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Gwen knew the milk wasn’t hers. 
That was the problem with council fridges. They were in shared kitchens pretending to be appliances, when really they were moral traps with salad drawers. This one hummed in the corner of the fifth-floor staff room, its door held shut with a faded magnet from a recycling campaign from 2018.
Gwen opened it anyway.
Three yoghurts were on the third shelf, a tin of soup with no label on the second, next to half a cucumber in cling film. She groaned; she must have finished her milk yesterday because the door was empty. But then she spotted a little pint bottle at the back of the fridge behind the yoghurts, and her lips curved.
This was the good stuff, blue top, which meant full fat. She reached for it and noticed a strip of masking tape stuck across the bottle.
Morgan. Do not touch.
She ripped it off. He won’t mind. She’d had six emails before nine, one broken printer, and a councillor who’d asked whether the word “biodiversity” was too political. She deserved this.
Besides Morgan had a whole pint. One splash wouldn’t kill him.
She unscrewed the cap and poured. The milk swirled satisfyingly creamy in her tea. The combined smell was just what she needed and she felt her shoulders droop in relief.
Then her tongue fizzed. Oh God, was it off? She looked into the mug. A tiny silver thread curled across the surface and vanished.
“Oh, brilliant,” she said. “Haunted dairy.”
Nobody answered, because nobody used this staff room if they could help it. The corridor outside belonged to Planning, and Planning staff avoided unnecessary doors on instinct. The door opposite the kitchen helped with that.
Gwen had worked at the Council for eleven years and had only noticed it twice. It was narrow, painted the same cream as the wall, with a brass plate too dull to read. Most days her eyes slid straight over it and found the noticeboard instead.
Today, the brass plate shone. Minor Wrongs and Associated Consequences.
Gwen blinked. The words blurred, becoming dust, paint, and nothing.
“No, thank you,” her brain thought at the door.
Her mouth decided to chip in, “I don’t have the capacity for secret departments before half nine.”
A chair moved behind her. Gwen turned. At the staff room table, Gareth from Finance paused with a banana halfway to his mouth. He was wearing his new motivational lanyard, the one printed with BELIEVE, ACHIEVE, DELIVER in a loop around his neck.
“Morning, Gwen.”
“Morning, Gareth. That lanyard makes you look like you’ve been sponsored by panic.”
His face folded inwards.
Gwen clapped both hands over her mouth.
Gareth’s banana lowered by an inch. “Sorry?”
Gwen tried to smile. Her lips refused to join in.
“I said your lanyard makes you look like a hostage at a conference.”
The staff room went very quiet, apart from the fridge, which wheezed away. Gareth left with his banana clutched to his chest and a wounded expression.
Gwen stared after him. She didn’t mean to say that. That had been a private thought. Private thoughts were supposed to queue quietly behind her face and die there.
Her phone buzzed. Meeting in ten. Bring update on community food waste pilot.
Gwen groaned and picked up her mug.
“No more talking,” she told herself.
Her mouth said, “You won’t manage that. You talk when you’re nervous, bored, or when irritated. And don’t forget during PowerPoint transitions because silence makes you feel judged.”
The mug slipped in her grip.
Across the corridor, the strange door opened and a man leaned out. He was tall, wearing a brown cardigan over a shirt that had seen better decades. Preloved now, wasn’t it? His hair stuck up in soft grey tufts. Behind him, a woman with sharp eyes peered over his shoulder, and another figure sat at a desk under a stack of folders tied with red string.
The man sighed.
“Ah,” he said. “Shelf Three.”
Gwen pointed at herself. “Am I dying?”
“No,” said the woman. “You’re cursed.”
The seated person behind him looked up from behind a stack of folders. “Only mildly.”
Gwen should have walked away. She had a meeting. She had a job. She had a reputation, if everyone kindly ignored the Christmas-party incident with the karaoke machine.
Instead, her feet carried her across the corridor and through the hidden door.
The room inside was much larger than the corridor allowed. Three desks stood under yellow lamps. Filing cabinets covered every wall. The air smelled of toast.
The man in the cardigan held out a hand.
“Emrys. Minor Wrongs officer.”
The woman raised her hand in a half-hearted greeting. “Gwen.”
Gwen stared at her. “That’s my name.”
“Mine too,” said the woman. “Awkward, but survivable.”
The person at the desk raised a file. “Morgan.”
Gwen’s stomach fell. “Morgan as in the milk Morgan?”
Morgan looked at her over square glasses. “Morgan as in the milk with my name on it, yes.”
Gwen’s mouth opened before mercy could tackle it.
“I only used a splash. Well, a large splash. More of a moral puddle. I thought you were being dramatic.”
Morgan’s eyebrows lifted.
Gwen pressed both hands to her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say moral puddle.”
Emrys took her mug and sniffed it. “Full activation. Wrist curse.”
“Why wrist?” Gwen asked.
“Old law,” said Gwen Two. “The hand takes, the wrist carries, the tongue pays.”
“That sounds unnecessarily poetic for milk theft.”
“It was written in Carmarthen,” Morgan said. “They do that.”
Gwen swallowed. “How long is this going to last?”
“Twenty-four hours,” Emrys said.
“Unless you repair the wrong properly,” Morgan added.
“I’ll buy you another pint of milk?”
Morgan leaned back. “That replaces the object. It doesn’t repair the wrong.”
Gwen tried to say that was unreasonable. Her tongue had other plans.
“I stole it because I told myself it didn’t matter because you’re always calm and I’m always one bad email away from chewing the computer cable.”
Morgan blinked.
Gwen Two reached for the biscuit jar. “There it is.”
“What?”
“The truth under the truth,” Emrys said.
Gwen shut her eyes. Of course there was a truth under the truth. There was always something under something else. Policy under policy.
Morgan stood and crossed to the kettle. “The milk’s for my ulcer tablets.”
Gwen opened her eyes.
“Oh.”
Morgan took down a mug. “Also for tea. Mostly for tea. I’m not a martyr. I just like having one thing in this building that’s mine.”
Gwen’s throat tightened.
Her tongue behaved for once.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
Those words were honest.
Morgan poured hot water into his mug. “You can repair it after your meeting. Buy milk. Clean the fridge. Put up the notice.”
“What notice?”
Gwen Two opened a drawer and removed a laminated sheet.
Staff Fridge Policy. Do not take what isn’t yours. Do not write passive-aggressive labels unless you can survive them being read aloud.
“This curse recognises repeat offenders by the way.”
“Repeat offenders?”
Emrys looked mournful. “Planning.”
That was all the warning she got before her phone buzzed again.
Meeting now.
Gwen went.
For the next forty minutes, the community food waste pilot became the most honest meeting she’s attended.
She told Councillor Price that calling bins “community nourishment vessels” would make residents throw them into the Taff. Gareth was told his spreadsheet was excellent but his colour coding looked like a migraine waiting to happen, and her manager was informed that the wellbeing survey had made three staff cry because question seven asked whether they felt valued and didn’t allow profanity.
By the end, nobody had died. Gareth changed the spreadsheet colours. Councillor Price had crossed out “nourishment vessels.” Her manager had written fix survey in red pen and avoided Gwen’s eyes.
At lunch, Gwen bought two pints of milk. She cleaned the fridge properly, including the sticky patch under the soup tin that might once have been chutney or evidence. She taped the notice to the door.
Then she found Morgan in Minor Wrongs and handed him the milk.
“I’m still sorry.”
Morgan took it. “Good.”
Gwen waited.
“Is that it?”
Emrys checked his watch. “Curse discharged.”
Gwen Two passed her a biscuit. “Try not to steal anything else before the end of the day. We’re short-staffed.”
Gwen stepped back into the corridor.
Behind her, the hidden door clicked shut. The brass plate dulled. Her eyes tried to slide away from it, but not quickly enough.
Someone had pinned a smaller note beneath the fridge policy.
Yes, this applies to yoghurts.
Underneath, in fresh biro, someone had added another line.
Especially if they’re raspberry.
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