
  
    [image: The Keeper of Stories]
  


  
    
      THE KEEPER OF STORIES

    

    
      
        SALLY PAGE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: One More Chapter]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One More Chapter

        a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

        1 London Bridge Street

        London SE1 9GF

        www.harpercollins.co.uk

      

        

      
        First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

      

        

      
        Copyright © Sally Page 2022

      

        

      
        Cover design by Ellie Game © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2022

        Cover images © Shutterstock.com

      

        

      
        Sally Page asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

      

        

      
        A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

      

        

      
        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

      

        

      
        Source ISBN: 9780008453510

        Ebook Edition © February 2022 ISBN: 9780008453503

        Version: 2023-02-14

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The start of the story

      

      
        2. Family stories

      

      
        3. Stories within storeys

      

      
        4. Everyone has a song to sing

      

      
        5. A husband’s story

      

      
        6. Every story needs a villain

      

      
        7. A shaggy dog story

      

      
        8. Never judge a book by the cover

      

      
        9. In search of a heroine

      

      
        10. Every man should leave a story better than he found it

      

      
        11. Choosing your own story

      

      
        12. Every story has a beginning

      

      
        13. Every story ends in death

      

      
        14. One perfect moment

      

      
        15. The oldest story in the world

      

      
        16. There may be trouble ahead

      

      
        17. Stories have to be told or they die

      

      
        18. Home is where the heart is

      

      
        19. Never tell a story to a deaf man

      

      
        20. The thick and the thin of it

      

      
        21. When push comes to shove

      

      
        22. A traveller’s tale

      

      
        23. In search of Scheherazade

      

      
        24. An island of books

      

      
        25. Reading between the lines

      

      
        26. The foreign prince

      

      
        27. A drink precedes a story

      

      
        28. Never write anything down

      

      
        29. The quiet voices

      

      
        30. The end of a story

      

      
        31. The untold story

      

      
        32. Grief is not as heavy as guilt

      

      
        33. Two sides to every story

      

      
        34. The boy and the dog

      

      
        35. Words written on paper

      

      
        36. End of an era

      

      
        37. We are all storytellers

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Read on for an extract from The Book of Beginnings

      

      
        The Book of Beginnings: Prologue

      

      
        The Book of Beginnings: Chapter 1

      

      
        Thank you for reading…

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        One More Chapter...

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For my Dad

      With all my love

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone has a story to tell.

      But what if you don’t have a story? What then?

      If you are Janice, you become a collector of other people’s stories.
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        * * *

      

      She once watched the Academy Awards acceptance speech of a famous English actor – a National Treasure. In it, the National Treasure described her early life as a cleaner and how, as a young hopeful, she had stood in front of other people’s bathroom mirrors holding the toilet cleaner as if it was an Oscar statue. Janice wonders what would have happened if the National Treasure hadn’t made it as an actor. Would she still be a cleaner, like her? They are about the same age – late forties – and she thinks they even look a bit alike. Well, (she has to smile) perhaps not that similar, but with the same short build that hints of a stocky future. She wonders if the National Treasure would have ended up as a collector of other people’s stories too.

      She can’t recall what started her collection. Maybe it was a life glimpsed as she rode the bus through the Cambridge countryside to work? Or something in a fragment of conversation overheard as she cleaned a sink? Before long (as she dusted a sitting room or defrosted a fridge) she noticed people were telling her their stories. Perhaps they always had done, but now it is different, now the stories are reaching out and she gathers them to her. She knows she is a receptive vessel. As she listens to the stories, the small nod she gives acknowledges what she knows to be true: that for many, she is a simple, homely bowl into which they can pour their confidences.

      Often the stories are unexpected; at times they are funny and engaging. Sometimes they are steeped in regret and sometimes they are life-affirming. She thinks maybe people talk to her because she believes in their stories. She delights in the unexpected and swallows their exaggerations whole. At home at night, with a husband who swamps her with speeches rather than stories, she thinks about her favourites, savouring each of them in turn.
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            The start of the story

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday has a very particular order: laughter to begin with; sadness towards the end of the day. Like mismatched bookends, these are the things that prop up her Monday. She has arranged it this way on purpose as the prospect of laughter helps get her out of bed and strengthens her for what comes later.

      Janice has discovered that a good cleaner can pretty much dictate their days and hours – and importantly, for the balance of her Monday, the order in which they do their cleaning on a particular day. Everyone knows reliable cleaners are hard to come by and a surprising number of people in Cambridge seem to have discovered that Janice is an exceptional cleaner. She is unsure about the accolade ‘exceptional’ (overheard when one of her employers had a friend in for coffee). She knows she is not an exceptional woman. But is she a good cleaner? Yes, she thinks she is that. She has certainly had enough practice. She just hopes this isn’t going to be the sum story of her life: “she cleaned well”. As she gets off the bus she nods at the driver to distract herself from this increasingly recurring thought. He nods back and she has the fleeting impression that he is going to say something, but then the bus doors sigh as if exhaling and shudder closed.

      As the bus pulls away she is left looking across the road to a long, leafy avenue of detached houses. Some of the windows of the houses gleam with light; others are shaded and dark. She imagines there are many stories hidden behind all those windows, but this morning she is only interested in one. It is the story of the man who lives in the rambling Edwardian house on the corner: Geordie Bowman. She doesn’t think her other clients have ever met Geordie, and she knows they are unlikely to meet through her (that is not how Janice thinks her world should work). But, of course, they have heard of Geordie Bowman. Everyone has heard of Geordie Bowman.

      Geordie has lived in the same house for over forty years. First, he took a room as a lodger – the rents in Cambridge being considerably cheaper than they were in London, where he was working. Then, eventually, when he married, he ended up buying the house from his landlady. He and his wife could not bear to throw the other tenants out so his growing family lived alongside a mixture of painters, academics, and students, until, one by one, they moved out of their own accord. That was when the fight for the newly vacant room would start.

      “John, now he was the canniest,” Geordie often recalls, with pride, “he just moved his stuff in before they had finished packing.”

      John is Geordie’s eldest and now lives in Yorkshire with a family of his own. The rest of Geordie’s brood are scattered around the world but visit whenever they can. His beloved wife, Annie, has been dead for several years but nothing has changed in the house since she left it. Each week Janice waters her plants – some now as big as small bushes – and she flicks the dust from her collection of novels by American writers. Geordie encourages Janice to borrow these and occasionally she takes Harper Lee or Mark Twain home with her, to join her selection of comfort reading.

      Geordie has the door open before she can reach for her key.

      “They say timing is everything,” he booms at her. Geordie is built on magnificent lines, with a voice to match. “Get yourself in and we’ll start with a coffee.”

      This is her cue to make strong coffee for them – with lots of hot milk, just the way Geordie likes it and exactly how Annie used to make it. She doesn’t mind. Most of the time Geordie fends for himself (when he is not in London, overseas, or in the pub) and she feels Annie would approve of her spoiling him now and again.

      Geordie’s story is one of her favourites. It reminds her of the fortitude within people. There is definitely something in there too about using your talents but she does not like to dwell on this. It is too close to the Bible stories of her childhood and leads her back to her own lack of talent. So, she pushes these thoughts away and concentrates on fortitude, as demonstrated by the boy who was to become Geordie Bowman.

      Geordie (unsurprisingly) grew up in Newcastle. She thinks his name is actually John or possibly Jimmy, she is no longer sure; over time he simply became ‘Geordie’. He lived in the streets by the docks, where his father worked. They had a dog that his father adored (more than his son) and a cocktail cabinet shaped like a gondola that was the family’s pride and joy (until plasma screens were invented). When Geordie was fourteen he was out on the streets of Newcastle early one evening. The family dog had bitten the neighbour and his father was out for blood – the neighbour’s. As reason and logic had gone out of the window Geordie had legged it out of the back door. It was a cold night with snow on the ground and Geordie was only wearing a thin jacket. Still, he had no desire to be at home, so instead of turning right to go towards the docks, he turned left into an alleyway and snuck in through the side door of Newcastle City Hall.

      In the concert hall, Geordie climbed up high into the gods where it was warm and he was unlikely to be spotted. And this is where he was, tucked behind a lighting unit (extra warmth) eating a bar of chocolate he had pinched from the kiosk, when the singing started. The first soaring note tore like a javelin into Geordie’s chest, rooting him to the spot. He had never heard of opera, let alone listened to it, yet the music spoke directly to him. Later, in television interviews, Geordie would say that when he died and they opened him up they would find the score for La Bohème wrapped around his heart.

      He returned home for a few days, a few weeks – he barely noticed how long. In that time, he came up with a plan. He had never heard of opera in the North East so his assumption was that this was not the place to be. It must be London. Surely that was the home of opera? The home of anything posh. He needed to get to London. But without any money, the train or bus was out of the question. So the answer was that he would have to walk. And that is exactly what he did. He filled a rucksack with what food he could carry and a bottle stolen from the gondola and headed south. Along the way he met a tramp who joined him for much of the walk. During this time, the tramp taught him things that he might find useful in the city and showed him how to keep his clothes clean on their journey. This involved taking clean clothes from one washing line and replacing the stolen clothes with the dirty ones they had been wearing. This was repeated at the next suitable washing line, and so on.

      Once in London, Geordie made his way around the various concert halls (the tramp having given him a list of places to try) and eventually he secured a job as a props boy. The rest is history.

      Janice’s husband, Mike, has never met Geordie. This does not stop him talking about him in the pub like he is an old friend. Janice doesn’t contradict him in public – not that Mike is grateful for this; in his mind he has chatted to Geordie many times. As he talks about the world-famous tenor (‘Was the Queen’s favourite, you know’) she holds on to the thought that this meeting is never, ever going to happen. Occasionally when he has ‘nipped to the john’ and left her to pay the bill (again), she thinks about Geordie singing her one of her favourite arias as she cleans his oven. These days, Geordie’s singing is louder than ever before, and this has started to worry her as she has also noticed that sometimes she has to shout to get his attention and he misses some of what she is saying.

      Coffee over, Geordie cannot resist following Janice around the house. He loiters in the doorway as she cleans the wood burner and re-lays it with kindling and logs. It seems he needs coaxing. For such a big man, he can be surprisingly coy about putting himself forward.

      “Have you been away?” Janice asks, hoping this might lead him to what he clearly wants to tell her.

      She hits gold first time and he beams at her. “Just a bit of a stretch in London. Ay, you get some right tossers there, pet.”

      “I imagine you do.” She hopes this is enough encouragement.

      It is.

      “I was on the tube and there was this right knob. It was crowded but not that bad. You know, we were all making the best of it, like. This posh twat pushed on at the last minute before the door closed and starts really mouthing off…”

      Here Geordie does a pretty good imitation of the posh tosser, making Janice grin. She had been right; she knew Geordie was the place to start her day, her week.

      Geordie’s posh twat is in mid-flow. “Oh come on now. Just move on up a bit. I’m sure there’s plenty of room if only people make way a tad. There is plenty of room. Really! Come on now, move down the train.”

      Geordie pauses to make sure he has her attention. “That’s when I heard a voice from down the carriage. Another lad, a Londoner, I’d say. Anyway, he calls out, ‘Open up your gob a bit more, mate. I reckon we could get a couple in there’.”

      Janice laughs out loud.

      “That shut him up.” Geordie is delighted by her response.

      She is not fooled. She knows it was Geordie who called that out on the tube. He was the one who took the shine out of the tosser’s eye. He is too modest to say it, but she knows. She can almost hear his voice booming down the carriage and the eruption of appreciative laughter all around him.

      Pleased with her response, he leaves her to get on with her work. She reaches for her duster. Perhaps being with people like Geordie should be enough for her? Many of the people she cleans for do bring something special to her life and she hopes, in some small way, that she contributes to theirs. She pauses with her duster halfway up a bookshelf. The truth is that she is unconvinced, uneasy. These are other people’s stories. If she does have a part to play in them she knows she is a bit part, an extra. She thinks again of the National Treasure and tries to picture her in Geordie’s music room, duster held aloft above his shelves of musical scores. Would this be enough for the National Treasure? Would she settle for this? She continues dusting, embarrassed she even asked.

      Janice sees Geordie again when she’s heading off for an early lunch and then on to her next cleaning job. It is grey outside and she can feel the bitter February air seeping through the crack in the door. Geordie helps her into her coat. “Thanks, I’m going to need that. It’s getting cold out.”

      “You want to look after yourself if you’re getting a cold,” he suggests.

      “No, I’m fine,” she tries again, this time at full volume. “It’s just it’s a cold day.”

      He hands her her scarf. “Well, see you next week, and you look after that cold.”

      She gives up.

      “I’m feeling better already,” she tells him, with perfect truth.

      As he closes the door behind her, she wonders if the story of life is a tragic comedy or a comic tragedy.
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            Family stories

          

        

      

    

    
      “Of course all libraries have ghosts. Everyone knows ghosts like to read.”

      The young man coming down the steps of the library is talking earnestly to his companion – a girl of about twenty-five. Janice wishes she had time to follow them, to hear more of their conversation and find out about the ghosts. He sounds so completely sure of himself, as if he were telling his friend that there are birds in the air and clouds in the sky. Janice is fascinated by the thought of the ghosts in the library and wonders if she will meet any today. She often pops into the library at lunchtime to change a book and surreptitiously eat a sandwich at a table tucked at the back between the shelves.

      Today there are no ghosts, only the sisters, for the two librarians could be nothing other than sisters. They have the same particular shade of auburn hair – strawberry-blonde woven with touches of copper. One sister wears her hair shoulder-length, curling under; the other has one long plait drawn slightly to the side. This reminds Janice of a little girl, even though this sister must be close to fifty. Janice thinks it suits her and likes the way she has woven multi-coloured threads into her plait. Janice knows little about them apart from that they are indeed sisters and there are four sisters in all. The younger of the sisters (with hair worn loose) had once said to her, “Mum had four of us. Dad never could get himself a boy.” Her elder sister had added for emphasis, “Four, can you imagine that? The poor man. A houseful of women.” The younger sister had gone on to explain that all the sisters were very close and all looked remarkably similar. “Of course,” the elder had stressed, “we are all very different.” Her sister had nodded. “Yes, we call ourselves Brainy, Beauty, Bossy, and Baby.” They had both laughed. “A family joke,” the eldest had said. “Yes, a family joke,” the other had repeated, smiling at her sister.

      Janice had thought of her own sister and tried to imagine the two of them working together, sorting through books in a library in Cambridge. She knows it is a fantasy – thousands of miles and unspoken memories separate them – but she draws the imagined thought out sometimes in the same way that she selects stories to re-visit. The sisters have no idea she is a sister too, but they do know she loves books and they chat to her about her favourites. The sisters are not women who believe you should keep quiet in a library. “Well, of course people who love books are going to want to talk about them,” the younger sister had once said.

      Janice has tried to work out which sister is which, but hasn’t liked to ask for fear of getting it wrong. She privately thinks the younger must be Beauty and the elder sister Brainy, or possibly Bossy. She has seen her clear the library at closing time in less than two minutes.

      Today they both greet her in unison. “Janice, your book is in.”

      Janice is currently re-reading old favourites and has ordered a copy of Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm.

      She takes the book with a word of thanks, and then thinks to ask, “Have you ever thought the library might have a ghost?” As she says it, she feels foolish and wonders how the young man could have talked about the subject with such assured certainty.

      The elder sister leans a little further over the counter. “Well, it’s funny you should ask that. You’re the second person who has been in today talking about the library being haunted.”

      Ah, the young man. “And are you? Haunted, I mean?”

      They appear to give the subject their serious consideration. The elder sister says, “Well, I don’t know. I have sometimes thought the books have a life of their own. But I just think that is old Mr Banks, who never puts anything back where he finds it.” The younger sister considers her sibling for a moment. “But of course, everyone knows ghosts like to read. So maybe…”

      Before Janice can ask another question – how do you know? Or maybe, how come everyone seems to be aware of this but me? Or is this just what you heard the young man say? – they are interrupted by a gaggle of young mothers with their toddlers who need the sisters’ attention.

      Janice takes her thoughts, her copy of Cold Comfort Farm, and her cheese sandwiches to the hidden table at the back. She sits for some time, her book unopened in front of her, considering the question: are people’s stories defined by where they fit in a family? But if so, where does that leave her? She has no desire to follow this thought so instead imagines a ghost browsing the shelves after closing. She finds the prospect calming rather than worrying – any ghost that likes books can’t be all bad. And this calm is a relief. The truth is, Janice is a worrier. And the list of things she worries about seems to be growing daily. She worries about the state of the oceans, plastic bags, climate change, refugees, political unrest, the far right, the far left, people who have to feed their children from food banks, diesel cars, could she recycle more? Should she eat less meat? She worries about the state of the NHS, zero-hours contracts, why in this day and age many people she knows get no sick pay or holiday pay. She is deeply concerned about all the people who rent with little security, or live at home until they are nearly forty. And she worries about why anyone would want to troll another human being or shout at a person in the street just because of the colour of their skin.

      She used to read the newspaper and enjoy the crossword. Now she checks her tablet quickly each morning, just in case there has been an earthquake or some major royal has died. But she cannot read on. Each news story adds to her list of worries. And the worry seeps into the rest of her life too. Instead of challenging herself with new and exciting books from the library, she comfort reads old classics and familiar favourites: Austen, Hardy, Trollope, Thackeray, and Fitzgerald.

      She opens up her copy of Cold Comfort Farm, ready to sink into the humorous familiarity of the story. Plus, here is a heroine she can really relate to: Flora Poste is a woman who likes things to be kept in order, and so is Janice.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Janice is leaving the library, re-tracing the path of the young man who believes in ghosts. She is on her way to her next job – Dr Huang – before, finally, the last job of the day. She is halfway down the steps when she sees a familiar figure on the opposite side of the street. The tall man has an unmistakable rolling gait. He sways from the ball of one foot to the other as he walks. It always surprises her that her husband, Mike, is such a bad dancer when he walks with such a lilting rhythm. But what is he doing here? She checks her watch. He should have been at work hours ago. As he disappears from view, Janice finds little relief in the fact that she does not have to add worrying about her husband to her list. He is at the top of her list already.
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            Stories within storeys

          

        

      

    

    
      It is nearly 4pm when Janice reaches her final job on Monday: sadness. Laughter to start her day, sorrow to finish it. The red-brick semi-detached house is set back from the road, broad and squat, as if it had once settled down here on its haunches and decided not to budge. The modest front is deceptive; like all the other houses in the street it has been extended at the back, with long, light kitchen/dining rooms stretching into each parallel garden. And in the lofts all along the street are home offices, playrooms, guest rooms, and, in this instance, Janice’s favourite room which she thinks may be the centre of a story. Fiona’s story.

      Opening the door, Janice immediately knows Fiona and her son, Adam, are out. An empty house has a singular sound all of its own. Not only does it feel like the inhabitants have gone but that the house has in some way closed itself off, stepped away somewhere else. The silence is so absolute she can hear it. She has noticed this with houses at other times. A house early on Christmas Day can be devoid of noise – but not quiet. The house is clearly not asleep (unlike the inhabitants), but instead is breathing very softly and from the walls she can almost hear the plea for, ‘Just five more minutes’, before the onslaught begins. A house on the morning of a funeral has a particular sound – or maybe it’s a feel, she’s never been quite sure: tense, waiting, steady. Two years ago, she felt this here. It was the day Fiona buried her husband. The last time Adam said goodbye to his dad.

      There is a note from Fiona on the hall table.

      
        
        Taken Adam to the orthodontist (more problems with the braces!)

        

        Money on the kitchen table.

        

      

      Janice exhales with a deep sense of relief and then immediately feels guilty. She likes Fiona and looks forward to a coffee break with her in her study, but the truth is, sometimes she hopes she won’t be here. On consideration, she thinks there are probably three reasons for this. Firstly, she knows she can get the cleaning done quicker without her around. Secondly – and this is where she knows her guilt comes from – she wants to avoid the sadness she sees in the pleasant, middle-aged woman who sits opposite her, sipping the coffee she has just poured them from the bright red cafetière. The truth is that she worries about Fiona (another one to add to her list). But, of course, Fiona’s life has nothing to do with her. She is just their cleaner, as her husband keeps reminding her.
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        * * *

      

      By the time she has accomplished the bulk of the cleaning she can acknowledge the third reason she is glad Fiona is out. It gives her more time to spend in her favourite room in the house – the long, low room in the loft. She will still be cleaning, of course, (Janice has strict rules about this) but she will be thinking about Fiona’s story too.

      In the loft, on a broad table that once held a train set – the marks from the tracks still visible on the green felt – sits a doll’s house. It is a large, Regency-style house with three storeys and – like Fiona’s home – extra rooms in the roof. But on the ground floor, instead of dining rooms, kitchens, and pantries, is a commercial property. Living space above, business premises below. In gold-leaf paint, Fiona has created an elegant miniature sign for the business: Jebediah Jury: Undertaker. Janice has no idea where the name came from, but she must admit it has a certain ring to it.

      She sits down and opens the front of the house. Most of the rooms are complete, perfect in their miniature form. Bedrooms, a drawing room, a nursery, and Janice’s favourite, a beautifully fashioned country-style kitchen with pastry part-rolled on the table alongside a bowl of plums the size of pin heads. And there is a new addition since last week; Fiona has finished one of the bathrooms. She thinks the blue and cream paisley print wallpaper looks perfect with the mahogany suite and claw-foot bath. Janice reaches out and straightens the tiny navy bath mat that hangs over the miniature towel rail. There is another change she spots too. Downstairs in the back workroom she sees that Fiona has made another coffin – walnut, with tiny brass handles. She does not think this is something any doll’s house emporium sells. Why would they, when most people look for minuscule dressers, a piano, or even a dog basket? No, she knows Fiona will have made this herself. She sits frowning at it, not knowing quite what to think.

      When Fiona’s husband died she had been working as an accountant in a law firm. Within two months of his death she had given up her job and was retraining as an undertaker. Over coffee she explained to Janice that it was something she had always been interested in doing, but had never said it out loud as she thought people would think it was rather odd.

      Janice did not find it odd at all. She knew that when people marry there are magazines and online guides to help you. Everyone gives you advice; you can’t stop them. But when someone dies you can find yourself alone in a world of self-conscious silence. Janice sometimes helped out a friend who ran a catering business and over the years had found herself volunteering for the wakes and avoiding the weddings. At a funeral people were often lost, not just in their grief but, being English, immobilised by the fear of saying or doing the wrong thing. A gentle word from the ‘staff’, rather than from a fellow mourner, was often welcomed. So, yes, she could quite see why Fiona would want to be a funeral director.

      Fiona had worked part and then full-time for an undertaker’s, completing the required training to become a funeral director, and Janice had no reason to believe she had ever regretted her decision. But another coffin? Were there not too many already stacked up in the back? Since then, Fiona had gone on a series of residential courses and moved away from undertaking and specialised as a civil celebrant, focusing on non-religious funerals. Janice can understand this too – the need to bring order and offer security when you do not have religious rituals to follow. She knew people – atheists – who had received a religious funeral purely because the family had turned to established doctrines, unsure what else was available.

      Janice draws a long thin tube from the pocket in her apron and from it pulls a metal wire on which are attached rows of tiny green feathers. Fiona is not the only one who can make things. She sets about dusting each room in turn, marvelling at the detail that has gone into creating each setting. Is building this tiny world in miniature enabling Fiona to make sense of her world? She isn’t at all sure it is.

      Janice does think her new job has helped and she knows Fiona has eased and guided others with great kindness through the shock and sorrow that comes with death. And it was because of Fiona’s work that Janice had first heard her laugh after her husband’s death.

      They had been having coffee together in Fiona’s study. Fiona had been curled up in the low leather armchair, feet tucked under her tweed skirt. She wore a pale green jumper and all Janice had felt she needed was the addition of a dog-collar, for her to be the picture of a country vicar. Perhaps that was why the bereaved found her so comforting? Fiona had pushed her glasses up into her short, ash-blonde bob and put aside the piles of notes in her lap. She’d explained that these were her numerous attempts at a eulogy for a man who appeared to be universally disliked by all who had known him.

      “You’d be amazed,” she had said, looking up at Janice, “how many families leave the eulogy to me.”

      “Maybe they’re afraid of speaking in public?” she had tentatively suggested. Janice knows she is not only a worrier, she is also a mouse.

      “Doesn’t seem to stop them yelling and fighting in public,” Fiona had replied, smiling.

      Janice had nodded. She had seen that at the wakes too. For a mouse she was surprisingly effective at breaking up fights.

      “How about this?” Fiona had said, and picked up her top page of notes. “He was a man of his generation.”

      “Hmm, not sure.”

      “He was a real character?” Fiona had suggested doubtfully.

      Janice had considered for a moment. “How about…” She paused for a while staring out the window. “He was a man who will not be forgotten by those who knew him best.”

      Janice had turned back quickly at the sound of Fiona’s laughter. It had been months since she had heard her laugh. She found she wanted to cry.

      “Bloody perfect,” Fiona had said, grinning.

      She finishes dusting the exquisite doll’s house and clips the door shut. She wants Fiona’s story to be represented in this beautiful piece of furniture. An allegory for a new, unexpected direction that leads to healing and recovery. That is a story she would like in her collection. But she is less and less sure that Fiona’s story has a happy ending. There is a darkness hidden in the story – a huge, unspoken issue that she thinks is being ignored. Something is lurking. This makes her uneasy, leading her to think of her own childhood, and if there is one place she has no wish to be, it is back there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            Everyone has a song to sing

          

          (AND A REASON TO DANCE)

        

      

    

    
      Waiting at the bus stop, Janice finds herself wondering if it will be the driver from this morning. She can’t rid herself of the feeling of something left unsaid in that fraction of a second just before the doors sighed and shuddered closed. She begins to imagine the driver sighing along with the doors. What was he going to say to her? When the bus arrives and she pulls herself on board, she nearly laughs. This bus driver could not be in greater contrast to this morning’s driver. She wonders if someone up there (whatever that means) is mocking her. This evening’s bus driver is a man in his early thirties and he is simply enormous – she suspects more muscle than fat. He has a bald head, a tremendous beard, and tattoos running up the side of his neck. This man looks like a Hell’s Angel. This morning’s driver looked like a geography teacher.

      Only when she sits down does she realise how tired she is and for a while she debates easing her shoes off her swollen feet. The trouble is, it can be so tricky to get them back on again. Instead, she lets her weight sink into the seat and she relaxes her body so it sways in time with the movement of the bus. She empties her mind and prepares to idly tune in to the conversations around her. She does not consider this eavesdropping; she just lets the talk wash over her. Then, occasionally, her mind may reach out and catch at a thread of something. Sometimes these loose threads lead nowhere, but if she is lucky she may follow one and get a tantalising glimpse of a story. The journey from the centre of Cambridge to the village where she lives only takes half an hour, so usually it is up to her to fill in the gaps in the stories from her imagination. She is more than happy to do this – and it occupies the time walking home from the bus stop. However, she is very strict about where she keeps these stories: they are filed somewhere between fiction and non-fiction in her mind.

      She is not hopeful about tonight’s journey. The bus is only half full and for the moment there is only the barest murmur of conversation. Not that she would ever claim to have developed a second sense of where a story will lie – that is the joy of being a story collector, you can find the unexpected just about anywhere. She recalls the frail, elderly lady in the laundrette (Janice had been washing a client’s duvet) who it turned out had been an air stewardess on the first commercial jet flight from London to New York. As the woman had carefully folded her satin-edged blankets (her husband could never abide a duvet), she’d told Janice of the moment they landed. “You see, PANAM had taken out adverts saying they were going to be the first to break the record, but my boss at BOAC had pulled me aside about a week earlier and made me sign a confidential document and told me they were going to beat them to it – and did I want to be in the crew. You can imagine what I said to that.” She recalls the old woman pausing to straighten her non-descript, quilted anorak. For a split second, her hand had wavered midway to her head, as if to check her cap. Instead, she had curled her grey hair about her ear and continued. “Well, we were always very smart, us girls. More military than the uniform stewardesses wear today. But oh, on that day we pulled out all the stops. I still remember the shade of red lipstick I wore: ‘Dashing Delight’. I thought it was rather apt. Well, we did it. And when we landed and walked away from the plane, all the PANAM staff came out and booed us. But we didn’t care. I walked across that runway as if I were six feet tall.” The woman had smiled up at her and Janice had tried to imagine the younger face that would have held that same triumphant smile. She had helped the old lady carry her blankets to her car and that was the last she ever saw of her. But she still has her story. She pulls it out on the days when she can’t summon a smile herself. The woman’s smile had been so bright it would have lit a space far larger than a laundrette in a back street of Cambridge. It would have illuminated something as large as, well, as large as an aircraft. And Janice thinks, it probably did. She catches sight of her reflection in the rain-streaked bus window. She can see the ghost of a smile on her face. Yes, a good story. And yet another reminder – not that Janice believes she needs it, but no harm in repeating it – that you should never underestimate the elderly.

      She is suddenly caught by a line of conversation. She couldn’t really fail to be – the man is talking so loudly. A young couple. Friends rather than lovers, she thinks.

      Him: “You heard of banana Jack Daniels?”

      Her: “That sounds gross!”

      Him: “It is. I can’t get enough of the stuff.”

      And that’s it. It looks like it ends there and she has no desire to follow it.

      From behind her she hears a couple of women talking. Lower tone, middle-class. Pleasant women, she imagines. Friends.

      “I was walking through the theatre car park and there he was.”

      “Who?”

      “You know … that actor. He’s everywhere.”

      “Hugh Bonneville?”

      Good guess, Janice thinks, on so little information.

      “No, not him. He was in The Observer. You must have seen it.”

      Why should she?

      “Bill Nighy?”

      “No, not him. He’s black.”

      “Bill Nighy’s not black! Oh, you mean the man in the car park. Idris Elba?”

      That would have been Janice’s first guess too.

      “No, older, he was in that film with…” and here the woman mentions the National Treasure and for a split second Janice thinks they know she is listening. She shuffles a little uncomfortably in her seat.

      “Oh, I do like her…”

      And they are off about the National Treasure. She doesn’t blame them; she really is a very good actor. But this is not where Janice wants to go, so she returns to studying the rain drops on the window. And that’s when she sees her.

      First it is her reflection. Janice turns her head slowly so she can watch her from the corner of her eye. She had noticed her earlier as she is standing up when there are plenty of seats available. She is a young woman, probably in her late twenties, tall and willowy. She wears a striped woollen dress and long matching cardigan in shades of deep green and gold. Her black tights are a shade darker than the skin on her hands but the same colour as her hair. She appears to be standing still, eyes half-closed. Motionless – but not quite. One leg is stretched out a little further than the other in front of her and Janice can see the muscles in it flexing slightly. Her head is moving too, just a fraction. Tiny movements back and forward. That is when she notices the headphones almost hidden in the corkscrew curls of her hair. Suddenly, as if in spasm, her arm sneaks out in a rippling wave. It is an elegant, joyous movement and Janice wonders if the young woman is a dancer. Then the arm is tucked back by her side but the other infinitesimal movements continue.

      Janice wonders what the young woman is listening to. She would give much to hear the music that made an arm sneak out and dance on its own. She used to love dancing. She never had this woman’s dancer’s build but when she heard certain songs her body sang along with them. Her muscles would flex, her toes tap, and she knew, whatever she looked like to others, that she was completely in tune with the music. In those precious, glorious moments when her hips swayed in rhythm and her arms snuck free from her sides she really didn’t care what anyone else in the room, or even in the world, thought of her. When she dances she is a lioness.

      As her bus stop approaches, she pulls herself reluctantly to her feet. She is loath to leave the young woman, but in this moment, in this life, she is far too much of a mouse to interrupt her private reverie and ask what she is listening to. Stepping onto the pavement she hears the bus doors sigh behind her and in that gap between the last gasp and the noise of them shuddering closed, she hears a voice. She turns expectantly.

      “Night, love,” the young bus driver throws out cheerfully after her.

      As she walks away she begins to think maybe the gods really are mocking her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          
            A husband’s story

          

        

      

    

    
      There are some days when she approaches their (un-deceptively) small semi that Janice thinks it will take two hands to get her through the door. One each side of the doorframe to pull her reluctant body over the threshold. If her husband is speaking at her before she has even got her foot over the step it can take all her strength from both arms to propel herself forward. She wonders if one day she is going to need a stiff push in the middle of her back to get her across. She knows not to expect an extended arm, a helping hand from her husband. She does not allow herself to listen to the breath of a voice that sometimes whispers in her ear. “Would you not just think of turning on your heel, Janice, and walking back down that path?” For some reason the whispering voice has an Irish accent. She thinks maybe this is to do with the kindness of Sister Bernadette – one of the few nuns she has ever met who seemed to actually fancy the idea of loving thy neighbour.

      Tonight the house is quiet when she opens the door and it is easier to get over the threshold. It is not the absolute still silence of an empty house but the hushed quiet of a house in which someone is sleeping. She finds her husband, Mike, sitting on the sofa, head thrown back. His feet are up on the coffee table and he has a half-empty bowl of crisps balanced on his stomach. She returns to the hall, kicks off her shoes, flexes her toes, and heads for the kitchen. She knows the first thing he will say when he wakes is, “What’s for dinner?” He doesn’t ask this in a nagging or demanding voice, but in a jolly tone that suggests they are all in it together. She is no longer fooled.

      When he appears in the doorway, eyes bleary from sleep, he surprises her – really surprises her – by asking about her day. This distracts her from her worry about seeing him by the library earlier, when she knows he should have been at work. As she begins to describe her day she wonders why, tonight of all nights, has he asked about her work? Then, there it is. He starts before she has even finished her sentence, which makes her realise he wasn’t really listening. She can’t believe that after all this time she fell for it, that her heart had lifted when he had taken an interest in her.

      “It’s good you like your work.”

      Had she said that?

      “Good you’re busy. Oh, what’s for dinner?” he smiles at her.

      “Shepherd’s pie.”

      She had been thinking of making pancakes for pudding. They had come into her mind in that moment, that heartbeat, when he had asked about her day.

      “No pudding tonight?” He is a large man with a sweet tooth and his mum always made fantastic puddings, as he often reminds her.

      “There are yogurts in the fridge.”

      As a rebellion she knows it’s pathetic.

      “You were saying it was good about my work?” she prompts. She wonders why she is helping him. Maybe just to get it over with.

      “Yes, yep, the truth is, Jan…”

      Here it comes, with the affectionate name she hates…

      “I don’t know how much longer I can stick this job.”

      And there it is: her husband’s story.

      In the thirty years she has known Mike, he has had twenty-eight different jobs. The one thing she can say about Mike – and maybe this is what has kept her coming back through that door – is that the man is not workshy. The twenty-eight jobs he has had have been remarkably different. He has been a salesman, a health and safety trainee, a driver, a fitness instructor, a barman, a hospital porter, and now a porter at one of the largest colleges in Cambridge. He has worked in small businesses, large companies, and on the road on his own; at different stages in their marriage they have had everything from BMWs to second-hand vans parked in their drive. One summer it was an ice cream van. Mike has also driven tractors and forklift trucks, but thankfully never brought those home. In his different capacities he has strolled, with his easy rolling gait, through shops, factories, warehouses, bakeries, colleges, and hospitals offering all around him the benefit of his advice. He even spent some time working as a financial advisor, the irony of which is not lost on Janice.

      Mike is a pleasant man. He has a sense of humour and does not immediately push his ideas onto others. Janice thinks this is one of the reasons he is so successful at getting new jobs. Mike can be very likeable, the reasons for his varied career can appear plausible, and she is certain many employers have taken him on feeling rather sorry for him. She certainly knows of one or two female bosses who saw him as a man who has never been understood. For all his growing paunch and flabby jowls, Mike is still a good-looking man.

      The thing that all his employers come to realise in time is that Mike knows so much more than they do. The first few weeks can go well. Sometimes this stretches into months. But soon they will find Mike correcting them. It will be a small suggestion to start with, but before long Mike has singled out someone who, in his opinion, is doing a shocking job and he feels this needs to be addressed. He becomes passionate about this and talks about the good of the company. He identifies the issues and has, on occasion, got that individual removed from their role. One down, just a few more to go.

      Over time – and it can take some time – his employers start to ask themselves, how can this man have the time to pull the planks out of so many other eyes? He often turns up late and when he is needed to complete a task, perhaps deliver a consignment on time, he is inexplicably missing. (She sees him again in her mind’s eye, walking past the library in the middle of the day when he should be in the Porter’s Lodge.) Then the doubts start to creep in. Janice understands this transition period better than most. In the early days of their marriage she lived each job with Mike, she felt for him as he tackled the problems, was annoyed with the colleagues who let him down, angry with the bosses who didn’t appreciate him. It was only when he was fired from his fourth job that she had had a light-bulb moment of disturbing brightness: maybe it’s not them, maybe it’s Mike.

      Over the years, Mike’s timing has got better and he has learnt to jump before he’s pushed. Not that the timing has always suited her – pregnant with their son, Simon, or when they had just taken on a mortgage, and now, when she is… What is she? She has no idea. But she knows this is not the time to tell her what is wrong with the college authorities, especially when she has Sister Bernadette whispering in her ear.

      Janice lets Mike launch into the latest diatribe about who is at fault and why he needs a new opportunity. She is no longer listening. She wonders what exactly is her husband’s story? Is he simply the man of a thousand jobs? Is he Walter Mitty? Certainly his world bears little resemblance to anybody else’s, as far as she can tell. Or is it more sinister than that? Is it the story of an illusionist? A hypnotist? Because as much as she tries to pull herself away from the world he has constructed for himself, she can’t help feeling that he has got some part of her wedged in there with him too. He may not hold her hand but she is pretty certain he’s got the end of her coat caught firmly in one fat fist and he’s not going to let it go. When she asks herself if she is frightened of this fist, she knows the answer. Mike is not a man to be physically feared. He is too large and slow for that. She knows it is the small sinewy men you need to be truly afraid of.

      When dinner is over and Mike has gone to bed, leaving her to clear up (“You don’t mind Jan, do you? I’ve got a lot of thinking to do.”) she closes the kitchen door and stands for some time staring out of the window at the crescent of identical houses and the green beyond. She wonders where the young girl on the bus is now and what she might be dancing to. She would like to listen to some music in the kitchen as she tidies up but doesn’t want to bring Mike, complaining, down the stairs. Then she remembers the headphones Simon bought his dad for Christmas. Their son is now twenty-eight and he works in the City, doing she knows not what. It is many years since he has spent any proper time with them. One foundation of Mike’s constructed kingdom was that his only son would go away to private school, and it needed to be one that other people would have heard of.

      “You can’t deny him the best, Jan.”

      “You wouldn’t want him to suffer because we”—he meant she—“didn’t do everything we could.”

      That had been the start of her cleaning career. She had little else to offer and any thought of studying to improve her opportunities had been squashed early on.

      “You have to put the lad first, Jan. And with this job not working out like I wanted… They really are the biggest bunch of incompetents. The things I’d like to tell the board about the way things are run…”

      The irony now being that their well-educated son wants little to do with her or his dad. His dad, maybe, because he has seen through him. Her, she fears, because he blames her for letting him be sent away. Visits from Simon are rare and a few Christmases ago he gave up sending presents and just sent them a cheque. It was a generous cheque but she ripped it up into tiny pieces before stuffing it deep into the recycling. Perhaps he realised it had never been cashed because since then he has given them John Lewis vouchers. Easy to send and he need never know if they have been used. She still has hers from this Christmas tucked into her purse but she remembers her husband used his on a pair of expensive headphones.

      “Look at these, lads” – to the boys in the pub – “great bit of kit from our Simon. He only gets the best.”

      As Janice goes searching for Mike’s headphones, she wonders if it is pity, or maybe atonement for colluding in sending Simon away, that keeps her living with a man she no longer loves or even likes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mr Mukherjee (who played cricket for the under twenty-one Indian team) stops to wait for his dog, Booma. He averts his eyes politely from the squatting form beside him and watches as his neighbour, Janice, shimmies across the back-lit kitchen window. She spins on the spot and one arm snakes up in an arc above her head. There is something rather beautiful about her rhythmical movements, and for Mr Mukherjee, not a little surprising. He thinks perhaps he should turn away, but the small dancing head and shoulders (that is all he can see) are mesmerising and he finds himself standing on the green, in the cold winter air, smiling.
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