
It’s just junk 

  

“It must have been an antique shop,” he said to her as they stared at the four tables lined up in 

front of the boarded-up shop. The tables were filled. Top hats, bowler hats, walking sticks, 

paintings, prints, typewriters, knives, books, bags, clothes, jewellery, mirrors, tapes, CDs, and 

vinyl. Old chairs, desks, bedside tables, small bookcases, all made from wood, were lined up 

behind the tables and on top of some chairs and in some bookcases lay the kind of small 

things you would find in drawers around an old house, old knives and keys and ancient packs 

of playing cards and so on. It was like the whole shop had been gutted and dumped on the 

sidewalk. 

 

“How long do you think it’s been closed?” She asked him looking up at the building. It was 

made from red brick that had cracked from the years and all the windows, apart from two on 

either side of the front door, had been boarded up. 

 

“I don’t know.” He said watching as she walked closer to the tables. She ran her hands over 

the items, picking up rings and necklaces. 

 

“Here Harry!” She called back to him. “Put this on,” throwing an old black bowler hat at him. 

 

It smelled musty, like a book that hasn’t been opened in years. He put it on because he knew 

what she would get like if he said no.  

 

“Jen, maybe we should go. This stuff looks expensive and we don’t want to break anything.” 

 



“You look good in that Harry.” She said, smiling and studying him. “I think we would have 

been together even if we met a hundred years ago.” She always said stuff like this to him 

when she knew she was irritating him. Trying to make him relax.  

 

Shaking his head, Harry pulled the hat down more and looked at himself in one of the mirrors 

leaning against a table. “I wonder how much it would be,” He asked out loud. Liking how it 

made him look.  

 

Picking up what looked like an old wedding dress Jen held it over her body and began 

swaying around, humming the wedding song. “This could be us, Harry, one day, right?” 

Laughing too much and too loud for that quiet street. Harry looked around nervously and 

even though the street was empty, he felt as if there were eyes on them. They couldn’t afford 

to pay for any of this if it got broken. He had just been put back to part-time work and Jen 

was still at university studying to be a nurse. He had five hundred in savings, four hundred he 

had just given to their new landlord to pay for the next months’ rent and the rest he had 

promised that Jen could use today to buy some cheap stuff for the flat. He was secretly taking 

money from Jen’s student account to pay for the other bills knowing she never checked the 

overdraft. 

 

“Sure. That could be us,” he said. Staring at her and wishing she would stop dragging the 

dress on the floor. He hated it when she got like this. She tried to make him feel boring; as if 

he was incapable of fun. She ten years younger than him at twenty-one and it sometimes felt 

as if ten years was a century. 

 



Whirling around she suddenly threw the dress on top of one of the tables and sat down on an 

old red chair that was placed before a typewriter. Putting a pen in her mouth like a cigarette 

she laughed loudly again and said “What do you think Harry? Could I be one of those old-

time writers? Drinking whiskey for my dinner,” She did look the part sitting there and Harry 

felt a deep irritation in the pit of his stomach where usually there would be admiration for her 

intelligence and imagination. What he had once loved about her, mainly her youth was 

starting to feel like a chore now. Just as he was sure his age was starting to become a chore 

for her. 

 

Pouting a little because he hadn’t reacted to her on the chair she stood up and picked up a 

walking stick. “It’s like you Harry.” She giggled. “So grumpy and old. You can’t even have 

fun in an empty street!” Swinging the stick around to gesture at the emptiness. Putting the 

end on the floor, she pretended to hobble towards him. 

 

“I can have fun, Jen.” He said back defensively. “But I don’t want to owe someone hundreds 

because you break something.” Gesturing to his head. “Look I’m still wearing the hat aren’t 

I?” As if that was all he needed to do to be fun.  

 

That made Jen laugh so much that the walking stick she was leaning on snapped in two and 

she fell onto the pavement. 

 

“For god sake Jen I told you!” He shouted while looking around. Rushing over he leant down 

to try and help her up. 

 

“Are you okay?” He asked angry that he was concerned, even as she still laughed. 



 

“Of course, I’m okay.” Her laughter still coming though she was breathless now. “Young 

people don’t break as easily as you.” 

 

“Funny. Let’s just get out of here before someone comes back. We don’t know how much 

that cost.” He said still trying to pull her up. 

 

Standing up they were about to turn to go when suddenly an old woman walked out from the 

building. She looked down at the broken stick before looking up at them and smiling. “That 

was my great grandfathers you know.”  

 

Harry felt his heart sink until he thought he felt it in his shoes. “We are so sorry, of course, I 

can pay, but it was an accident,” he said reaching in his pocket and pretending to search for 

his wallet.  

 

The old woman waved her hand at him “No, no don’t worry it’s all free. The shops closed 

down you see, and I just need to get rid of the stock. I’ll take whatever’s left after today and 

throw it in the skip.”  

 

Harry stared at her. “But this stuff must be worth thousands, what will you do for money?” 

 

“Oh, I’m going to live with my daughter anyway and there is no room at her house for any of 

this. A life shouldn’t be measured by things anyway.” She smiled at him. “You look like the 

boys I used to grow up with in that hat you know.” 

 



Embarrassed, he realised he had left the bowler hat on and tried to take it off, but the old 

woman just laughed. “Keep it. It suits you. More than it ever did my husband.” 

 

Harry looked over at Jen. She hadn’t said a word since the old woman had come out. She 

always got nervous around older people as if she thought they would disapprove of her.  But 

now she had started to wander back over to the tables. Silently picking up small items and 

putting them in her pockets. The old woman watched her with a smile on her face. Jen 

wouldn’t look at her. It was as if she was robbing the old woman and couldn’t bring herself to 

face the shame of it. Watches, purses, rings, about ten of them, went into Jens pockets. Harry 

was torn between staring at Jen or staring at the old woman who was staring at Jen. She 

didn’t even really need all the stuff she was grabbing, and Harry didn’t want any of it, except 

maybe the hat. Turning away from Jen before he became too uncomfortable, he studied the 

woman.  

 

She was tiny, barely coming up to Harry’s stomach and even though he guessed she was in 

her late seventies, her voice was young. She hadn’t once stopped smiling even as she bent 

down and picked up the broken pieces of her great grandads’ cane.  

 

Jen, holding a pair of what seemed to be gold earrings suddenly paused and glared at the old 

woman as if she had been caught.  

 

“Are you sure this is all free?” She asked suspiciously. “These are gold aren’t they?” Putting 

them in her bulging pocket even before she finished speaking.  

 



“Oh yes dear, my husband isn’t around anymore you see, and I just couldn’t bring myself to 

run the shop on my own. So, I’ve sold the building and most of the stock and this is just what 

was left over.” 

 

“You must not have sold any stock really if all this is left over,” Jen said bluntly.  

 

The old woman who had been sweeping a bit of dust of a little figurine looked up and seemed 

confused.  

 

“Sold? No, I’m sure you heard. This is all free,” giving a little laugh at the end and placing 

the figurine back on the table. Jen looked at Harry with a little smirk on her face and he hated 

her for a second. She was always more comfortable around people when she sensed a 

weakness; when she was sure she was better than them. 

 

“I know that. But you said that you sold most of the stock.” Jen said slowly. Pronouncing 

each word heavily as if talking to someone slow or hard of hearing.  

 

The old woman stared at her and for a moment she seemed angry. But it passed as if it had 

never been there and she smiled again. Turning towards Harry she ignored what Jen had said. 

She picked up an old vinyl and said, “Shall we listen to this and you can decide if you want 

it?”  

 

He opened his mouth to speak but she was already trotting over to a huge wooden turntable 

that he hadn’t noticed was plugged into a white extension cord.  

 



“This was my husband’s favourite record. He played it for me the first time on our wedding 

night.”  

 

Some old-fashioned jazz music spilled out of the speakers. The hiss and crackle of the 

turntable making it sound even older than it was. The music was loud, and the sound bounced 

off the brick walls of the street and echoed. Down at the end of the road, an old man walking 

his dog looked down at them and shook his head.  

 

Jen was laughing and she held her hand out Harry. “Come on old man, don’t you want to 

dance with me.” She knew it would make him uncomfortable and he tried to laugh her off by 

ignoring her and talking to the old woman. 

 

Even she was swaying to the music. Her small body moving with the notes that rose and 

disappeared into the day's air. “I couldn’t possibly take that if it belonged to your husband, at 

least not without paying something at least,” Harry said desperately, still ignoring Jens 

outstretched hand.  

 

“Oh, it would be nothing. I won’t even have a turntable I shouldn’t think at my daughters. 

Very modern they are.” She said, her eyes almost glazed over as she swayed. 

 

Jen, who finally dropped her hand looked at Harry in disgust. Glancing at her quickly he 

could see it all in her eyes. Her disappointment in him. Her boredom with his manners. She 

seemed to want to make the situation as uncomfortable as possible for him.  

 



“Besides her husband’s dead. He won’t be needing it any more will he.” She said suddenly. 

Smiling at Harry as she did.  

 

Harry could feel his anger deep in his chest. But he looked at her calmly. He refused to let her 

see she had got to him and for the first time he wanted to leave her. He opened his mouth to 

say something, to tell her how rude was being. But the old woman spoke first. 

 

“Oh, he isn’t dead dear. No, I just woke up one morning about six months ago and he was 

gone.” She had turned the music down after Jen had spoken but she was still smiling and 

swaying to it. There was a crackling sound as one song finished and another started. Jen 

blushed a deep red. Part of Harry wanted to go to her and the other felt a deep satisfaction at 

her embarrassment. She hated being made to look foolish.  

 

“He left a note though.” The old woman was still talking. “It seems he fell in love. For the 

first time in his life, so the note said, and he wouldn’t be back. It’s funny. Isn’t it? How love 

works. One second you're comfortable. You have a certainty, a constant and the next, the 

constant is gone. It’s as if one-day gravity vanished, and you were left floating.”  

 

She had been moving different objects around on the table as she spoke and suddenly she 

pulled an old black blazer from beneath a pile of newspaper. Spinning around, she grinned at 

Harry and said. “You would look very handsome with this blazer and the hat you know.”  

  

She walked over to him and shoved it in his hands even as he protested. Holding the blazer, 

he looked at Jen, who for the first time was looking at the old woman with pity.  Despite 

himself, Harry liked her again then. And still, the old woman was speaking. 



 

“Let me find you some black shoes as well. I know people say all black is too mournful, but 

my husband always wore it and I loved it… Have you ever listened to Sam Cook? Oh, his 

voice is wonderful. It soothes the soul as it were. Calms you even when you distressed. Let 

me tell you I listened to a lot of him after reading that note. I think I have a CD by him 

somewhere I’ll give it to you.”  

 

Jen had moved away from the tables now and was standing beside Harry and they watched 

the old woman move around the tables frantically, piling clothes and objects over one arm for 

them.  “Let’s go.” Jen leaned up and whispered in his ear.  

 

Clearing his throat, Harry interrupted the woman. 

 

“We should be going really. It’s a long way back home and I couldn’t really carry all of that 

to the car. Thank you for the hat and everything though and I hope you get to your daughters 

okay.”  

 

Looking up with the same smile that had hardly left her face. “My daughters?” She said 

looking confused, and then shaking her head she carried on speaking. “No, no, no, you can 

take more. I have a truck round the back, and I could do a home delivery for you. OH, maybe 

you could have it all, how big is your house?” Her voice was becoming almost manic now 

and had lost the gentle calmness of before. 

 

“It’s just a small flat really.” Jen cut in and Harry felt her tugging on his arm. But he didn’t 

want to just walk away.  



 

“I’m sorry, but we just can’t take anymore and besides perhaps you will be able to sell some 

more from your daughter's house. Have a yard sale maybe. You can take it in the truck can’t 

you?” 

 

“NO, NO. I told you there wasn’t room.” She almost shouted before turning and smiling 

again. “I’m sorry but no there would be no room and besides I might not even go to my 

daughters. No, maybe I’ll head south. I’m sure I have family down there somewhere. Do you 

have family down south? I’m sure I heard you say you did.” 

 

“I’m sorry but we really have to go. We have more shopping to do and I’m afraid the shops 

will close. But I’m sure other people will come today and take more stuff.”  

 

The old woman didn’t even really seem to be listening anymore, she had turned away from 

them and was piling more items onto the pile she wanted to give them. Muttering under her 

breath.  

 

Wearing the bowler hat and carrying the blazer, Harry finally let Jen tug him away from the 

shop and they began to walk down the road.  

 

“You can have this lovely dressing table if you want it. It will look amazing if you take this 

bookcase. They're made from the same tree you know. They are almost brothers… Wait! 

Don’t go yet. You can take it all. It free! Don’t you understand? It’s just junk to me now; I 

don’t need it. It’s just junk!” 

 



END 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


