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PENGUIN BOOKS


THE SHOPS


India Knight was born in 1965. She lives in London with her boyfriend and three children. She is the author of two bestselling novels, My life on a Plate and Don’t You Want Me?, both of which are published by Penguin.



To Amaryllis and Afsaneh





No man is rich enough to buy back his past.


OSCAR WILDE


I take Him shopping with me.

I say, OK, Jesus, help me find a bargain.

TAMMY FAYE BAKKER





Where shops have several branches, the address, telephone number and opening times given usually refer to the largest and/or flagship store. And while every effort has been made to provide up-to-date addresses and telephone numbers, and e-mail and website details, obviously these can change, so beware!







Introduction


This is not a shopping guide; it’s a book about shopping – a sort of Joy of Sex for shops, with fewer beardy, tumescent men. It’s not going to tell you to go to blissful Peter Jones – although obviously you should, often – to buy wool (and bamboo knitting needles, a revelation after using metal) or hosiery. It’s not going to direct you to Harvey Nichols, because it assumes that you know where it is, and what it’s for (footballers’ wives. Only joking! It bee a big fancy shop in that there Lunnun). There are no great long lists of stores I think you ought to frequent, but, scattered here and there, there are incidental boxes. I am extremely pleased with these boxes. They contain gems: the very best shopping addresses I have gathered in the course of my research. Yes, I’ve done shopping research – imagine the hardship: the oil-rig worker, the junior doctor and me, slaving away at the coal face, bloody but unbowed.



Actually, I’ve been researching this book throughout the course of my adult life, because shopping has been my hobby – my vocation, almost – since I was a very small child. Hence the boxes: I am sharing my shopping Good News, evangelically. You want pants that’ll take two inches off your waist without (crucially) redistributing the podge on to your lower back or – eeooo – upper thighs? You want cream that gets rid of snog-rash? Cherry cake to swoon over? A country cottage to rent for half-term? Look in the boxes. They ought, for the most part, to be helpful wherever you live, thanks to the goodness of online shopping and mail order. It goes without saying that they are also completely and necessarily subjective: don’t blame me if you order gingerbread and then don’t like the taste, or if you don’t share my definition of a good facial. And please don’t misinterpret this book as some sort of creepy guide to gracious living – buy what I buy, live like me – because I am the kind of person who eats bacon sandwiches in the bath, can spend days shunning human contact in favour of Georgette Heyer, and would rather count the hairs on my head one by one than even think about amusing new ways with place setting/floral arrangements.

But I do love the shops. Oh, God, The Shops. I can’t quite remember if that almost-not-daring-to-believe, kick-in-the-stomach feeling of pure joy – ‘You mean we give you a few coins and the lovely thing becomes mine?’ – first happened when my paternal grandmother took me to a pâtisserie (Vatel in Brussels, 8 rue General Leman – they still do absolutely the best baguette in town), where I stood transfixed in front of a tiny tartelette au citron: pale yellow, with frilled edges and Citron written (just like that) in tall, thin, curly letters of darkest chocolate. I don’t think I’d quite grasped that food came from shops before (sheltered childhood, and I was only six), and this tartelette was a revelation. The idea that you could eat delicious things all the time, if you liked, simply by taking a few steps down the street and SHOPPING, was just amazing to me.


[image: image]


So that’s where the passion started, I think – either then or perhaps sometime the same year, in the giant papeterie on the rue Belliard, around the corner from my grandparents’ flat. A papeterie is a stationer’s, stupidly prosaic in English – the word really deserves a better, more lyrical, more ecstatic translation. I love paper, and this is where the love began. This hushed, sober shop had, obviously, paper by the quire: thin paper, thick paper, hand-made paper, marbled paper in six shades of pink, like melting strawberry ice-cream – and coloured inks, and heavy, solemn, important-feeling fountain pens, and felt tips, nibs, quills, woody pencils with rich, oily leads (mmm, graphite), rows of beautifully bound books with hopeful blank pages … We’d gone to buy me some Caran d’Ache pencils. I remember the shop’s smell to this day, and the sort of swoon I fell into by the counter; I remember my grandfather’s complicit smile – the smile of recognition of like meeting like: he, too, was a stationery fetishist (he also taught me how to stand in bookshops, appreciatively sniffing the air before diving in – this was in the days when bookshops were small and didn’t smell of Starbucks).
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I still spend a disproportionate amount of time in my local stationer’s, groping the very ordinary notebooks, sometimes quite wanting to lay my cheek on their pristine pages. I also go to artists’ supply shops and stand in a corner, beaming with love at the brash, jaunty tubes of acrylics, the tiny, elegant blocks of watercolour, the sable brushes – and, of course, the paper. I got my eldest son his own big box of Caran d’Ache pencils recently, and became somewhat teary-eyed as I was buying them. One of the funny things about shopping – and I’ll get to this in a later chapter – is that it can dredge up the most unexpected emotions, especially if you’re comfort-shopping, which is to say usually shopping for some aspect of your mislaid childhood.

Possibly this little explanation concerning the origins of my passion says more about my greed or northern European ploddiness – cakes, paper, ist gut, ja? – than about my love of shopping, but then if you love shopping as I do, a lemon tartlet or a notebook can send you into the same throbbing ecstasies as a cashmere coat, even in adulthood. A washing-up brush can become the acme of desirability if it is the right washing-up brush (round, wooden, real bristles = good, quite want to do the washing up; speckledy grey plastic = horrible, what am I, your domestic slave?).

Hence the boxes: I’ve shopped a lot. In recent years, I have also become obsessed with the magic of online shopping. You have to kiss a lot of frogs, but eventually you find a real prince of a shop (the princes – and quite a few kings – are in the boxes). You sit there in your pyjamas, click a few buttons with your wee mouse, and a few days later a wonderful, thrilling parcel arrives. There is a such a special delight in opening a parcel, tearing through the cardboard, feeling like you’ve got a fabulous, perfect present from someone who knows you really well. Which, in fact, you have. Only yesterday a lovely pistachio-and-violet-coloured suede backgammon board arrived from an online shop* (and it was cheap), which probably explains my good mood today. Hell being other people, you don’t get a mood like that from schlepping up and down Oxford Street on a Saturday afternoon.

So, I’m not here to tell you how to dress (though I’ve included some foolproof tips for how to dress if you’re size 14 or above, because I’m fed up with perfectly normal women wandering about all hunched and slopy, wearing giant smocks, looking like ashamed puddings), or where to buy your food from (though I’ve passed on a few ideas), or how to get a digital camera at bargain-basement prices – try one of those guides to Internet shopping instead. What this book is for is to try and explain why it is that shopping is such a joy (and to try and convert those who disagree, poor fools), and to find out what it is we are actually doing, actually hoping for, actually saying when we pop down The Shops. Oh, and did I mention the boxes?
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Beginning


It saddens and amazes me that there are people out there who actually hate shopping. Men, for instance, are traditionally supposed to be hopeless at it: grumpy and monosyllabic when lured down the high street, wishing they were at home browsing the web for gadgets instead. Now, I don’t want to come over all American self-help manual here (pity – I’d probably have a best-seller on my hands if I did: Because You’re Worth It – How to Shop for the Self within You), but hating shopping is a terrible accident. It happens to people who’ve never shopped properly, and allow one bad experience to contaminate and sully the rest of their shopping life. It is extremely sad, a) because it just is and b) because we all have to shop, whether we like it or not. So we may as well like it. Even heterosexual blokes.

I can see how it happens, though, shop-hatred. Devoted as I am to my number one hobby, it would be plain foolish not to admit that some shopping experiences are absolutely hellish. I mentioned Oxford Street on a Saturday afternoon in the introduction: swarms of people not knowing what they want but knowing they want it badly, milling around like grubs (I’m mixing my metaphors, but they’re all to do with insects, you’ll notice); the smell of cheap burgers; the rustle of nyloned thigh meeting nyloned thigh; the sense of despair; the grotesque, palpable greed … Yes, it’s hell. But this scenario has as little to do with true shopping as a drunken fumble in an alleyway with a man who looks like a pig has to do with a weekend at the Ritz with the one you love. We’ll get to that later. We’ll make every shopping experience as far removed from the icky fumble as is humanly possible. It’s not difficult when you know how – but it’s not necessarily easy to know how, either. For many of us – well, many of you – shopping is simply bewildering. It promises, but it doesn’t deliver. There is a literal embarrassment of choice. And so shopping becomes joyless.

But first we need to go back to the beginning. Where does it come from, this delight in The Shops? Is it inherited? Is there a shopping gene? Certainly, my mother was – and remains – a champion shopper. But, possibly because of her ultra-luxe tastes, when I was a child she shopped in a very different way from me. Put simply, I like tat and the romance of tat – of stupid, pointless, lovely, glittery cheap things – and she doesn’t. She didn’t shop very frequently, but when she did, you knew about it. I shop little and often, a method I strongly recommend.

When I was a small girl, growing up in Brussels with frequent exeats to Paris, we seemed to be either improbably rich or improbably hard up, with no in-betweens. My parents separated when I was two, and my mother and I lived by ourselves in a (for the time) freakily minimalist apartment on the Avenue de Tervuren. My mother, a designer who is blessed with a most extraordinary ‘eye’, has always had minimal tastes, and so there we were, with acres of bareness (lack of funds may have contributed to the overall look), the odd exquisite objet and a fascinating textured blue rubber floor that looked like giant bubble wrap in our kitchen. We ate porridge when we were broke, which was about half the time, and tins and tins of sardines (‘full of protein’, though I think the aesthetic aspect – the beautiful retro Spanish and Portuguese labels on the tins – had as much to do with it as the nutritional one). When we weren’t broke … well, my mother tells a story which I think I am supposed to be obscurely flattered by, which in reality I find crippling, but which I pass on anyway in the spirit of explanation. I was aged about five, and she about twenty-three, and we were in an upmarket Brussels supermarket called Rob – a kind of Belgian Fortnum’s, now defunct – and as we were queuing up to pay, she remembers me panickedly telling her, at the top of my voice, that we’d forgotten the caviare: Maman, maman, on a oublié le caviare. One can only imagine the delight of the other shoppers.



A SHOP IN BRUSSELS


There are lots of shops in Brussels, obviously, and lots of chocolates, but the former are Euro-standards* and the latter feature in the chapter on food. The one place I absolutely always make a beeline for, if only to drool, is Delvaux, makers of supremely elegant, well-constructed, ultra-chic, ultra-pricey handbags (and leather goods) since 1829. My grandmother and all her sisters cherished theirs, gazing sniffily at lesser bags, and it is true that a Delvaux bag is like a family heirloom. These are instant classics, made with unusual amounts of care and precision, perfectly designed, so impeccable that other bags somehow start looking pitifully shoddy by comparison. You can tell from little things: only Delvaux and Hermès still use continuous stitching for their bags, for example (examine your handbag. There are little knots where the manufacturer has used up a bit of thread. If the thread is cheap, it eventually starts fraying. Continuous stitching means the same, high-quality thread all the way round the bag, and no little knots or uprisings of thread. This also applies to cashmere: you only get pilling if cheaper, short threads have been used). The leather is unbelievably soft and the muted colours are beautiful. This is real understated luxury – unless they’re Belgian, no one knows about Delvaux much, though there are a handful of Delvaux shops in the States – ideal if you’re a bit of a bag fetishist but hate the idea of anything glitzy and covered in ghastly logos, and care deeply about quality. The bags really do last a lifetime, or two or three, and are outside fashion. A diffusion line, Le Deux, is marginally cheaper (which isn’t saying much) and trendier. But trendiness isn’t really the point. The shops are at 27 Boulevard de Waterloo (+ 32 2513 0502) and 31 Galerie de la Reine (+32 2512 7198).




So that was my mother: feast or famine. Sardines with crunchy, spindly bones or Beluga for two. I have no recollection whatsoever of buying Jif or loo paper or potatoes with her, though surely we must have done. All my shopping memories of my mother involve things like haring around looking for Alfonso mangoes (they’re only in season for one month); buying hundreds of postcards of the head of Nefertiti when the Tutankhamun exhibition hit Brussels in the 1970s; and buying clothes.

Ah, the clothes. We were very well dressed, my mother and I (she still is. I am writing this in fleecy pyjama bottoms and an ancient, dog-smelling jumper). When she married my stepfather and we came to live in England, in crazy, beyond-parody 1970s Islington (in Sisterwrite, the local bookshop, an alarm bell sounded if a man walked in), I remember one of the mothers of the children on the square talking disapprovingly about my ‘funny French clothes’. Even then, aged ten, I felt some pity for the woman in question, rather than any deep sense of hurt for myself: dungareed, braless and make-upless, with hair like rats’ tails – to say nothing of a crashing lack of manners – I knew she could really have benefited from my clothes-related (and, by this time, cosmetic) knowledge. God, those middle-class women. As though looking ugly made you Of The People. Anyway – I was shy and only just learning English, and so I didn’t say anything, but it didn’t stop me from thinking to myself that she had hands like raw hams and that a good blow-dry wouldn’t have gone amiss, to say nothing of a slick of mascara and some decent lingerie. She needed The Shops, poor her, and she didn’t know how. (At the time, the idea of anyone ingeniously making a political statement against patriarchy – we are wimmin and so on – simply by looking hideous didn’t occur to me. I just felt sorry.)
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CHILDREN’S CLOTHES


You know how it is: you want them to wear sweet old-fashioned triangular dresses and children’s Birkenstocks;* they want clicky-clacky Barbie mules and T-shirts saying ‘Babe’. I don’t have girls, and, having been one myself (‘But why can’t I go out in the pelmet and the sequinned knickers? I am fourteen, you know’), I am sartorially very grateful. The following manage the miraculous feat of pleasing both me and my two sons – I am assuming they work with daughters too.

Mini Boden Surely I don’t need to explain Mini Boden? A total lifesaver. For customer services and catalogue, call: 0845 357 5000, Mon–Sat, 8–10. Browse and buy online at www.boden.co.uk –though do beware, it’s quite easy to go mad and spend zillions; e-mail: johnnie@boden.co




















NOTABLY FRIENDLY SHOPS























WHERE TO GET YOUR BROWS DONE, AND WHY YOU SHOULD






	Vashailly Patel, who is the one I got to. Eyebrow threading and also utterly fabulous facials, including dermabrasion – having your face hoovered, basically. Salon: 51 Paddington Street, London W1U 4H. Open: Mon – Sat, 9–6. For appointments and info, call: 020 7224 6088. Eyebrows: £30 for up to 15 minutes. NB: There’s a waiting list.


	Kamini Vaghela at the Olympus Suite, Claridge’s, Brook Street, London W1A 2JQ, Thurs, 10.30–1.30. For appointments, call: 020 7409 6565 or 07956 831499. £30 for up to 15 minutes.


	Arezoo Kaviani. Eyebrow threading, Brazilian waxes and variants thereon (don’t ask), and very long (2–3 hours) facials. Private salon in the heart of Knightsbridge. Call Arezoo, who is lovely, on her mobile: 07768 903 090; no address given because she does so many celebs. She also applies crystal body jewellery, including on your front bottom – diamanté stars heading for the labia, that kind of thing. Eyebrows: £20–25 for up to 15 minutes.


	Farida Choudhury at Urban Retreat, Harrods, Mon, Tues, Wed, 9–7. For appointments, call: 020 7893 8333. £18 for up to 15 minutes.















YOU HAVE A MOUSTACHE.







Facial Hair and What to Do about It

















BEST SHIRTS FOR MEN
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Introduction


* From Plumo, to be precise – see www.plumo.co.uk. They also do very charming tins and excellent cushions.
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