (Gwen couldn’t drive).

But how did anyone do that? How did a person in their thirties round up their friends without the three-line whip of either a wedding, baby or significant birthday as their weapon?

How did you text someone and say ‘Hey! Fancy going to the cinema tomorrow?’ without making it sound like you were going to look deep into their eyes and tell them you were secretly in love with them, or had cancer?

If she knew the answer to that then she wouldn’t be here, slurping at what had been gin but was now a glass of lukewarm molten ice, resisting the urge to chew the lemon slice in case the nice waiter saw her.

Losing her job, was that anything? Enough to warrant coos and a sympathetic head tilt, yes – but enough to summon people to dinner on a weekday night at will? Unclear.

She had long fantasized about something she liked to call ‘the rally-round’. Friends dropping everything to race across town and appear on each other’s doorsteps, the way they did so frequently and easily on TV. In recent years, in darker moments, she’d caught herself cooking up elaborate daydreams about divorces, bereavements, broken hearts, broken limbs. Any tragedy in which distance and practicality might go out of the window and people would simply turn up, diaries cleared and arms outstretched.

But even in her daydreams she was never the object of the rally-round, just a willing participant with a bag full of wine and frozen pizza, briskly running baths and tucking her friends into bed with the kind of intimacy and affection they hadn’t seriously enjoyed since about 2008. She watched the shows and the films and read the books about intense female friendships and wondered if it was bad that nobody had ever wanted to share a bath with her. Gwen had never held anyone’s skirt while they peed on a pregnancy test, and sometimes this felt like a fundamental failing.

Still, it hadn’t always been this way. At one time it had been easier: back when her social life simply happened around her like a fast-moving river, and it was actually more effort to resist than to give in and let it carry her off to another pub quiz, another semi-ironic dinner party, another round of leaving drinks for the friend of a friend’s boyfriend who was going backpacking in Acton. (The drinks were in Acton, not the backpacking.)

Once upon a time, Gwen and her friends had done things for the sake of anecdote and little else. And thank god they had, because without being able to say ‘Remember the time…?’ whenever the conversation flagged, their sporadic meet-ups now would be painful. Perhaps friendship in your twenties was like storing nuts for winter. You spend as much time as you can frantically filling the pantry, so you have enough to live on in your thirties once stocks start to dwindle.

She scooped up the last bite of pudding, making an effort to sluice every remaining bit of sauce from the bowl with it – and then, carefully, poured the last of the custard directly onto the spoon. Gwen looked at it for a second: the final, glistening mouthful. Forced herself to stop and savour a moment’s delayed gratification before shovelling it in. She’d always been sentimental about endings.


	
3. Call Mum and Dad




This one was not so much from a desire to be a better daughter, but because it had now been five weeks, three days and Gwen was forced to admit that her latest game of emotional chicken had failed. Again. What had started as an experiment, to see how long it would take them to worry and check in on her, had only highlighted their ongoing lack of concern while exacerbating her own.

Things had been heading this way in the Grundle family for years. At first, it was a forceful jollying-on; a refusal to go all touchy-feely in the face of tragic events that, by most people’s estimation, would warrant it. Not wanting to drag each other down, or rile each other up, or puncture the thin skin that had begun to grow again over the open wound, like clingfilm on a too-full jug of gravy. Better not to ask than to get an honest answer. She understood, even as she resented it.

But more recently she’d started these games: leaving longer and longer between her phone calls, waiting with curiosity to see when her silence might jolt them into making contact. It hadn’t yet. And what if something terrible had happened to them in the meantime? What if she was forced to explain to the authorities that she was a grown woman playing hard-to-get with her own parents?

She decided to call tomorrow, to check they were alive. Then get off the phone before she was dragged into a lecture on herbaceous borders.


	4. Go to the dentist



At some point over the past decade, going to the dentist had quietly evolved from something nobody actually did, to something everyone did but never talked about. And so Gwen had been merrily ignoring the regular text reminders for years, assuming everyone else was too, until Sonja at work had taken a morning off for a dentist appointment that turned out to genuinely be a dentist appointment – not, as Gwen assumed, a covert job interview or leisurely bikini wax – and the question had come up.

It turned out that nobody over twenty-five on her team had gone longer than eight months without a check-up. Some of them even owned floss, and used it. Gwen was, as the interns said, shook.

She wasn’t even afraid of the dentist. In fact she had a respectable threshold for pain, and a secret fondness for any activity that involved being intimately cared for by a stranger. Having her hair vigorously washed by a salon junior, for example, or her pulse checked by a soft-handed GP. She had once spent hundreds of pounds on six months of appointments with an osteopath above a chicken shop, who failed to fix her bad knee but would cup it, tenderly, while they both talked about Masterchef. She never examined this memory too closely in case it made her a pervert.

Gwen even quite liked the idea of taking an afternoon off for the dentist, and sitting in a coffee shop afterwards. A treat.

Really there was no reason at all for never going, except that the dentist tended to fall into that unreachable void in her head, along with the texts and emails left unanswered until it was too embarrassing to reply, the birthday cheque from an aunt she still hadn’t paid in and the yoghurt that had mouldered at the back of the fridge for going on eight months now. Seemingly easy, straightforward tasks slipped into this void, sometimes without warning, and leaning in to retrieve them took more effort than Gwen could muster. So she didn’t. But now she would.


	5. Get rid of it



To anyone else reading her list this one would be confusing, she realized, then felt briefly embarrassed for even thinking the thought. When would anyone read this, Gwen? As your estate sorts through your personal effects, perhaps, looking for things to publish after you’ve died? Is that likely to happen, to a senior account manager from Dorking?

A former senior account manager.

Gwen blushed and scrunched up her face as hard as she could, a form of outward grimace that doubled as an inward sneer. Don’t be ridiculous.

‘It’ meant the piles of relationship detritus she had bagged up, methodically, ritualistically, all those years ago. ‘Your emotional baggage’, Suze had called it at the time, as she tripped over the black plastic sack every time she went to get the Hoover out of the landing cupboard. After a month it had been gently suggested that the emotional baggage needed to go somewhere – a bin, ideally, but if not the bin then perhaps back into Gwen’s room, where she could trip over it herself?

She’d relented, and so the bag had taken up residence behind her bedroom door, where it could be forgotten in the presence of others but would taunt her each time she was alone.

Over time, the bag had become buried. In an old towel, a fallen-down dressing gown, a sheet of bubble wrap saved for a hypothetical future padding emergency. The grain at the centre of a shitty emotional pearl. Before long, the bag had slipped further into The Void than perhaps anything else ever had, until the very idea of unpicking the dusty layer cake and extracting that black sack of memories felt so beyond her it was almost hilarious. When she’d moved out, she’d simply scooped up the whole heap in her arms, dressing gown and all, dumped it into a blue Ikea bag and carried it calmly into the next place. Then the next. In this way she managed to almost neutralize the bag; it became a piece of admin, something to be shunted aside while looking for a lost trainer. It caused her physical pain roughly twice a year, when it fell on her head from a top cupboard, and emotional pain only slightly more often than that.

But not anymore. She was going to get rid of it. The list had spoken.

Gwen might have continued into further specifics, but at this point the nice waiter appeared in her peripheral vision, doing the polite hover that signalled it was time to pay up and let him get back to… what? Wife and kids? Husband and schnauzer? Comrades in a warehouse squat? Hot bath and tin foil package of three-day-old vanilla cheesecake with sea buckthorn coulis? Gwen forced herself to look up as though she’d only just noticed him, caught his eye and mimed the universal ‘bill please’ mime. Unfortunately the nice waiter had moved closer in the last few seconds, so that she was now silently mouthing the word ‘please’ at an audible distance, to a man standing five feet away in an empty restaurant.

Flushing from neckline to hairline, she folded the list three times into a neat square and slipped it into her pocket, then made a show of rummaging in her bag for lip balm to fill the silence while her card payment went through. Eventually it did. The nice waiter bid her goodnight and disappeared into the kitchen. She watched his retreating back, then put on her scarf and left, issuing a small-voiced ‘thank you’ over her shoulder.

Gwen stepped out into the biting April wind and began to make her way along the street towards the hotel room where her laptop and a whisky miniature were waiting.

It wasn’t actually the worst birthday she’d had, she concluded.

Not the worst, but undeniably bottom five.






2

The worst birthday Gwen had ever had was six years earlier. Her thirty-second, which had been spent at a crematorium, a B&M Homestore and an out of hours walk-in clinic, in that order.

This one was fractionally better than her thirty-fourth, which had come to an abrupt end at 9.42 p.m. as her three companions all waved away the dessert menu and started pulling their coats on, muttering things about last trains and yoga in the morning. She knew the exact time the dinner had ended because she remembered looking at her phone, having decided that anything after 10 p.m. was acceptable. Gwen often entered into these private contests with herself. She usually lost.

It definitely wasn’t as good as her thirtieth (‘Thirty, hurty and thriving!’ she had bellowed into various ears on the dancefloor at the Old Grey Bugle, which had a DJ until midnight on Fridays outside wedding season) but better than her thirty-fifth, when a minor terrorist attack at the other end of the Northern line had given everyone slightly-too-convenient reasons to cry off. Since then she’d stopped planning anything, always in the faint hope that someone – Suze, she supposed, maybe one of the interchangeable Claires and Gemmas at work – might organize something for her, the way people did for their friends in TV shows. She would protest, of course, because the whole thing would be agonizing and people would only come because Suze or whichever of the Gemmas would have guilted them into it. But she never had to protest, because it had never happened.

The circumstances in which Gwen found herself alone on her thirty-eighth birthday in a gastropub somewhere vaguely south of Leicester were too pathetic to go into. Not a long story, just one that began with her manager asking her to ‘make nice’ in his place at a two-day client immersion session, and ended with Gwen being too adept at making nice to say, ‘It’s my birthday that day, so no.’

Or, ‘You’ve just sacked me, so no.’

Or indeed, ‘What’s an immersion session?’

She could have left the company immediately. They’d offered pay in lieu of notice, for a swift and painless exit. But a strange mix of fear and obstinance had led her to dig her heels in and hang on for one final, awkward week.

‘I’d prefer to wrap things up myself,’ she’d sniffed, trying to sound gracious. ‘It feels only fair to the clients.’

The idea that this trip might constitute any sort of treat, a final taste of the executive high life before she was booted out into the corporate snow, was a stretch. Even for Chris, the sort of boss who was perpetually one weeping intern away from a mandatory HR course. He had looked shocked when Gwen had agreed she would still go; had asked Gemma Three to book her ‘the penthouse suite’ as a thank-you-slash-bribe not to shame the company in retaliation. This ended up meaning a family room on the fourth floor of Lutterworth Travelodge, but still. It was a moral high ground of sorts.

More importantly, the real reason: it had got her out of London. It meant she could roll her eyes and adopt a ‘what a martyr, me!’ gurn if anyone asked what her birthday plans were. She could say something self-deprecating about enjoying the bright lights of Lutterworth. And now she could climb into the starchy-clean void of her budget hotel bedsheets with her swollen belly and watch Netflix, farting freely, until she fell asleep. All without having to question what she would have been doing at home on her birthday instead.

Plus, she now had a plan of action. A five-step programme for life recovery. Tomorrow there would be tiny toiletries, warm butter pats spread on cold toast, and the mercifully early confirmation that the immersion session would not require a swimsuit. It was a good decision.

Gwen murmured this to herself, the time-honoured old mantra she’d used many years before, as she kicked at the tucked-in sheets until her feet were finally freed. Trying to believe it.

As she listened to the whirr of the hotel air conditioning, a baseline under the orchestral gurgling of her stomach. And as she set her phone alarm, ignoring the messages on the locked screen – a text from Suze, brief but laden with emoji balloons, and a happy birthday email from a tapas restaurant she’d visited once in 2014.

It was a good decision.
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Her next good decision came a week later, when Gwen carried her emotional baggage into a local charity shop and deposited it triumphantly in front of the counter.

‘Hiiiii!’ trilled the man behind the till, without looking up from his crossword. He was slim, shrewlike, anywhere between forty and sixty, with a tanned, sheeny complexion that gave him the air of a recently retired waxwork at Madame Tussauds.

‘I’ve brought you some donations,’ Gwen replied in the same bright tone, trying to sound as though she hadn’t rehearsed it.

‘Lovely! What are they?’ asked the man, licking a finger to turn a page. He had a soft, melodious Brummie accent. He still didn’t look up.

‘They’re— it’s— well. Aha,’ Gwen stalled, thrown off script by his friendly voice and entirely indifferent body language. ‘It’s men’s… ah, wear? Menswear,’ she repeated, firmly. ‘Some jumpers, a couple of shirts. Some T-shirts. A hat. A terrible hat, actually, I’m sorry for… um, what else. CDs! Do you take CDs? I wasn’t sure, seems so archaic… but that’s insensitive isn’t it, there must be lots of people who still… ah… books, too, a few paperbacks. I can’t vouch for quality but one of them won the Pulitzer so I suppose my opinion is… um… there’s some flip-flops, I think, not very seasonal but I thought you could keep them for the summer, or… well, those people who wear flip-flops in the rain. Shin pads! I think they’re shin pads, not to protect anything… else. Um. Two sets of whisky stones. An unopened tin of something called beard butter.’

She paused, cleared her throat. Took an emotional run-up.

‘And this.’

Gwen took the small leather box out of her pocket and placed it on the counter. She opened it, in a moment of painful parody, to reveal the emerald-cut diamond glinting inside.

‘That is, if you take rings too?’



A week, it had been, of incremental progress. First taking the blue bag down from the top cupboard and leaving it in the middle of the carpet for a couple of days. Then, slashing the bin bag with a pair of kitchen scissors, in a way that felt to Gwen vaguely reminiscent of a TV crime drama, to rifle through the stuff inside and check it hadn’t morphed at some point over the past six years, into counterfeit handbags or several hundred wraps of cocaine.

This took a while, because every time she caught a whiff of the clothes – their curious signature blend of Asda non-bio, Mitchum for Men and Fishermen’s Friend cherry lozenges taken for chronic sinusitis – she had to steel herself against the urge to climb into bed with her laptop and cruise his locked Instagram account via the fake profile she’d created for the purpose.

She had tried the ring on again, because of course she had. She’d briefly considered keeping it, wearing it on another finger, as… what? An empowering reclamation? A comedy prop to unsettle people with at parties? She’d thought about selling it many times over the years, whenever a council tax bill landed or a hen weekend threatened to bankrupt her. But profiting from it, even now, made her feel itchy all over. Giving it to charity might not shake her conscience clear like an Etch-a-sketch, but it was the best solution she could come up with.

Seeing the ring there on the counter, Gwen fantasized about picking up a golf club, taking a huge swing and, with an almighty thwack, hitting it far, far into the distance. She could almost feel the impact of it reverberating through her arms.

Finally, the wax man glanced up from his paper. He looked at the ring, then at Gwen, and blinked, his expression unchanging.

‘I do!’ he replied.
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To the ignorant, all charity shops are the same.

The particular smell of softening biscuits, yellowing paperbacks and aged storage heaters turned up slightly too high. The distant sound of Steve Wright in the Afternoon crackling through a portable stereo. The racks, a little too close together for comfortable browsing, laden with items at once both too old and too new to be fashionable. A bookshelf of indeterminate filing system that will reliably contain several copies of Shantaram, The Dukan Diet and Bridget Jones’s Diary. A glimpse through an open door into a stockroom beyond, filled with bin bags, half-drunk cups of tea and the theatrical hiss of a steaming machine.

And behind the counter, a kindly soul whose job is to scrutinize you. A generous person who has given up their time for the benefit of those less fortunate, who will probably rifle through your donations after you’ve gone and laugh at how gross they all are. An angel on earth, who will nonetheless hold up your ill-judged holiday shorts from 2009 while shrieking, ‘Cor, Brenda, get a load of these!’

And they’re allowed to, because after all, what have you sacrificed to help others recently? The shorts? Is that it?

To the uninitiated, all charity shops have the same air. A potent blend of the depressive, the nostalgic and the worthy. The lingering essence of a grandparent, distilled into boxes of clumsy bric-a-brac. The unbearable sadness of unwanted gifts, never taken out of their plastic packaging. A childhood memory too far gone for conscious recollection, which now exists only as an occasional twang in the pit of the stomach, triggered by a waft of a certain perfume or the feel of bobbled cotton between two fingertips.

And death. The thing that squats like a fat elephant in the corner of every charity shop in the land. The reason half this stuff is here, and often the reason it’s being sold. Dead people’s clothes, in aid of dead people diseases, sold by people closer to death than you are. It’s a lot to take on for a cheap T-shirt.

But the truth is, there are as many flavours of charity shop as there are charities to run them. There are posh charity shops and hip charity shops and hippie charity shops and minimalist charity shops and obsessively neat charity ‘boutiques’ and muddled, must-addled junk emporiums. There are charity shops for every neighbourhood, for every purpose, metabolizing all that waste and using it to generate a new kind of energy. Each shop becomes different each day, as more new-old bundles are unpacked into its belly. Continually reconfiguring to reflect the world around it. Or, the world that was around it five to ten years earlier.

And if you can learn a lot about people from peering into their trolleys at the supermarket, you can learn even more from the things they give away. They’re a telling inventory of hobbies that never caught on and relationships that never bedded in. Every cast-off has a story, from ‘For sale: baby shoes, never worn’ to ‘For sale: Nutribullet, never opened’. It’s a story that’s only half-written at point of sale; off to live another life and inspire another volume with some new owner.

‘Second chance saloons’, Michael liked to call them, in reference to himself as much as the stock. It’s ironic, he thought privately, that the people who are squeamish about buying secondhand are often the same people who like to pretend everything was better in the past.

The other volunteers referred to him as ‘St Michael’, named more for his ability to identify a piece of old Marks and Spencer at twenty paces than for his heavenly customer service. In fact, in the grand tradition of the virtuous, he often came across as a raving misanthrope. St Michael was fine with this. He had learned the hard way in life that there’s usually more to be gained from watching people than there is from charming them.

‘Charity shops make people uncomfortable because they do so much good,’ Michael was fond of saying at parties, at bars, or to people he met in queues. ‘They raise money, they reduce waste, they help poor people, they help mad people [here, he would gesture to his own face and wait for a small laugh], they give rich people a place to offload their crap and feel better about it. But all the ways they’re good just serve to remind people of all the ways they, personally, are shitty. That’s why people turn their noses up. Nothing to do with the smell.’

He would leave a pause here, but not such a long one that people would think he had finished speaking and move on.

‘Personally, I lean into it,’ he would add, with a conspiratorial smirk. ‘It started as therapy for me, but now I’m the therapist. The counter is my couch. And honey [here, he would affect an American accent with Joan Rivers-esque hand gestures], let me tell you – sometimes everybody needs charity.’

If anyone asked for examples, which they rarely did, he would tell them. About the stories he filled in between the gaps, the way he did with the Evening Standard crossword. About the elderly widower, handing over faded floral blouses from the drawer he finds another man’s letters in. Or the woman who needs clothes to wear to the interview she needs for the job she needs to earn the money she needs to come back to buy the clothes her children need. The millennials who buy vintage to offset the guilt of their coke habit. The boomers who donate cashmere to offset the guilt of voting Leave.

The teenager patching together a new identity from pieces of other people’s wardrobes. The couple who buy latex and masks ‘for Halloween’ in April. The millionaire who can’t make peace with spending more than £4 on a shirt. Or the woman who walks in one afternoon with a bin bag, and hands over an engagement ring.

If charity shops remind you of death then that’s only because they’re so full of life.
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Gwen had seen the sign in the window as she walked in, though she was preoccupied in the moment. She noticed it again as she left, walking slowly this time, stroking an idle finger along the sleeve of a nearby sweatshirt and pausing to have a cursory flick through a box of thick magazines marked ‘ARTY, £2’.

She lingered, because it felt strange to walk out again so soon after such a monumental task. Gwen half-expected someone to run out of the back room shouting, ‘Wait! Stop! Would you like to talk about it?’

But once she had reached the door, moving so slowly she stumbled over her own feet at one point, nobody had and there was nothing left to do but walk through it and into her baggage-free future.

Unless! There it was again, written in Sharpie and stuck to the window with masking tape at the corners. VOLUNTEERS URGENTLY NEEDED.

‘It would be nice to be urgently needed’ was the first thought that occurred to her, which was bleak. That wasn’t supposed to be the main reason you volunteered for something. But Gwen reassured herself that if anyone asked, she could always lie. She could say she wanted to give something back. That she had decided to diversify her hobbies and reconnect with her local community. This wasn’t entirely untrue, after all; it was point number one on the action plan, or thereabouts. Find something to do. And now here was something to do, right in front of her, conveniently piggybacking on point number five.

It was the day after her redundancy payout had landed in her bank account, giving her a buzz of illusory wealth in the same way Student Loan Day used to. She’d need to find a proper, paying job again soon – sure. Within five months and two weeks, if her most wildly optimistic sums proved true. But didn’t she deserve a bit of a break? And yet didn’t the idea of more downtime fill her chest with thick terror? And anyway, wouldn’t volunteering look good on her CV? Yes. Yes to all three.

It was important to follow through on this now, she knew, while she was still giddy from the rush of admin successfully completed. Before it fell into The Void. So Gwen performed an exaggerated double take in case anyone was watching, turned around and walked back up to the counter, where Wax Man had just reached the property section.

‘Hi again!’ she half-sung at him.

‘Hiyaaa,’ he replied, eyes fixed firmly on a feature about why Bognor is the new Bexhill which was once the new Balham.

‘I was wondering about volunteering,’ she continued, smiling broadly at the top of his head.

Without looking up, Wax Man reached beneath the counter and smoothly produced a form, SO YOU WANT TO VOLUNTEER? printed along the top in Word Art. He slid it across the counter with a single, assertive finger. Gwen took it, awaiting further instructions, but it seemed their interaction was over. He yawned and turned a page of his paper. She left.

In a coffee shop up the road, she dunked chunks of banana bread into a flat white with a spoon and thought about the qualities that would make her a good candidate for volunteering. It was quite hard to look beyond the most obvious: being willing to volunteer. She couldn’t see how a charity shop would be so overwhelmed with offers that they would need further criteria.

I have a strong interest in old things, she wrote, then worried this sounded as though she was referring to the patrons. Or the staff. Although from her limited interactions with the shop so far it didn’t look like it was run by shuffling retirees, so much as what her mother would call ‘characters’. People with blue hair and red-rimmed glasses and the kind of flexible schedules that allowed them to spend Tuesday afternoons pricing DVD copies of Dude Where’s My Car.

She tore off another piece of cake. Loaded it onto the spoon; allowed it to sit in the foam, soaking up the coffee until it threatened to disintegrate, before manoeuvring it into her mouth.

I believe passionately in the work that – shit, what charity was it? Children? Cancer? Cats? – your organization does, and would love to play a part in supporting it.

Gwen paused and looked at her handwriting: the inconsistent scrawl of the elder millennial. It always started off confident and elegant for a couple of sentences, then went off the boil as her hand started to seize up at the shock of holding a pen. Once upon a time, she had practised her handwriting throughout the school holidays, taking pains to reinvent it as part of her annual personality upgrade. Curly tails on her ‘g’s and ‘y’s. Circles instead of dots over her ‘i’s. Now it looked like the writing of somebody who had suddenly felt a gun at their temple halfway through the sentence, sloping off into scratchy despair.

I am keen to diversify my hobbies and reconnect with my local community, she added.

Like many Londoners, Gwen was passionately defensive of her local community without actually being able to name anyone in it. She had lived in broadly the same area for the past sixteen years, ever since luck and a friend of a friend of Suze’s cousin had deposited them both in that first grotty houseshare in the backwoods between Kentish Town and Holloway Road, where the kitchen cupboards were padlocked, the number of official residents was forever in flux and Gwen had to scrape mildew off her trainers in the morning. ‘It’s near the flat from Spaced!’ had seemed, back then, a more important selling point than double glazing.

In the following years they had zigzagged their way across the north of the city, through a series of increasingly smaller, warmer, more expensive places with quieter, cleaner, less criminal housemates. Their final spot together had been just the two of them, in a sweetly shabby two-bedroom off the top of the Harringay Ladder. Now, Gwen lived alone. In a one-bedroom flat within a vast, badly converted late-Victorian mansion house, with original windows, a tiled fire surround and stripped floorboards peppered with woodworm holes. These architectural curiosities were her reward for enduring an avocado bathroom suite, orange mould between the tiles and a collection of mousetraps that caught mice rarely enough to sit and gather dust on their lumps of Cathedral City, but not quite rarely enough to be put away. She supposed she loved her flat. It was, emotionally if not legally, hers.

The sensible thing would have been to go back to sharing and save up to buy somewhere. An ex-council ‘with potential’ on the fringes of zone five, or a part-ownership deal in a development next to the north circular called something like ‘Elderberry Grove Lawns’, where she’d have to walk for twenty minutes to reach a corner shop. But she refused to. Staying in her draughty, decadent rented shoebox felt like a tiny rebellion.

I am currently taking a short career break.

Anyway, Gwen knew she’d been lucky. Location was everything with London, and by pure chance she’d ended up in a good one. A place with just enough charm to garner loyalty and affection, but not so much that it ever attracted tourists or hordes of pouting teenagers. Where she could have a favourite cafe, a back-up favourite cafe and a cafe she never used on point of principle because of some small misdemeanour she’d long since forgotten (stale scone? Disgusting toilet?) but never quite forgiven them for. The pace of gentrification was slow here, relatively speaking, and for every hip new business there were at least three with pleather furniture and Papyrus font on the laminated menus. Estate agents called it ‘vibrant’. Her parents called it ‘cosmopolitan’. She could access several wild, open green spaces and a popular dogging spot within half an hour’s walk of her front door, and easily pass whole weekends without ever setting foot on public transport.

None of this was guaranteed. Back in the early years, she’d watched her friends and acquaintances take the requisite deep breath and move to the city, full of hope and excitement – only to end up in a bleak, charmless pocket off an A-road, chosen because it had some frippery like an en suite bathroom, without consulting anyone who knew the ropes and could steer them in a better direction. They would quickly end up jaded and lonely, their life one big long commute from the arse end of the District line – and after a year or two they would leave London again, claiming it simply wasn’t for them. Too big, too hard. Too lonely. Too expensive.

Gwen always felt privately furious when this happened. Furious and partly responsible, as though maybe she could have saved them herself with better brunches and more demonstrative flat-hunting advice. If they’d had more fun, if she’d been more fun, maybe they’d have stayed longer. She smiled blithely through the leaving drinks and goodbye toasts, promised to come and visit them in Berkshire and Bristol and Welwyn Garden City. And beneath it all she’d be wailing. You quitter! You traitor! You wimp.

But she also knew the truth: that London really wasn’t for everyone. Not back then, when the gradually hardening shell of people’s personalities was still so fragile, and a few months being jostled and ignored in the armpit of the metropolis could be enough to shatter their confidence for years. And certainly not now, when everyone was spawning like salmon and swimming upstream towards the affordable semi-detacheds in good catchment areas. Towards the places where you could stretch out and inhabit life fully, without your fists bumping off your bedroom walls. Staying in London in your late thirties was only for fantasists and millionaires, everyone knew that.

Besides, even the people who stayed still left you, in other ways, in the end.

SPECIAL SKILLS? asked the form.

Gwen frowned. After some time, she wrote down MS Word, MS Excel, Keynote. Was that enough? Did they want to know about her GCSE German or her bronze Duke of Edinburgh?

She paused, chewed her pen, then added, Stamina.






Scrabble [image: ]


They had bought it twenty-five years ago, to take to Wales.

Maureen, who had a superstitious streak that she had learned to keep quiet around her husband, believed that the more wet-weather activities and diversions they piled into the boot of the Ford Escort, the less it would rain when they got there.

Ellen was struggling at school and Mark, as his grandmother had mentioned through pursed lips the last time she’d babysat, could do with widening his vocabulary. Scrabble had won out against Mousetrap (too many bits, which would end up strewn across the caravan carpet to be trodden on by unsuspecting bare feet), Operation (same, with unpleasant medical subtext) and Frustration (Len couldn’t abide the popping dice and Maureen couldn’t abide Len not abiding the popping dice; the name was altogether too accurate). So, Scrabble.

The journey had been hell, as it always was. Ellen had been sick, as she always was, in an old Gino Ginelli tub somewhere just beyond Chieveley Services, and had sobbed for another forty-five miles as Maureen endeavoured to wash it out of her hair with weak lemon squash. Mark had complained loudly about the smell and taunted his sister by demanding an enormous burger with extra gherkins from a roadside van, which he then puked up theatrically as they went across the toll bridge.

Len had refused to consult the road atlas, as he always did, and as a result they had arrived at the holiday park several hours later than planned, the atmosphere inside the car thick with queasy resentment.

Rain lashed the caravan on that first night, as it always did. While the kids took turns holding the TV aerial out of the window and Len hoovered the crumbs out of the car with his portable dust-buster, Maureen produced the dark green box and waved it hopefully at her family.

‘Scrabble? Who’s for a nice game of Scrabble?’

Nothing. Mark yelped as an image briefly manifested on the TV screen, then roared as the blizzard of static returned. He began hitting his sister with the aerial instead, who bit his leg in retaliation. A swift, confident bite, like a Tudor king tearing into a drumstick.

‘Scrabble?’ she tried again, her voice firmer this time. ‘Winner gets first go on the flume tomorrow!’

The tussling continued, as Len returned from the car to announce that one of the tyres had gone, and so had his back, and they’d forgotten to pack the pump for the airbed. His tone implied, as it always did, that this was Maureen’s fault. The missing pump, the flat tyre, the holiday, the weather, the children. The eggshells she was continually breaking, all day, every day, despite her most careful steps.

Her steps had become smaller over the years, as she endeavoured to move through life minimally, quietly, without triggering the Mousetrap chain reaction of his mood. But not tonight. Tonight, she was Buckaroo. She flipped.

‘EVERYBODY SHUT UP, WE ARE PLAYING BLOODY SCRABBLE!’ Maureen bellowed. Stunned, everybody did shut up. The distant doof-doof throb of the campsite disco leaked into the momentary silence. Three berths down, a dog whined.

They played Scrabble. Maureen didn’t remember who had won, but she remembered laughing a lot. The breathless release of it. Proper fits of giggles, clutching at the fold-out table and wiping away tears with the sleeve of her fleece. Which was odd, because who laughs at Scrabble? Scrabble isn’t funny.

For an hour or two the storm had broken and there had been ceasefire. Her family were united in mutual absurdity, their tempers rerouted into bickering over juvenile expletives (‘git’ [4], ‘bumhole’ [14]) and what constituted proper nouns. The laughter continued as they made attempts to puff up the airbed with their own lungs, before giving up to sleep on a pile of musty sofa cushions. Afterwards her stomach ached like the spine of an old book, newly cracked.

The next morning, the sun had made an appearance. Not for long, but long enough to keep them gazing hopefully skyward for the rest of the week. It was the last holiday they’d all take together, although of course nobody knew that, and if you’d asked her children they’d probably have believed that holidays would continue in this style, grey and fractious and disappointing, until the end of time.

When they got home, the Scrabble was shoved to the back of a cupboard behind some other crap. It stayed there, untouched, for more than two decades. Until Maureen’s sister started clearing the house, ready to be sold.

‘Scrabble?’ she’d asked, turning to the corner where Ellen sat thumbing through an old photo album, stroking an affectionate finger over her mother’s bygone perm and looking for hints of how bad things would become. No reply.

Her aunt didn’t care to interrupt; better they completed the process quickly anyway. Maureen was never one for fuss.

So for a moment she paused with the dusty game in her hands, scanning it for value – sentimental or financial – before making the call and placing it into the cardboard box marked ‘charity shop’.






5

Gwen had always assumed that carrying a cardboard box of possessions out of an office was something that only happened on TV, until she found herself doing it.

Maybe she’d only done it because it was what they did on TV? In hindsight, one of the office’s eight thousand promotional tote bags would have done the job just as well and been far less mortifying on the Tube. But she had carried the box, and now her seven (Christ, was it really seven?) years of service to strategic marketing and synergetic branding solutions were reduced to the world’s shittest hamper: a foam wrist rest, an individually sized cafetiere, a promotional stress toy shaped like an avocado, a bag of roasted almonds with a best before date of 2017, her framed First Aider certificate and five orange-tinted Tupperwares in varying states of fermentation.

She had left the box on her kitchen table for several days, edging around it like it was an unexploded bomb. Gwen stroked a hand along the box now, as she listened to the nervous chirp of her parents’ landline, her phone already hot against her ear. First, something else needed unpacking.



Her father answered today, which meant that Gwen enjoyed a whole thirty seconds of silence-filling noises (‘dum de dum’, ‘boop-ba-do’, ‘where’s the buggering wotsit then’) while he went, automatically, to fetch her mother. No mention was made of the fact that six weeks, now, had passed since they’d last spoken to their only daughter. Her mother picked up the conversation as though halfway through the sentence she’d last left her on.

‘I was just saying to Yvonne the other day, I don’t know how Gwendoline can stick it,’ was the opener.

‘Stick what?’

‘The noise!’

On their last, and in fact only, visit to her current flat, during a May bank holiday heatwave several years earlier, there had been a barbecue in the tiny garden below. They had sat, the three of them, drinking tea and perspiring quietly, while her neighbours’ laughter drifted in through the open windows and the thumping bass of a subwoofer rattled the rotting sash frames.

‘It isn’t noisy. That was one time,’ she protested. ‘It’s actually a very peaceful street.’

‘Well, you don’t want it too quiet,’ retorted her mother. Even after thirty-eight years, Gwen was never braced for these U-turns. To agree with her mother was to risk conversational whiplash. ‘It’s the quiet ones that are most dangerous! When you’re coming home all hours of the night, all on your own. I worry.’

Gwen was faintly touched by this, although more by the idea that she might still go out until ‘all hours of the night’ than by any hint at her parents’ concern. When her mother said ‘I worry’, it tended to come across as an unwelcome physical complaint. I have a headache. That sandwich gave me indigestion. I worry.

‘Mum. It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s quiet, but there’s, ah, a lovely sense of community.’

Was this true? Perhaps it was true. Certainly she stood behind people in shops who seemed to know each other, and eavesdropped on surprise meetings on the bus. The lampposts were plastered with missing cats, and the estate agent signs adorned with children’s drawings advertising school summer fairs. Somebody had put a leaflet through her door once about a street party for the Jubilee. Or was it the Olympics?

Gwen had smiled at the barbecuing family a few times, imagined an alternative reality in which they lent each other tools and gossiped in the hallway. But being in a third-floor flat put her at a disadvantage, she felt. She couldn’t strike up a chat over the fence the way other people could. What was she supposed to do, yell pleasantries at them from an upstairs window? Drop a basket on a wire with a note that said Be my friend?

‘Are you still there?’ asked her mother, slightly muffled. She was balancing the phone on her shoulder while wielding secateurs again, Gwen could tell. A metallic slicing and rustling was audible in the background. ‘I was asking if they’d said anything else about the promotion?’

She wondered if all parents did this: referring to a vague, omnipotent ‘they’ as a source of all order and justice in the world. ‘Surely they can’t expect you to work on a Sunday?’; ‘Have they said anything else about your rash?’; ‘I thought they’d stopped saying “disabled” now?’ Whoever ‘they’ were, her parents had more faith in them than they ever seemed to in her.

‘No, nothing yet.’ She gripped hard at the squeezy avocado stress toy and forced a smile for the phone. ‘But hopefully soon!’

‘Hopefully soon’ was enough rope for her mother to grasp onto, but not enough for Gwen to hang herself with. She’d tell them eventually. She’d tell them once she had something new lined up and could frame it as a dynamic career change.

‘Ah well,’ said her mother, a touch robotically. ‘Hopefully soon.’



Gwen had often marvelled at her career, and not in a good way. ‘Honestly, even I barely know what I do all day!’ she would quip at the blank politeness that invariably met her answer.

Other women tended to greet anything along these lines with a spluttering noise and instant diagnosis of imposter syndrome – but she would shrug this off. She didn’t believe she was underqualified for her job, so much as she believed the job itself was stupid. She didn’t worry about being exposed as a fraud, so much as she worried that one day she would come to the office and find that Invigorate Media Inc had disappeared overnight – nothing there to show for it except a toothless old man in a tin foil hat, and a vape shop where the breakout space used to be.

With each passing year she had become more embarrassed to have the kind of job that sitcom writers made up as satire, complete with air hockey table and fridges of isotonic sports drinks. She envied the friends who had one-word Happy Families-style job titles, easy to explain at family functions. Teacher. Doctor. Butcher. Baker. When Melody from Accounts had genuinely left to become a candlestick-maker, Gwen had almost signed up for the same beginners’ ceramics course. She liked the idea that when people asked her what she did, she could say ‘This!’ and whip a small rustic bowl from her backpack.

Still, it had been more comfortable to inhabit her job than to scrutinize it from the outside. On the good days, it had been like speaking a shared, made-up language with seventy-four other people. On those days, the pomp and swagger of a pitch win or a brainstorming breakthrough felt like the kind of elaborate fantasy game she’d loved as a child, becoming so absorbed by the rules and texture of an imaginary world that it was hard to shake it off and go in for dinner.

But the promotion had never existed. She had made it up six months ago to reassure her parents that she wasn’t simply treading water, professionally or otherwise. For years she had been content, mostly, with the unspoken agreement in which she stayed competent but just lazy enough for her bosses not to feel bad about her stagnating position. She was content, until acquaintances asked what she was ‘doing now’ and tilted their head in sympathy when she had no small, polished nugget of progress to offer them. Until she watched people frown when they realized they had to recategorize her from ‘career woman putting personal life on the backburner’ to ‘drifter/loner/possible cause for concern’. Until her mother started asking questions.

After she’d returned from the Lutterworth make-nice with her pockets full of free shortbread, Chris had sat on her desk (Chris was a rampant desk-sitter) and asked if she’d ‘sounded them out for the Churchill project’. Gwen had never heard of the Churchill project.

‘Winston or nodding dog?’ she’d asked.

Chris had laughed as though she was hilarious, drummed decisively on the desk between his legs, asked her to ‘pop it all in an email, cheers G’ and sauntered out to lunch. Gwen had sent him nothing. Chris hadn’t mentioned it again.

Three days later, after a sedate lunch with her team, clutching a leaving card of her head Photoshopped onto an image of Dame Maggie Smith (why?) by an overworked junior designer who didn’t know her name, Gwen had left Invigorate Media for good.

She’d looked back at the office as she walked away, half-expecting it to flicker like a faulty hologram. But it had never looked more solid. A steely, dropped anchor of a building that would now tether this part of the city to another past failure. The map was littered with them by this point. Emotional no-go zones, more plentiful than Prets.



‘Anyway, the bastard greenfly have virtually destroyed the lupins,’ Marjorie was saying now. Any lull in conversation tended to lead them back to the garden. ‘Your father tried blasting them off with the pressure washer but he didn’t warn me and it ended up like that film with the wet woman. You know!’

Gwen didn’t know.

‘You know,’ she clucked, impatient. ‘The wet dancing woman, in her pants. Jazz Spray.’

‘Flashdance?’

‘Exactly. Half-chewed to pieces, honestly I could weep.’

There was a pause, a respectful silence for the lupins. Then: ‘Your father had his results back. He’s quite upset.’

‘Results? Results for what?’ Gwen’s mind rattled through the possibilities like a morbid fruit machine. Tumours? Blockages? STIs? Had this been mentioned when they last spoke? Wouldn’t she have rung them sooner, if she’d known there were capital-R Results on the cards?

‘His genetic test, the spitty tube thing. Everything Nana Marlowe always told him about being an eighth Māori wasn’t true at all; he’s ninety-seven per cent Welsh. Such a waste of money.’

Gwen opened her mouth to respond to this bombshell, but her mother had already moved on to developments in the council wheelie bin timetable, seemingly without pausing for breath.

Marjorie Grundle was a talker. Though not always outwardly confident – she tended to become nervous and fluttery around authority, and authority could include anybody from neighbours with detached houses to waiters who wanted to ‘explain the menu’ – in her own domain she was so energetically verbal that often the only way to end an exchange with her was to simply walk out of the room. Even that didn’t always work; more than once, Gwen had found herself making affirmative noises from the other side of a toilet door.

In recent years her mother’s chat had become increasingly one-sided, like being fired at by one of those tennis ball training machines. While you scrabbled to catch one topic, she was immediately on to the next, usually with little interest in your return. It was as though she stored up every idle thought and opinion and meagre scrap of domestic news for weeks on end, just waiting for someone to tell them all to. Which, Gwen realized now with a sad lurch in the pit of her stomach, she probably did.

A couple of years ago Marjorie had mentioned that several of her friends had family WhatsApp groups (‘It’s called a Who’s Up chat’) where they exchanged updates on their grandchildren and conservatories and multi-level marketing schemes. Gwen had offered to set one up for the three of them, but her mother had resisted.

‘I wouldn’t know how to use it.’

‘I’d show you.’

‘No no, I don’t think so. Buzzing away all hours of the day! No thank you.’ She had been quiet for an uncharacteristic moment, fiddling with the lid on the mustard pot. ‘Besides’ – a slow, pointed exhale – ‘we wouldn’t have anything to send.’

The unspoken words had curdled the air. Not anymore.

‘Anyway, I’d better go!’ Gwen cut across the latest update from a distant cousin’s bitter custody battle. She found she was suddenly exhausted, and there was guilt creeping in around the edges.

‘Of course, of course, I’ll let you get on,’ replied her mother. Chastened, as though it was she who had phoned and interrupted Gwen’s busy schedule. ‘Nice to speak to you.’

The clipped formality only made it worse.

‘You too,’ Gwen replied, trying to sound upbeat. ‘Lots of love to the lupins!’

There was a faint harrumph at this, then the click of her hanging up the phone. Golden late afternoon sunshine streamed in from beneath the blinds that Gwen hadn’t bothered to open today.

Beyond the window, everything on the street was silent. One less lie, at least.
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They hurt, but that wasn’t the point. Or it was the point, even – a sacrifice to the party gods in exchange for a better night out.

The next day Nish and her friends would hobble heroically, compare blisters with pride. They were still several years away from understanding that feet weren’t dispensable. Once, her friend Rana had trodden on a broken glass bottle, barefoot, outside McDonald’s and had to be rushed to A&E with a wad of napkins to stem the blood that flowed thick as poster paint. Nobody had wanted ketchup for a while after that.

When they’d arrived at the hospital, no amount of explaining to staff that Rana wasn’t drunk, she didn’t even drink, would stop them putting her in with the Saturday-night booze hounds and their unpredictable fluids, until eventually she fainted. Nish had stayed with her until 4 a.m., when they had finally stitched up her foot and sent her home in borrowed flip-flops. The flip-flops, Rana felt, were the greater injury.

Nish had saved up for them, these shoes. They weren’t top-tier designer, only mid-level, but they came with their own dust bag and that was prestige enough. Five weeks of the tutoring money that topped up her student loan, plus swapping her lunchtime sushi boxes for miserable chicken wraps that she got up early to make each morning before lectures – but they were worth it.

High, but not stupid-high. White leather, which probably was stupid considering the city grime they’d have to navigate on a regular basis, but Nish was a firm believer in dressing for the life you wanted, not the one you had. The life she wanted had taxis and smooth, clean Chelsea pavements.

Spike heels, pointed toes, with slim, buckled straps that criss-crossed over her arches like architectural latticework. They reminded her of the roof in King’s Cross station, a pie-crust dome of lines and curves that she loved to stare up at, especially late at night, twirling slowly in a circle before her eyes started to swim and she began to topple over backwards, had to grab on to a ticket machine for support while her friends cackled and jeered from across the concourse. Unlike Rana, Nish did drink.

There was no occasion for the shoes. ‘The shoes ARE the occasion,’ she’d announced in the group chat, insisted that plans were cancelled and new plans made to herald their arrival and justify their price tag. She’d told her mother that they were from the sale at Peacocks. She wouldn’t know the difference anyway.

That first outing, she winced her way around two bars and then on to a club Millie had suggested – some dingy basement full of beery thirty-somethings rapping along to UK garage. Not the scene the shoes deserved, but better than traipsing the streets for hours with their noses pressed to Google Maps.

It was usually at this point in the night that the group began to splinter. The sensible ones would start making noises about chips and bed and early lectures. The coupled ones would take to calling their boyfriends from the street outside for twenty minutes at a time: conversations that consisted only of narrating the whole of the evening’s fun so far while preventing the fun from continuing. And one or two would go missing in action, only to resurface at hometime with a new best friend, an incomprehensible story or an estate agent from Pinner attached to their neck. Often there’d be cross-pollination; other groups containing friends of friends and brothers of friends would merge with theirs, familiar faces from school and uni might loom up on the dancefloor. It wasn’t uncommon to end up hugging an exuberant goodbye at the bus stop, only to ask, ‘Who actually was that?’ as you walked away and discover that nobody knew.

But tonight, Nish was the only splinter. She’d felt his hand on her waist before she’d seen him, had stepped aside to let him pass. Except he’d kept it there, pulled her gently into him as they danced. Rana would have slapped it away if she’d seen, screamed at him until the dancefloor parted and the bouncers started mobilizing. But she hadn’t seen, and Nish had kept on dancing. It was usually easier to keep dancing.

After a few beats she had allowed herself to look back at him. Brown hair, blue shirt, grey eyes, unwavering grin. Wholly generic, but there was something puppyish about the smile – like a schoolboy conducting a prank he couldn’t quite believe he was getting away with. A wet paper towel on the ceiling. A hand in the Bunsen burner flame. Nish didn’t smile back, but she didn’t move either.

He was a bad dancer. Shuffling from one foot to the other, sporadically trying to mimic the popping hips and syncopated arms around him, then stumbling and going back to his flat-footed sway. She half-wondered if he was keeping his hand on her for balance. As one track merged into the next and he clearly considered enough time to have passed, he bent down and breathed into her hair. ‘Cannagetyouadrink?’ Nish shook her head. She might have liked a drink, but yelling awkward conversation at the bar was a prospect she found she didn’t have the energy for. ‘Shhhh, mmagetyouadrink,’ he replied, giving her waist a squeeze.

‘Honestly, nah thanks,’ she replied, holding her hands up and twitching her hips in an attempt to flick his hand off. It stayed firm.

‘Gooooon,’ he tried again, the smile slipping. It was as though he was playing a computer game and believed buying her a drink was the only way to unlock the next level. Nish smirked at this thought, and kept dancing.

For a few beats he did too, while she scanned the room for her friends – half exit strategy, half to see if they were watching. As she strained her neck in an attempt to see through the throng of bodies, the man moved his hand down to her hipbone. He pulled her into his pelvis, with an exaggerated grinding motion that made her faintly embarrassed for him. Any kindling desire she might have had was extinguished there, just as she felt his own become more viscerally apparent against her hip. Nish reached down and took his hand off her, holding it in a mock-ballroom pose as she twirled around to face him. ‘Maybe see you later, yeah,’ she shouted, a deliberate lack of question mark.

Over his shoulder she spotted Millie’s blue hair and Rana’s bejewelled phone case in the queue for the toilets, and started towards them just as the boy – even in later recollections, she couldn’t bring herself to think of him as a man – stepped sideways to block her path. One of her spike heels landed square in the middle of his toes (brown loafers, what else had she expected?) and he howled, a guttural howl, pain laced with something else. Fury.

‘BITCH!’ he roared at Nish, killing the ‘sorry’ dead on her lips. Instead she turned on the same heel and began pushing her way through the crowd towards her friends. ’Scuse me. Whoops. Sorry. Watch out. Something bitter rose in her throat but she swallowed it down and swung her hair over her shoulder. Fixed a wry smile to her face. She was already polishing up the anecdote, in her mind, for their entertainment.

An hour later they were leaving, clattering up the stairs, pulling on jackets and bickering about bus routes, when she saw him up ahead in the stairwell. Nish looked down at her phone to avoid his gaze. As she approached she saw, with a tingle of satisfaction, the black mark her heel tip had left in the middle of his tan suede.

He was silent as she passed, though she felt his eyes on her. Up, down, up again. Then, a second before she stepped out of his reach, she felt it – warm, alien fingers beneath her dress, grasping hard at the flesh between her buttock and thigh. Nish threw her arm back to slap his away, but in the same second he retracted it and instead her phone flew out of her hand, bouncing on several steps before landing on the polished concrete at the bottom of the staircase with a sickening crunch. Her turn to howl.

His cold, machine-gun laugh smarted in her ears as she pushed past him and raced down to retrieve her phone, the screen shattered in a way that reminded Nish, abstracted in the moment, of her mother’s best cut-glass dessert bowls. She could feel his eyes on her, still, as her cheeks burned and her skin crawled with the fresh memory of his touch, but she willed herself not to look up.

‘Nishaaaaaaaa,’ came Rana’s screech from the top of the stairs, followed by the thunder of her cavalry arriving at the scene. By the time they’d fussed and commiserated and lamented her clumsiness, he’d disappeared. She didn’t tell her friends; didn’t have the energy this time. She never explained why she was shaking.

Nish only wore the shoes twice after that. Once to somebody’s birthday drinks (a waste, everyone else was in Doc Martens) and once on her cousin’s hen weekend, where the bride had decreed that the whole party dress entirely in white. Each time, Nish had taken them off at the end of the night and wiped them down carefully, checking the leather for nicks and marks. She stroked a finger up the heel, lovingly buckled the criss-cross straps and slipped them back into their dust bag.

A pang would hit her, when she saw their box under her bed – not guilt, but something with a similar flavour. Eventually her mother sent them to the charity shop without asking. Why should she be so angry, came the argument afterwards. They were only cheap rubbish from Peacocks, and she never wore them anyway.

‘Let somebody else ruin their feet,’ her mother had called over her shoulder. It was harder to argue with that.
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