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The Estate

[bookmark: _GoBack]I checked his flat number before I left. I kept it in my head where it echoed with each step, like the sound of my heels on the council estate’s concrete floor. Thirty-two, thirty-two, thirty-two. I thirty-twoed my way down cold hallways and dirty stairs, past broken doorways and the smell of warm curry, through dark courtyards shining with shattered glass. My tight dress had no pockets so I carried his set of keys, sharp and unfamiliar in the palm of my hand. Folded in my black lace bra, keeping warm against my heart, was ten quid he gave me for a bottle of wine.
He didn’t even know me. We met three hours ago when I rubbed my ass against his leg in the bar to get his attention.
Lydia. Kieran. Nice to meet you. Drink?
Empty glasses piled between us, and he took me to another bar where they piled up again. We lost his friends along the way, one by one, until in the third bar it was just the two of us, and next thing I knew we were in a cab.
The ride was a lurching one, starting and stopping at lights, changing lanes, taking sudden improbable turns down dark streets with brown houses that change places when you’re not looking. We got to Kieran’s estate and I had no clue where I was. We’d passed the London Eye, but going which way?
The estate was gray, towering, anonymous. We could be in Acton or we could be in Arnos Grove. Kieran took me inside, up stairs and stairs and stairs – the lift wasn’t working. We went this way, that way, hallways and doors and darkness, it was the cab ride all over again. People shouting, men with anxious dogs, smoke, litter, smells. And then we were at his front door.
We kissed a little in the open doorway and he offered me a drink. I followed him to the kitchen. The counters were crowded with cigarette butts and shriveled mushroom stems and pint glasses with yellow in the bottom.
He went through the cupboards but couldn’t find a single can or bottle to offer. After cursing a guy named Andrew, the flatmate and supposed culprit, he said, “I want to have a shower first anyway,” and he gave me some money and directions to the off-license. He kissed my cheek and squeezed my ass and sent me on my way.
Outside I took a few wrong turns but I found the off-license, yellow light spilling from windows onto filthy pavement. Inside the small shop I kept making wrong turns again and couldn’t find the wine. I asked the man who worked there, bald head and dry knuckles. He frowned and pointed behind me. I grabbed the cheapest bottle of white, stuck the change in my shoe, and headed back to the estate.
Thirty-two, thirty-two. I went up steps and through doors, past reeking garbage chutes and plastic Tesco bags and fried chicken bones, and I found number 32. I stuck Kieran’s key in the lock but it wouldn’t turn so I knocked on the door. It was answered by a shirtless guy in dreadlocks who looked at me and went, “Alright?”
I looked at the dim hallway behind him. It was full of bags and shoes I didn’t recognize.
“Is this Kieran’s flat?” I asked.
“Kieran?” The guy was incredulous. He wrinkled his nose. 
“I thought this was Kieran’s flat,” I said. 
 “No,” said the guy, “Nobody here named Kieran.”
“Oh,” I said.
We were done. He closed the door and I stood there, dizzy, trying to remember numbers. I had put my faith in 32 and now I felt lost.
The cold corridor air pinched my shoulders as I stood there, suddenly stifled by all the horrible truths of my life. I was broke, I was homeless, I was hungry, I was lost. But these were big truths and the smaller truths were more useful to focus on. I had four pounds change in my shoe, there was Wheatabix and peanut butter waiting in Kieran’s cupboard which I could eat while he slept, and I wasn’t really homeless because it had only been one week. And as for finding his flat, well, there were lots of doors in the estate but the number was finite. I’d try all of them if I had to.
I limped the length of the hall in my heels, bought one size too small from a Notting Hill Oxfam. Each door in its turn received Kieran’s key. The scratch of a strange key in the lock disturbed a few occupants, mainly dogs, but also one drowsy man who opened his door to see what was going on. I backed away, going, “Sorry, sorry,” then ran to the next hall to try again.
No luck there, or in the next corridor, or the next. I tried the doors and moved on as quickly as I could, but sometimes one would swing open and I was met with the suspicious stare of housewives, insomniacs, men reeking of pot, restless teens, nervous women, elderly people in ethnic clothes who didn’t understand me. But no Kieran, and no lock that loosened at his key.
I wandered through courtyards and spied through lit windows hoping to see Kieran’s form. I saw strange people eating, smoking, and sitting. One man caught my eye over the shoulder of a woman whose breast he was squeezing. He ran at the window to shout at me. I listened to his curses, shaking, from behind a scrawny bush.
The estate might as well have been the size of London itself. I could never explore it all, and even if I did I would never know for sure if I’d tried every door because they all looked the same. Every corner I turned I might have turned before. Every person who glared at me might have been someone I already apologized to. As I tried more doors, steps getting slower, wine bottle getting heavier, I started also looking for places I could sleep the night. There were benches outside, but they were exposed. There were bushes I could curl beneath, but they might have insects. My best bet would be the courtyard playground, huddled in a plastic tunnel slide, the wine bottle chill against my cheek. It would be embarrassing when someone found me in the morning, but I couldn’t worry about that now.
I decided to try one more corridor. Just one, and then I’d give up. And as I worked my way through this last row of doors I noticed one toward the end that was ajar.
I skipped the rest of the doors and went straight to the open one. Music rumbled from within, dark and growling music like the kind played in night clubs after 4 am. I knocked but no one answered so I nudged the door open. I stepped inside.
It was warm, much warmer than the night air. The light in the flat was dim and silvery, as if from someone’s computer screen. I followed the light and the music, stepping my sore heels through piles of letters on the floor, dropped scarves, muddy boots, a broken umbrella. The music got louder until I wasn’t hearing it with my ears, it came from inside me, from my own shuddering core.
I opened another door and found the kitchen.
A man stood in the near-darkness, spreading Nutella on toast. He was a bit older than Kieran. His skin was coated in a sheen of dried sweat and he smelled like a bar at the end of the night. He didn’t notice me. He crammed the toast in his mouth and chewed, getting crumbs all over his button-down shirt.
I knocked on the frame of his kitchen door.
He turned and looked at me, too drunk to be startled.
“Hi,” I said.
He wiped chocolate from his face with a forearm. He eyed my short dress and dark makeup. I lifted the wine bottle. Gave him a smile.
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