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Merry-le-Moors is one of those in-between sorts of places. Nestling in the hills that shore up the north of the country like a spine, equidistant between the coasts, close enough to here but just far enough from there. Of equal travelling time between the big cities, right on the line invisible to all but mapmakers that divides the two mighty counties, rose red and rose white, once deadly enemies, now grudgingly good-natured neighbours.


You would think, with a name like Merry-le-Moors, it would be a jolly sort of place. Especially at this time of year. Not a bit of it. You see, back in the year 1069, during what they now call the Harrying of the North, William the Conqueror sent his armies to teach the northern upstarts a lesson. Orderic Vitalis, the Anglo-Norman chronicler, wrote half a century later that when William came upon this one hamlet, in the Pennine hills, he ordered his armies to raze it to the ground, just because he felt like it. Perhaps he’d had a bad day of harrying, who knows? Not Vitalis, who merely reports that the township, if it had a name before, was thereafter known as Merry. Not in the modern sense, but in the Old English derivation from the Proto-Germanic murgijaz, which means ‘short-lasting’. Upon seeing William’s armies, the people of what later became Merry-le-Moors (because William liked putting his Norman stamp on things) laid down their arms and surrendered in five minutes flat.


If you want to know more, I recommend reading a book or two. I like books.


Anyway. It’s that sort of place, Merry-le-Moors. Where people give up easily. And it’s hard to blame them for that, after what they’ve been through.


Still, winter is here, and Christmas is coming, and miracles do happen.
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If Only You’d Look Up, You’d See the Stars


Molly’s feet slap the pavement as she trudges up the hill, dragging her case behind her, the wheels catching in the cracks. It’s barely five o’clock and as black as it gets, save for the haloes of street lights and the glow of TV screens behind curtains. She keeps her eyes down, because that’s what she’s got used to. The pavement is covered with a wet sheen, that her breath pluming from her mouth tells her could turn to ice overnight. In the darker spaces between the pools of stark white light (what happened to the orange street lights on concrete poles that were here when she was growing up? she wonders. She liked the comforting glow of that orange, the fizzing and popping the bulbs made as they came to life like fireflies) the wet skin of the pavement shines with pinprick dots, smudged as though a drawing by an impatient child. The reflection of the clear night sky above.


If only Molly would look up, she’d see the stars themselves. But after what feels like a lifetime in London, she doesn’t look up. Something else she’s used to is reflected glory. Or so she’s always felt, anyway. Everything she’s ever done has been because someone else organised it, or pushed her into it, or she was left with no choice but to go along with it. Everyone could rely on Molly to congratulate them for whatever they’d done, big things and small things, because that was what Molly did. She was a cheerleader, an enabler, an encourager. And, seeing other people succeed and fly, that was enough for her. That was what made Molly happy.


Or so she used to tell herself. She was done with that, as she was done with a lot of things, at the age of thirty-five. She was done with Patrick and she was done with her job and she was done with her flat and she was done with her friends and, most of all, she was done with London. Oh, how she was done with London. The greatest city on earth, where everybody could be a somebody. Unless you were a nobody.


So here she comes, Molly McGinley, ten years in London and now back home in Merry-le-Moors, dragging her case up the hill in the chill, clear, November evening, keeping her eyes on the wet pavements and not thinking about what happens next, not thinking about how people will see her as a failure, not thinking that Merry-le-Moors is an in-between sort of place and you’re not meant to stay in in-between sorts of places for the rest of your life. Instead, she’s thinking about how sad she is that they replaced all the comforting old orange street lights with cold, bright-white halogen ones.


Not that she doesn’t see immediately what that’s all about. She’s not stupid, our Molly. She has a university degree and everything. She knows that the long-gone orange street lights illuminate the dusty old corners of her memory, the carefree years of childhood and adolescence, the warm and comforting world that she used to inhabit and gave up as soon as she was able for the bigger, wider, brighter world of London. Molly aches in her heart for those days, those happy, untroubled days, and she knows that, with every step up the hill towards her old house, she feels as though she should be walking back into those days, that they should be waiting for her, embracing her in a warm, woollen hug that smelled of fabric conditioner and coal tar soap and cigarettes and cheap perfume brought by the lady who came round with a little catalogue of potions and creams and mascara and lipsticks in outrageous shades and with unbearably exotic names.


But that hug won’t be waiting for Molly, because those days are gone, and those who used to give those hugs are mostly gone, and the world turns, and life moves on, and even Merry-le-Moors has halogen street lights now, as though it, too, like Molly, is just happy to live in the reflected glory of other, brighter, busier, fancier places.


‘Cheer up, love, it might never happen.’


So intent is Molly on staring at the pavement, watching her shoes extinguish the reflections of the stars, that she hasn’t seen the man coming towards her. Hands shoved in the pockets of his coat, a flat cap on his head, white hair sticking out from underneath, framing his huge ears. Like a barrel on legs, his chins resting on a football scarf wound around his neck.


Molly masks her face with a blank-eyed scowl, enough to show her disapproval without offering an invitation to engage. London training kicking in. Then she risks a glance at him, sixty, seventy maybe, eyes twinkling. And she remembers. You’re not in London anymore. You’re in the north, and things are different here. The man smiles, nods and walks past her. And Molly realises he means what he said. Cheer up, love, it might never happen. Not necessarily telling her to plaster a smile on her face because she might look prettier that way, not as a preamble to talking to her and showing off and lavishing her with unwanted attention. But just what he says. It might never happen. More in hope than expectation, this being the north, this being Merry-le-Moors, but still. It might never happen.


And finally, as she stops at the broken-down fence struggling to contain an unruly front garden laid out before a red-brick semi-detached house, finally, as she stands in a black, shadowy canyon sandwiched by the house on one side and on her other, parked by the pavement, a huge juggernaut of a vehicle, a long behemoth, a kraken of a bus, shrouded in darkness yet shimmering with knowledge, finally, Molly looks up.


And she sees the stars. A canopy such as you’d never see in London, or any other city. As though someone has ground diamonds into dust and scattered a handful across a black cloth. It’s beautiful, concedes Molly McGinley. Fat lot of good it’ll do me.


Then she pushes open the gate that groans on its one good hinge, and drags her case up the paved path, tough weeds sprouting between the stones, and she stops at the door, peeling green paint and tarnished letterbox. Molly fishes in her coat pocket for a bunch of keys. Like the strata of her life, this key ring. Every key to every place she’s ever lived, added one by one, like charms on a bracelet. She doesn’t know why she keeps the keys, except as some sort of reminder that she’s never really been able to unlock the one thing she wants to, the one thing everyone wants to. Happiness, or some reasonable facsimile thereof. The key to this door, this flaking green paint and tarnished letter box door, is the first one on the ring. Except, Molly realises, as she plucks at it, the ring is a circle. And what was the first key, long ago, is suddenly the key for here and now again. And she’s not quite sure how she feels about that.


So on this chill, dark, clear November evening, a little after five o’clock, Molly McGinley lets herself into the house, and is immediately enveloped by not quite a hug, but at least by warmth, and the smells of cooking. She is home, for good or ill, and – this being the north – she is just in time for tea.
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Remembrance of Keys Past


The sound of a key in the door is like one of those things, what do you call them, madeleines. Jack McGinley had never been a big reader before Annie died, and he certainly wouldn’t have sat in the canteen at the pit wanging on about madeleines, or Proust. Jack had always said it to rhyme with trout, because why wouldn’t you, until he once had a halting conversation with a teacher at a pub quiz about the book he’d just read. The teacher, who had patches on the elbows of his corduroy jacket, like he’d been made in a teacher factory, kept calling him Proost. After that, Jack always muttered to himself things like, ‘I’m going oot for some troot with Proost.’ In a vaguely Scottish accent. He still wasn’t sure what a madeleine was, but presumed it was some sort of biscuit, like a Biscoff, or an exceedingly good cake like Mr Kipling used to make. Jack liked that they brought a rush of memories, in the book. When the teacher started going on about À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, Jack thought they were talking about different books entirely, because the one he’d just read was called Remembrance of Things Past.


Jack isn’t really a big fan of Proust, to be honest. Or teachers, come to that.


But the sound of the key in the door is like one of Proust’s madeleines, summoning all kinds of memories. When you live on your own, you never hear the sound of a key in the door, because nobody else ever lets themselves into the house, obviously. Unless you’re so far gone that you need carers and just sit there rotting in front of telly shows about people running around buying antiques.


Jack isn’t ready for that just yet. So as he stands at the kitchen sink, washing up in a fog of steam, and hears the snug click and turn of a key in the front door, he is transported back to a time when the house seemed full of people all the time, even though there were only the three of them. But three people with busy lives, always coming and going, going here and there, in and out like a fiddler’s elbow. It’s been quiet here, all on his own. But that’s changed now.


Because here comes Molly, his daughter, home again. And just in time for tea.‘I never liked him,’ says Jack, putting a plate of egg and chips down in front of Molly at the little table. There are only two rooms downstairs, a lounge and a kitchen, and the little round table hovers in the open archway between them, as though never sure whether it’s a kitchen sort of piece of furniture, or a lounge sort of piece of furniture.


‘Have you got any ketchup?’ says Molly, watching as Jack slaps the bottom of a glass bottle of HP brown sauce as though it’s a newborn baby.


‘London’s changed you,’ he says, going into the kitchen to get the red sauce from the fridge. ‘I said, I never liked—’


‘I heard,’ says Molly. She squeezes the sauce all over her chips until it looks like one of those paintings. One of those Pollocks. Bollocks, more like. ‘I don’t really want to talk about Patrick, Dad.’


‘Do you want me to go down to London and batter him?’ he says. She laughs but Jack is being quite serious. That turn of the key in the door has awakened all sorts of things in him. An air of protectiveness, for one. Molly is his little girl and he can’t bear the thought of someone making her sad. So sad that she gives up her dream of living in London and slinks back to Merry-le-Moors. Not that he’s not happy to have her home.


They eat in silence, soundtracked by the news on the telly. Jack points his knife at Molly’s plate and says, ‘Bet that looks a bit sick to you after all that exotic food in London.’


She laughs again. Jack likes the sound of laughter. Been a long time since it rang around this little house. ‘Dad. It’s London, not Delhi or something. We have egg and chips in London.’


‘Yeah, but I bet it’s called Oeuf et Frites and comes served on a piece of bark and costs fifteen quid.’


Molly looks impressed. ‘Since when did you learn French?’


‘Since I started reading Proost,’ he says. He knows she can’t tell whether he’s joking or not. She looks less impressed by the fact he’s piling his chips up into a slice of white bread slathered with best butter. ‘What?’ he says.


‘Bit carb-heavy,’ she says. ‘And white bread? I can see I’m going to have to take charge of meals in this house for a bit.’


‘Don’t pretend you’re not loving your Oeuf et Frites,’ says Jack, nodding at her breaking the yolk on her second egg with the battering ram of a thick chip speared by her fork. ‘But, be my guest. Be nice to have somebody to cook for me for a change.’


Molly puts down her fork and lays her small fingers on Jack’s big spade of a hand. ‘Dad. I know how tough it’s been for you since Mum died. And I’m genuinely really impressed with how you’ve coped. How you’ve not just given up. You were together a long time.’


Jack nods. ‘Since we were teenagers. But not long enough, eh? She should still be sitting here now. Fifty-five. Far too early, Molly, love. Far too soon. I wasn’t ready.’


Jack can feel tears pricking his eyes. He doesn’t mind a good cry, does Jack. Wouldn’t have been seen dead weeping at one point in his life, but Annie going changed all that. Annie going, and the books. Read some right heartbreakers, he has. That Bridges of Madison County, for one. And One Day. Blubbing like a baby at the end of that, he was. Couldn’t believe the author had killed that lass off. Spoilers, says Jack to himself. He has to be careful about that in his job. Got in awful bother with some woman when he first started and she checked out Gone Girl. All Jack had meant to do was tell her that he’d really enjoyed it. He just got a bit carried away and told her what happened at the end. A lesson learned.


Molly lets her knife and fork clatter to her empty plate. Well, almost empty; Jack leans over with a slice of bread and butter and mops up the last of her egg yolk. She says, ‘So, what do you normally do on a Monday night these days?’


‘University Challenge and Mastermind,’ says Jack. ‘Can’t really be doing with that Only Connect though. Fries my brain. I mean, you have to keep the mind active, don’t you? Or it just rots away. But I’m not clever enough for all that malarkey. Then I probably go down the Wheatsheaf for last orders.’


‘Sounds like a plan,’ says Molly.


‘But first …’ Jack ducks into the kitchen, and comes back with a tea towel folded over his arm, like he’s a waiter in a posh restaurant, a bowl in each hand, still cold from the fridge.


‘Dessert. Délice d’Ange. Or Angel Delight, as we call it around this parish.’


‘Butterscotch?’ says Molly hopefully.


‘Welcome home, love,’ says Jack, watching Molly take her first mouthful of Angel Delight, transported on a sea of memories. Take your madeleines and stuff ’em, Monsewer Proust.
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I’ve Started So I’ll Finish


The Wheatsheaf is a boozer’s pub, brewery-owned and nothing fancy, burgers and chips on match days to go with the beers on the pumps and the big TV, round tables etched with graffitied names and glass ring stains, the varnish a distant memory. The carpet is dark to hide the slops of spilled pints, smokers loiter in the small flagged yard by the empty barrels. It is what it is and it’s happy with that. As is Trevor, the landlord, who has been in situ since Molly was a kid.


Trevor is of mixed parentage, and the tattoos on his huge hams of forearms pay tribute to his dual heritage; on the left he has the crest of Leeds United Football Club, and on the right, Burnley’s. Like a Yorkshire–Lancashire version of Romeo and Juliet, Trevor always says of his parents’ marriage, less star-crossed and more Pennines-crossed.


‘Now, then,’ says Trevor as Molly and Jack bustle in, wrapped up in their coats and stamping their boots on the threadbare mat. ‘Your dad said you were coming back.’


Jack orders a pint of IPA and looks questioningly at Molly. She peruses the refrigerated cabinets behind the bar and Trevor says, ‘Nothing fancy, you know. It’s not one of your London bars. Though we do have rosé.’


‘I’ll have a pint of what Dad’s having,’ she decides.


‘Two Throttler’s Pale,’ Trevor says, nodding and handling the pump with the practised grace of a Spitfire pilot pulling up into the blue sky after a sortie over the White Cliffs of Dover. He sets the drinks down on a sodden mat to settle.


Jack looks around. ‘Quiet tonight.’


‘Always is.’ Trevor shrugs, topping up the pints. ‘Gets that way in the run-up to Christmas. People saving their money. Be busy on Christmas Eve, though. I’m doing hot pork sandwiches and curly fries, if you fancy it. I’m still running the karaoke nights, though.’ He looks at Molly. ‘Bet you’ve got a good voice. Unlike your dad.’


Molly laughs. ‘Dad does karaoke?’


‘I’ve been known to, on occasion,’ says Jack, sipping his pint.


‘The occasion being six pints to the good,’ says Trevor still scrutinising Molly. ‘So, what brings you back? Fed up of London?’


‘When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life,’ says Jack. ‘Samuel Johnson said that.’ Showing off his book learning, again.


‘So are you tired of life?’ enquires Trevor of Molly. ‘Too expensive? Broke up with your boyfriend? Miss the north?’


Molly suddenly feels as though she is on one of Dad’s quiz shows. She is suddenly sitting in the big black chair, a harsh spotlight on her, and Trevor is the question master.


‘You have two minutes on your specialist subject, Molly McGinley, starting now. Why did you come back to Merry-le-Moors?’


‘I … it was just time for a change.’


‘Why did you leave Merry-le-Moors in the first place?’


‘My mum had died. I had finished university. I just needed to get out, to start my life somewhere afresh.’


‘You haven’t been back to Merry-le-Moors much since you left. Why is that?’


‘I just didn’t feel like there was anything here for me. No work. No friends anymore.’


‘What happened to your friends?’


‘They moved on. I moved on. Once you go away to university … especially from this place … I don’t know. I always felt like people thought I’d got too big for my boots. That I thought I was something special. Better than them.’


‘And was that true?’


‘No! I never thought I was better than anyone! That’s the problem with Merry-le-Moors. It’s so entrenched in being beaten down it’s got a victim mentality. And the minute you try to better your own situation, people think you’ve gone all snobby or something.’


‘Didn’t you think it would be hard for your dad, you going away so soon after your mum died? Didn’t you feel bad about leaving him alone?’


‘That’s two questions. And yes, of course I did. But—’


‘But you had your own life to lead.’


‘Well, yes. That’s more of a statement than a question.’


‘What about Patrick? Why did you break up with him?’


‘Because he’s a shit.’


‘I’m going to need a little more than that …’


‘Because he’s a shit who had an affair with his posh ex-girlfriend behind my back.’


‘And are you back—’


A strident beeping noise sounds.


‘I’ve started so I’ll finish. And are you back in Merry-le-Moors for good?’


Molly pauses to think.


‘I’ll have to hurry you.’


‘Pass.’


‘And after that round you scored eight points, with one pass.’


Molly blinks. Trevor is talking to her, for real this time. He is pinning up a piece of paper behind the bar, near the drinks optics. It says: BARMAID WANTED. ‘Well, if you get stuck, you know … it’d just be temporary, like, for the Christmas rush.’


‘Leave the girl alone, Trevor,’ says Jack. ‘She’s only been home five minutes. She can think about a job after Christmas.’


‘I won’t need a barmaid after Christmas,’ points out Trevor.


Molly excuses herself and goes to the toilet. It’s cold and damp and smells overpoweringly of cheap disinfectant. She remembers these toilets well from her days as a trainee drinker. She once painted the inside of one of the toilet bowls bright blue after drinking so much WKD that she was as sick as a dog. As she sits on the loo, having laid a layer of toilet roll on the wooden seat, she stares at the graffiti on the back of the door. She remembers some of that from when she was last here. It’s as though the last ten years have suddenly been wiped away. She’s back in Merry-le-Moors, back in her old bedroom, back in the first pub she ever went into. And nothing in her life has changed, except she’s a decade older.


How utterly depressing.


When Molly gets back to the bar Jack is starting on his second pint.


‘I thought we were only coming in for one,’ she says, nudging him as she climbs onto the bar stool.


Jack grins and wipes the froth from his top lip with the back of his hand. ‘Well, I’ve started now, so I’ll finish. What are you having? Same again?’
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The Miseducation of Mr Jack McGinley


Well, not so much miseducation, really; at the age of fifteen he left Rose View Secondary Modern School with exactly the required level of learning he needed to follow his father, and his father before him, and the fathers of half of the school, and most of the boys he left school with, into pretty much the only job on offer in Merry-le-Moors: working down the pit at the Jackdaw Colliery.


Not that it was exactly Jack’s only option; the Jackdaw was one of four pits dotted around Merry-le-Moors, plunged deep into the earth, stealing the coal from under the devil’s nose, as they used to say. But you chose your pit carefully, like you chose your football team. Which is to say, for life, and generally the same as what your dad chose.


It was a job for life, everyone agreed. And yet, barely twenty years after Jack had started, his stomach in knots as the wire cage lift took him down into the underworld, it was all over. They went and shut down the last of the coal mines. The pit-head gear of the Jackdaw, which had stood like some kind of folkloric giant over Merry-le-Moors for longer than anyone alive could remember, was dismantled. And Jack McGinley, aged thirty-five, was suddenly out of the only job he had ever known, and the only one he had ever been educated for, and he wished, as he stood with his face cast downwards, shuffling along with the other men who had also known nothing else but hard graft stealing the coal from under the devil’s nose to collect their meagre unemployment benefits, that he had perhaps taken a little bit more notice at school.


When Jack was almost ten years into his job, and the bad times had come, with the pit closures and the strikes, over to the west and a little north, in Cumbria, one of the last Leyland National buses was being assembled in the town of Workington. She was poppy red and eleven-point-six metres long, or thirty-eight feet in old money, a single-decker passenger bus that had been exported across the world, from Singapore to Australia to Jamaica. This one had a less exotic destination in store, though; trundling through the towns and villages and country lanes of the Pennine hills that bisected the country. She put in many years of good, loyal service, until she was replaced by the far flashier Leyland Lynx, and ended up sitting in a big vehicle yard not that far from Merry-le-Moors for a long time, forgotten, slumbering in the bus rest home until such time as her rust would get too much and her axles would snap and she would shuttle off to the great transport interchange in the sky.


But a little under ten years ago that had yet to happen, and when someone came to look at her, and kick her tyres, and peer into her engine cavity, and waggle her exhaust pipes, it was discovered that she hadn’t quite gone to rot as quickly as some people might have thought.


And she was given a new lease of life.


And, in turn, so was Jack.


It is a little after seven in the morning when Jack goes to open up the bus. Temperatures dropped below freezing overnight, and the big windscreen is marbled with capillaries of frost. She will take a while to warm up, which is fine, as his first stop isn’t until ten, on the Camberley Estate. He thinks of his old teachers, Block and Chopper and Snazz and Gurner, all hard men, all handy with a blackboard cleaner or a wooden ruler, all kings of their domains in woodwork and geography and metalwork and PE. And half of them war veterans, though Jack had never thought about that or considered it much at the time. Men who treated their young charges at Rose View Secondary Modern in the same way they had been treated by their generals and captains; as cannon fodder with numbers not names, merely to be got through their time and released into the world, preferably alive. He thinks about what those men would say now about Jack McGinley, who could barely write his own name at school, now running the Merry-le-Moors mobile library.


The Leyland National bus no longer carries passengers, but instead transports people to other worlds, other lives. Jack is quite proud of thinking up that one all by himself. Take that, Block, he thinks, mentally ducking to avoid a blackboard duster aimed with the skill and marksmanship of a Leningrad sniper, from taking off his head. Joey Copstick was once hit square in the forehead by Block’s unerring aim and lay concussed on the floor for ten minutes. He was late for PE, which earned him a slippering from Chopper. It was as though the children of Rose View Secondary Modern were being toughened up for a war that never came.


All the seats have been removed from the bus, and a counter put behind the driver’s seat. The seat swivels around so when Jack has pulled up he can face away from the dashboard and into the interior of the bus. It is now lined with bookshelves, floor to ceiling, blocking out the windows save for the front windscreen. Jack has a little date stamp which he likes the sound of when it clunks down on the library sheet on the flyleaf of books. They tried to go all hi-tech on him and install a scanner thing, the sort of device you might use to put your own shopping through at the self-service tills of the mini-market. You were supposed to run the book’s barcode under the red light and it would automatically register it as borrowed. Jack didn’t like it. It was so cold and impersonal. He kept complaining about the scanner, saying it wasn’t working, and in the end they just took it away. It wasn’t working because Jack kept ripping the wires out of the back of it. He chalked that one up as a success for humankind. He didn’t like the self-service scanners at the shop, either, but wasn’t sure if he should start ripping the wires out of the back of them. He didn’t want to end up in court.


Jack likes people. He likes seeing people, chatting to people, observing people, telling people off when they need it, like those lads who keep hanging about the library trying to steal books. Jack has to patiently explain to them each time that the books are actually free. They don’t need to steal them. They can just borrow them and bring them back. They never seem to understand.


Jack likes talking to people in the mini-market when they scan his shopping and he likes talking to people in the library when he stamps their books with a satisfying clunk.


This cold, frozen morning, Jack opens the door and lets down the step and climbs up into the bus that is now a library. And, of course, waiting for him on the linoleum floor, about halfway down on the left-hand side, there is a book.


The Great Library of Alexandria is thought to have been established sometime during the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, which places it between 285–246 BC. For several centuries it was the seat of learning in the civilised world, and at its height it is thought it contained some four hundred thousand scrolls, and employed a hundred people.


I mean. Wow.


Andrew Carnegie was born in Scotland but became one of the greatest American businessmen and philanthropists. Between 1883 and 1929 he built 2,509 libraries, many of them for public use. The majority were in the United States but there were 660 Carnegie Libraries in the UK, as well as libraries in France, South Africa, Fiji and Australia.


Phwoar.


<lne #>


The author Ray Bradbury said, ‘I discovered me in the library. I went to find me in the library. Before I fell in love with libraries, I was just a six-year-old boy. The library fuelled all of my curiosities, from dinosaurs to ancient Egypt. When I graduated from high school in 1938, I began going to the library three nights a week. I did this every week for almost ten years and finally, in 1947, around the time I got married, I figured I was done. So I graduated from the library when I was twenty-seven. I discovered that the library is the real school.’


Swoon. Everyone loves libraries. Makes you wonder why they keep shutting them down, then.
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A Common and Quite Pedestrian Illness


Molly is awakened by the sound of the mobile library outside creaking and groaning and chugging into life, like a kraken awakened in the depths. It is barely daylight, and she goes to her bedroom window to watch the vast coach pulling away from the kerb. It is so weird waking up in her old bedroom, and she feels as though she is fifteen again. Which is helped by the fact that her dad never took down her posters from the walls, The Killers and Coldplay and the Kings of Leon. Mum wouldn’t have allowed that. She’d have turned Molly’s old room into a Pilates studio or somewhere to paint or knit or mould clay or whatever her rotating kaleidoscope of interests had landed on that particular week.


It isn’t right her mum is dead. In London, Molly was able to push away the grief, because in a city of nine million people everyone is dealing with grief of some kind, and Molly’s sadness seemed so ordinary and unexciting. Oh, your mother died of a common and quite pedestrian illness? My brother died after contracting necrotising fasciitis in the Congo. My cousin was killed on a march against police brutality. My uncle was trampled by the King’s horse. My sister died in a drone attack while delivering aid to a war zone. Your mother died of cancer. How terribly ordinary.


But here, back home in Merry-le-Moors, losing her mum seems anything but ordinary, and almost ten years of pent-up grief suddenly comes flooding out, as she watches her dad drive away in a converted bus that is now the town’s only library. Molly stands there at her old bedroom window, in her pyjamas, the duvet from her single bed wrapped around her because Jack McGinley is not having the heating on all day, he doesn’t care how cold it is, you should have seen the size of his last bill. And she cries and cries and cries for her mum, who died from a common and quite pedestrian illness, but nevertheless, one that did the job of all those more exciting deaths in exactly the same way. How very northern, Molly thinks, wiping her nose on the duvet cover. Nothing flash up here, none of your exotic deaths. Cancer’ll do for you, my girl. Now knuckle down and get on with the business of dying.


Molly cries for a bit longer, but she’s cold, and imagines the tears are going to freeze on her cheeks, like something from Narnia. And it’s not that cold, she concedes. There’s still some faint heat in the radiators, from when Jack had the heating on when he got up. Gathering her duvet around her, Molly goes downstairs to see what she can make for breakfast, and to watch some TV.


One of the reasons she found it easier than she expected to leave Patrick was that he hated Christmas. How, she reasoned, could anyone hate Christmas? It wasn’t the primary reason, of course; top of the list was his freshly unearthed infidelity with an ex-girlfriend called Tamara, who Molly imagined came from a family who lived in a picturesque cottage in the Home Counties or the Cotswolds, with a brambly hedge and a little gate, surrounded by snow-covered downs, and whose brother probably delivered aid to war-torn countries, but purely for the Instagram likes. When the brother inevitably died in a drone attack Patrick would be comforting Tamara, and her posh family would say what a rock he’s always been for their daughter, and welcome him into their home at Christmas, which he would suddenly declare that he loved, because he was spending it in the rosy glow from their wood burner and drinking expensive port from Tamara’s dad’s wine cellar and—


Molly blinks. She is getting carried away again. She does that a lot. It annoyed Patrick intensely. ‘Off in your own little world again,’ he’d grumble. ‘What are you thinking about this time?’


It was usually whether when cows got stomach ache it was in all four of their stomachs or just one; or if fried eggs were invented when a caveman accidentally dropped a big egg from a now extinct bird and it landed on a big hot stone by the fire and everyone gathered round to say, ‘Ooooh’; or whether anyone had really had their arm broken by a swan. In the early days of her relationship with Patrick she would often voice these random ponderings, and he would stare at her as though she was mad.


Dad has supermarket own-brand cereals, a big bag of porridge oats and a packet of crumpets in the shape of Christmas trees. She pops two crumpets in the toaster and slathers them with butter, then wraps herself in the duvet and settles down in front of the TV. Dad has Netflix and Prime and Disney+ and all sorts. Molly scrolls through and finds a channel showing wall-to-wall Christmas films. Not classics, like A Christmas Carol or It’s A Wonderful Life, but a procession of almost identical-looking movies where a woman goes back to her snowbound hometown after life in the big city pales, and opens up a Christmas tree farm or a gingerbread business, and meets an impossibly cute ex-boyfriend who, after a couple of misunderstandings and a bit of heartbreak, convinces her that home is where the heart is after all.


Molly wonders if she is in one of these films. After watching two, she goes to get Dad’s biscuit barrel and begins a third movie, fuelled by Hobnobs and tea. Has she come home to find love? Who from her admittedly small pool of Merry-le-Moors ex-boyfriends is the most likely candidate to have turned into an irresistible hunk?


She counts backwards. Neil Bright. Never lived up to his surname. Molly spent three months with him before she went off to university, mainly to have something interesting to tell her new friends. Neil was a bad sort, always involved in petty crime. Last she’d heard, about five years ago, he was in prison for trying to steal a lorry full of lawnmowers from the truck stop on the edge of town.


When she was fifteen she went out with Darren Cowburn, who was considered quite a catch, though looking back, she can’t think why. One night behind the roller disco she let him put his hand down her jeans and he spent ten minutes furiously flicking the mole on the inside of her upper thigh, which puzzled Molly until she realised what he thought it was, and made what she imagined, informed by Meg Ryan, were orgasmic noises so he’d stop. He nodded and gave a self-satisfied smile, as though he was some sort of Casanova, and bought her a doner kebab on the way home.


When Molly was eleven she was absolutely head over heels in love with Jason Muckle, and he with her. He gave her a gold ring and said they were going to get married. Molly went home and brooded on it, and decided she didn’t really want to spend the rest of her life as Molly Muckle. Brimming over with sorrow and regret, she went to his house to give him the ring back, and his mum answered the door and snatched it off her, then gave Jason a good hiding for stealing it from her jewellery box.


So, no likely candidates, then. Molly starts to watch a fourth film, all of the plots bleeding into each other, until she dozes off on the sofa and dreams about Merry-le-Moors covered in snow and a man with dazzling white teeth and wearing a checked shirt who is not Neil, Darren or Jason but some strange combination of all of them, telling her that home is where the heart is, and asking if she’s finished baking that gingerbread house and can he put his hand down her jeans.
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That’s All Right in Books, but This is Stark Reality


Jack McGinley: Born in the 1950s, grew up in the 1960s, came of age in the 1970s, which was when he met Annie Kettle, who was as glad to be rid of being a Kettle in 1979 as Molly McGinley was unwilling to become a Muckle twenty-odd years later. That was the year they got married at St Mary’s Church, though neither of them was particularly religious, but getting married at church was what you did. Punk rock had come late to Merry-le-Moors, as popular culture trends often did, and the town had a sole proponent of the form, sporting a towering green Mohican and a leather jacket with SHAM 69 picked out in studs on the back, who was known to one and all as Putrid. Fate conspired to have him stroll past the church on the morning of Jack and Annie’s wedding and it wasn’t until the photographs were developed – this being the age of film and processing in darkrooms, not instant gratification from viewing a picture a second after it was taken – that it turned out the very best wedding photograph of Jack and Annie also had Putrid striding behind them, the middle finger of his right hand pressing into his nostril, hoicking a stream of green snot from his acne-pebbled nose. Initially, Jack had been furious but Annie thought it was hilarious, and the framed picture still has pride of place over the mantelpiece in the house.
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