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	GHOSTS OF OP SHOPS PAST

	 

	 

	“Come on, Michelle, we’re running late.”

	I rolled my eyes and groaned, watching my mother trot off towards the small secondhand op shop she volunteered at. It sat between a hairdressing salon and a pizzeria in the small shopping complex in our neighbourhood.

	I reluctantly got out of the car and looked around while shutting the door. A deli, a pet shop, and a takeaway joint finished off the centre in the quiet neighbourhood. Mum volunteered during the week, but since it was school holidays, she had me volunteering as well. I dragged my feet and slowly made my way into the store.

	Like with most op shops, it had that weird smell of mixed aromas. Dust, mould, old age, old people, mothballs, no oxygen, can’t breathe, can’t breathe, help! I gagged.

	“Oh, it’s not so bad.” Mum came toward me with an apron. “Put this on and let’s get to work.”

	“Work?” I took the apron and held it out in front of me with two fingers. “Happy Trails Opportunity Shop,” I read aloud, looking at the picture on the front of pine trees and a creek with horses standing nearby. “You get paid to work. Are we getting paid? You said we were volunteering.” I grimaced at the stain on the apron and delicately sniffed it before slipping it over my head. I think my face was still screwed up because when I finished tying it, I looked up and saw Mum with her arms crossed, staring at me in disapproval.

	“Really?”

	I blinked, and my face relaxed. “What?”

	“You sniffed it? Ugh! I’ll have you know I wash those aprons myself, so they are clean and smell free. This way.” She led me to the back room full of racks and bags of clothing, and containers and shelves of stuff that people didn’t want anymore.

	“Here, take this rack and put the clothes in the appropriate areas in the store.” She pushed the rack toward me, and I rolled it over to the clothing section.

	I picked up the first skirt. “Mmm, old-fashioned. How much are they slugging for this? Five dollars!” I stared at the tag and heard a ‘shh’. Guiltily, I looked up and saw Mum frowning and a couple of customers staring in amusement.

	I jammed it on the rack and picked up the next. “Ooh, I like this one,” I muttered under my breath. I eyed the suede skirt in my hand. Turquoise blue, zip up the back, and about knee length. “Mmm, wonder if I could keep this one for myself?”

	“We don’t get to keep whatever we want for ourselves, dear.”

	I jumped at the voice and turned around. “Um, sorry?”

	The little old lady turned around. She barely came up to my shoulder, had grey hair pulled into a bun, and a wrinkly face.

	“We don’t get to keep whatever we want for ourselves,” she repeated with a twinkle in her eye. “We may be volunteers, but if we want something, we must buy it.” She looked at the skirt and then eyed me up and down. “I don’t think it would fit you anyway, dear. It’s too big and belonged to someone much older than…mmm…” Her eyes studied my face. “Twelve. You’re Michelle, Beth’s daughter, aren’t you?”

	I stared from her to the skirt back to her. “Um, yeah, I am. How do you know the skirt wouldn’t fit, or that it belonged to someone older? Do you know the person who donated it?” My curiosity piqued, I wondered how she knew, or could possibly know.

	“Look at the size, dear. It’s too big for you. And it’s from someone older because children don’t wear suede skirts.” With another twinkle in her eye, she wandered off down the aisle.

	I checked the size tag and saw she was right. A size 14 was nowhere near where I was as a twelve-year-old. Pity! I placed it on the rack and finished putting the rest of the skirts in place before moving on to the pants.

	“Five dollars, black, blue, olive green, blech!” I pulled a face at the horrible colour and wondered how anyone could wear it when it was so horrible. “Ugh, these look old and worn and should we even be putting these out for sale they look horribly ugly?” I muttered, holding up a pair of worn thin black old-fashioned pants.

	“We can’t be picky when selling donations.”

	“Ah!” I jumped a second time and spun around. It was the little old lady again. “But…” I looked at the pants I was still holding. “They look worn and ugly,” I whispered. “Why would you sell something so…ugly?”

	“Because we can’t be picky when selling donations,” she repeated. “As long as the article is decent with no holes or stains, we sell it. Have to make money somehow.” She wandered off, and I finished clearing the rack. When I rolled it into the back room, Mum was waiting with a box of stuffed toys.

	“Go put these in the toy crate; they’re ready for sale.”

	I carried the box to the toy section and tipped it upside down for them to all fall out into the huge wire crate.

	“You need to treat them better than that; they belonged to someone, once.”

	I jumped for the third time. “You always sneak up on people?” I eyed the little old lady who always seemed to be following me around. This time I noticed the ‘Happy Trails’ apron and name tag. Her name was Winifred. God, how old-fashioned, and she clearly volunteered here.

	She picked up a small teddy bear and studied it, turning it over in her hands. “Mmm, this one belonged to a little girl, about eight. But she passed away and her parents donated her things.” She lovingly put it down amongst the others. “They all have stories, dear. They’re little people themselves.”

	“How do you know who owned that bear?” I had absolutely no idea if she’d just made it up, or if she was some sort of witch.

	She smiled at me with her wrinkly eyes, a sparkle going on in them. “I know the story. I sense it. I feel it. Everything has a story.” She glanced away for a few seconds and then picked up a medium-sized brown bear. “This belonged to a ten-year-old boy. It’s a little battered and worn now, but it was a great comfort to him when he was sick.”

	“Then why doesn’t he still have it?” I was puzzled, and bewildered, and a few other things at this weird exchange.

	“Because he died too.” She gently placed it next to the other one and walked away.

	I looked around the store and shivered. This place was weird. There were only three customers, but I felt like I was being watched, and Winnie wasn’t helping the creep factor either. Everything seemed to be in order. The back was a bit of a mess, but for the most part, each section was clearly labelled and laid out. I saw Mum stacking the crockery at the other end of the store and glanced back to the bookshelves on my right. Maybe I should just tidy them up a bit.

	I started straightening the books and tidying the shelves, picking up stray things from the floor as I went. When I was finished, I turned to see Mum coming my way.

	“That was going to be your next job, so I’m glad you took some initiative and did it yourself. Maybe you can keep that up after your break?” She glanced at her watch. “You’ve got ten minutes. There’s a small bathroom off the back room, and I packed food in the cooler bag. Get some sun and air out back. I’ll be timing you.” She walked off to serve a customer.

	I hurried into the bathroom to wash my hands then grabbed a sandwich and small bottle of drink from our cooler bag. I wandered out the back door to see the sun shining down and the water in the small creek whizzing by. It ran past the back of the centre, and I walked over to it while munching on my sandwich.

	Ten minutes later, I turned around and walked back in to find an old man standing in the back room looking at an old pea coat on the table that was yet to be priced.

	“Ooh, sorry sir, you can’t be back here, volunteers only.”

	He looked up at me with old grizzled features and a white beard, not seeming to understand what I’d said.

	“Sir, you can’t be—”

	“Michelle, dear.”

	I glanced at Winnie as she came through the door and saw her look in the direction of the old man. I turned back, but he was gone. “What the!”

	“What, dear?”

	I looked out the back door, but saw no one.

	“What is it, dear?”

	I walked into the room and shook my head. “There was an old guy here looking at that pea coat, but then he disappeared when you walked in…” I really didn’t know what to think.

	“You saw an old man, dear?” Winnie eyed me closely.

	“Um, yeah. White hair and beard. Really wrinkly.”

	She nodded. “Interesting.”

	“What…is…?” Now I was just plain confused.

	“That you saw him.”

	I shrugged and frowned. “Wasn’t I supposed to?”

	“No, dear. Unless you have an ability to see the dead.”

	I blinked. I stared. I blinked again. “The what?”

	Winnie blinked back. “The dead, dear. That man was dead. Long gone. That was just his spirit hanging around because that was his coat.”

	I looked from Winnie to the coat and back again. “What?”

	Her laughter tinkled through the room. “You just saw a ghost, dear. Sometimes they hang around their clothes or toys, or whatever they loved that’s been donated. There’s quite a few of them that come through the store.”

	This time my eyelids moved in rapid succession. “You mean…this place is haunted…? As in…haunted?” My voice squeaked out.

	“Well…” She glanced away. “I’d say it’s…visited.”

	“You see them? You saw him? How? Why? When?”

	“I have a gift,” Winnie said. “I’ve been visited by spirits and have seen them all my life. It looks like you have the beginnings of that gift—”

	“What? I’m…no…I—”

	Mum came in. “There you are, time for my break now. Sharon is manning the till; can you unload that trolley of plates and cups please.” She ran into the bathroom and Winnie and I wandered into the store while I pushed the trolley.

	I glanced around nervously. “Are they here now?”

	“Do you see any now?”

	I stopped and studied the four people in the store, landing on the one by the mirror. “Her.” I gave a slight head tilt in her general direction.

	“Why her?”

	I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

	The woman at the mirror turned and yelled out to the woman two rows away, and they both laughed.

	Winnie laughed too. “Nope, not her.”

	“Mmm,” I mumbled and headed for the crockery section. I couldn’t find a place for the new stuff, so I moved some things around on the shelf and turned to get the plates from the trolley. “Ah!” I cried out when I saw the woman holding one of the plates.

	“Mmm,” she said. “Mine, mine, mine.” She stared defiantly at me.

	“Um, well, sorry, but it’s been donated to the store, so,” I shrugged, “not yours anymore.”

	The woman, in her white nightie type dress, and long grey hair, held fast and clutched the plate to her chest. “Mine, mine, mine!”

	“No, dear. It’s no
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