
The groceries on the counter looked like lost travellers in the desert. Normally, the milk would already have been in the refrigerator, and the coffee and tea in the cupboards. However, without pots and pans, we couldn't heat anything; without a kettle, without hot water for tea; and without plates or a knife, it was difficult to make sandwiches.
The cupboards were so filthy that Alva didn't want to put her groceries there. So they formed a tableau on the counter that a 17th-century painter would have known what to do with. A paper bag contained six freshly made sandwiches. We ate them at the plastic garden table. I'd never been a fan of camping, but this was even worse than being in a tent in the wild.
“You don’t look very happy right now,” Alva said, observant as ever. 
“My father and I were having a discussion about making this place liveable. I have no idea how I'll ever be able to afford to furnish over two rooms. The rest will have to remain bare. The only money I have is the money my grandmother gave me after she died.”
“How much money could you spend?”
“2,400 euros,” I said.
“And that is yours, not your parents’ money?”
“No, it’s on my bank account. I have access to it.”
“We have much to do. I’m not blind; I’m seeing that as well. So we need to break the problem down into small pieces and prioritise which small pieces we're going to tackle first. Our priority was to have a bed to sleep in. I think that was a logical choice. What would be the next thing you would tackle?”
“The kitchen,” I said. 
“I agree. If we can eat and sleep, we can tackle all the other problems in time.”
“If we buy pots and pans, an oven and a dishwasher, we won’t have money for anything else, Alva. I'm sorry I got you into this mess.” If I'd been alone, all of this would have been manageable. No one would have cared whether I was living in a pigsty. Maybe I would have redecorated one room and put my bed and desk in there. As long as food delivery was available at home, the kitchen would not have been a priority either. 
Alva's voice pierced through my thoughts. “None of this is your fault, so we're not going down that path. I don't contribute a cent, simply because I don't have a cent to spend. You know that our family has always struggled financially. Everything I earned from my part-time job has already gone to paying rent and utilities. My parents aren't very good with money, I'm afraid. We don't have to buy everything new, you know? There are thrift stores for people like us. And since you're not the only student here with little money, there are probably plenty of those stores around.”
I have to be honest; I hadn't even thought about that. Maybe it was logical that if you had little money, you'd end up in those kinds of shops. I think we were rich enough to just buy everything new.
“We don’t need a dishwasher. We can simply wash the dishes by hand. An oven with a cooktop might be handy, but it doesn't have to be new. As long as we can cook for a while. If you wash pots, pans, cutlery, plates, etc. properly, they'll be just as good as new.”
“That’s gross!” It was out before I knew it.
“No, it’s not. If they're intact and undamaged, you only need to clean them. If they're damaged, as pans often are in such stores, then that's a breeding ground for bacteria, but a pan with a good base is like a piece of clothing in a clothing store.”
“But those clothes are new,” I protested.
“But you don’t know how many people have tried them on in the store. You do not know how many hands that pair of trousers or jacket has passed through before it hangs in the clothing store. It’s as clean as cutlery after a good washing from the thrift store.” 
I had to admit, “Never thought of it like this before.” 
Alva smiled gently. God, she was beautiful. “I suggest I make the bed; given the scarce light we have in the evening, let’s go to bed early. We’ll make the thrift stores our first stop tomorrow morning before the trailer is no longer available. We’ll return it to your mom tomorrow.”
“Sounds like a plan to me.” Whenever, wherever, however you want. I can’t say I wasn’t nervous about this. I wasn’t a virgin, if you are curious. Not that it’s any of your business, anyway. If you need to know how a nerd like me got laid, I made love with a babysitter at the ripe age of fourteen, okay? And I will not elaborate on that any further. You probably won’t believe me, anyway. 
Next to each front door, there's a lamp on the gallery that illuminates the front door. So nice in the dark, and you can see where the lock in the door is. So nice that it might scare away burglars as well. And spreads a lot of light into the bedroom next to it. Our bedroom. The one without curtains. It's not as if people could see into our room. Well, they could, of course, but no one used the emergency staircase at night. Not during the day either, for that matter. We brushed our teeth in a dark bathroom. Alva was wearing an oversized T-shirt, and we both kept our shoes on until we reached the bed. The concrete floor felt unpleasant against bare feet. The entire room smelled of concrete, too. Once we were both in bed, there was no physical contact whatsoever. Just a mutual, polite "good night." Never, Nowhere, No way.
——————————
Date: 
The next day we ordered breakfast in a small restaurant and inquired where the local thrift stores were located. They gave us a list of three, and we used our phones to find their address. The GPS brought us, just out of town, to the first one. It smelled a bit of old things, to be honest. We found four matching plates and some cutlery that looked acceptable. I still had trouble thinking someone already had these in his mouth before, but they were only 0,50 cents a piece. Washing machines and gas stoves were at the back of the store. There were two that still looked reasonable: one red and one white. We bought the white one, with a gas stove on top and an electric oven underneath. If it didn't work, we could take it back. But they knew it would work, as they had tested it before transporting it. So two guys lifted it onto our trailer. Our next stop was a home goods store. I gave Alva my bank card and PIN. I stayed behind by the car. We didn't want to come back and find an empty trailer. After a good half hour, Alva returned with two large bags and a receipt that made me swallow hard. Then we went to the hardware store to get a new hose for the stove and tools to install it. I decided to raid my father's toolbox soon, as he rarely, if ever, used it. If anything needed to be done at our house, a "handyman" would come. 
The observant reader saw this coming from miles away. We were standing on the threshold of our house with a heavy gas stove. That thing doesn't just slide into the kitchen by itself. You really need two people to lift it over the threshold into the house. But of course, that wasn't possible because one of us—I won't say who—had to be lifted over the threshold. I didn't want to discuss how we would handle this. First things first. I grabbed her a little less gently to lift her up.
"Wait. What's your word that you don't want to take into the house?"
"Impractical," I said.
"Go home," Alva said.
Once Alva was inside, I tilted the stove so she could grab it from inside, and that way we could finally put the bulky thing in its place. The thrift store folks had been right. The gas stove worked perfectly, and the oven underneath it heated as well. Alva did a little happy dance. Since we still had the trailer, we went out and bought a small refrigerator. For some reason, Alva insisted the refrigerator should be new, and they weren't that expensive. We saw several countertop models for around €400 to €500, as well as a display model fridge-freezer for €400. We just had to take it home, so we did. Did I mention it was bright black? 

