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Jenny Ringo and the Library of Lost Souls

Chapter 1

Halfway up the Library Stairs
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The student halfway up the library stairs was crying. I didn’t want to see people crying in the library. The library was my sanctuary. It was my temple. It was my ... something else holy and important-sounding. I spent at least six hours in there every day. It was entirely unnecessary, I’m a terrible student and would mostly wander the shelves looking for something more interesting to read than whatever I was supposed to be reading. I’d chosen to study English Literature at Sussex Uni by mistake. The English Lit part was the mistake, I’d chosen Sussex Uni on purpose to move as far away from Stoke-on-Trent as possible and to make the city of Brighton my new adopted home. I hadn’t really been all that bothered about what I studied so I’d gone for this combination Cultural/Media/English Studies thing that would mean I would get to study/play video games and study/watch movies as well as learning about cultural hegemony and post-structuralism (I don’t know what either of those things mean, they just come up in seminars a lot and the posh, University Challenge contestant students nod sagely whilst I pretend to be busy writing notes so no one will ask me a direct question).

Anyway, in the interview for the course the fact that I only knew about video games and the street-dance movies of the early 2000s was beginning to count against me. Then the ancient professor bloke leading the interview asked me to compare a classic work of literature to a more modern one and I ran with the first two titles that popped into my head; Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones’s Diary. Because I’d seen the films. So, I ran with this and this professor bloke was getting all excited, to the point that he basically answered the question for me.

“Yes, I suppose they are both written in the epistolary style,” he started.

I nodded, although at the time I had no idea what he meant and thought it was something to do with horse racing. I rambled a bit more, “Bridget, she’s a bit like a Dracula, isn’t she?”

There was nowhere to go with this. I’d dropped the ball. Then he picked the ball up again and scored a hole-in-one (I am awesome at sports metaphors).

“Yes, if you were to turn it around and look at it from Mark Darcy or even Daniel Cleaver’s point of view...”

He’d used the full character names. He was a true fan. I’d struck gothic/rom-com gold by mistake. He didn’t want to be talking about cultural hegemony either! He wanted to compare Bridget Jones to a vampire and he went ahead and did that for a full half an hour. Then he shook my hand and said it had been the greatest of pleasures talking to me!

I passed the interview but I messed up my A-levels and didn’t get the grades for the course where I could watch movies and play video games until someone asked me to compare two random titles at which point I would be hailed as god of all media students and sent to be on University Challenge, at which point my claim to godhead would be questioned due to my poor performance and I would cry on national TV. Which would mean I really would have to leave the country.

But when I was on the phone to the Admissions Department begging for a place, they mentioned that the old professor bloke had pretty much guaranteed me a place in his notes but that I should be studying straight English Literature.

So, there I was, at the university I wanted to be at in the city I wanted to live in but forced to spend endless hours in the library trying to catch up on all the literary classics and theory I was supposed to be an expert in. 

Also, I didn’t like socialising. I didn’t like people really. The whole student partying thing wasn’t for me.

That’s a lie but you don’t want to hear about all this. There was a student on the stairs crying.

I’m not good with criers. I never know what to say when someone starts dropping tears and snot in front of me. I think it’s because I know that if I were crying in public, which would happen never, I would not want anyone to draw attention to my open display of emotional misery so I assume everyone else feels the same and would prefer me to leave them to it. I also wonder, sometimes, if it’s just for attention and so I don’t feel it’s healthy for them for me to acknowledge the crying but better to just let them get over it and pull themselves together on their own. Really it’s not either of those reasons, it’s because I don’t know what to do and I get all hot and shaky and I don’t want to draw attention to that in case that prompts me to start crying and then I’d never be able to show my face again. I’d probably have to leave the country.

I worked in a chicken factory for a week the summer before I started uni. To clarify, they didn’t make the chickens, they just sorted them. And killed them and stuff but I quit before they made me work in that bit. I quit because watching the endless parade of dead chickens pass over my head for seven hours a day five days a week brought on an epic existential crisis that threatened to swallow me whole if I didn’t leave that place immediately.

That was my failed attempt at saving money for uni, which is one of the reasons I never went out. Not the main one but one of them.

In the chicken factory I used to work with a lady, we’ll call her Joanne. Because that was her name. I don’t think she’s reading this. The existential crisis would certainly have eaten her soul by now.

One day I had a work-related question and decided to pose this question to my more experienced colleague, Joanne. 

“Esteemed colleague, Joanne,” I probably said, “Should one of these fine de-feathered, dead animals slip from my hands and land on the disease-smelling factory floor is it correct that I should pick said bird up and throw it back with the others? I was so instructed by our eminent foreman, Steve, and while I’m hesitant to question the will of Steve I am curious as to why such a practice is deemed acceptable? Also, I’ve just noticed I dropped a chicken on the floor and it’s been there for ages so...”

It was so loud in the factory it didn’t really matter what I said as Joanne wouldn’t have heard me anyway. However, when she turned to look at me, I noticed she was crying.

As if on cue we stopped for lunch and the machines were switched off so now Joanne’s sobbing was quite clearly audible.

“Pardon, Gavin?” she asked between sobs, “I didn’t catch that.”

Gavin is my name, by the way, she didn’t just randomly call me Gavin because she was so distraught she had forgotten who I was and just decided to call me Gavin because it was the first name that came into her head, or perhaps you were thinking it was the name of the lost love who had caused her distress in that moment, but it wasn’t, it’s my name, I had just forgotten to tell you that, or rather I hadn’t forgotten I just couldn’t find a neat way to slide it in there so I was going with ignoring it, until now.

I didn’t ask Joanne what was wrong. I didn’t even tell her my query wasn’t all that important. I pretended we were all fine and I repeated my question and she had to tell me about floor-chicken procedures while crying her eyes out over whatever it was she was upset about (it was probably the fact that she’d taken a summer job in a chicken factory six years ago and had only just realised that this was her life forever now, which would make me cry too).

The moment had haunted me ever since and so when I saw the student halfway up the stairs to the third floor and I noted that she was crying I decided to contravene years of precedent and actually ask her whether I could help.

“Excuse me,” I said, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

She sat in the middle of the step, her knees bunched up to her chin and supporting her hands, which she was using to entirely cover her face. This was rather an obvious sign that like me she did not want her tears exposed in public but, then why stop halfway up the stairs? It really was the most inconvenient place to sit, for everyone else at least.

“Are you all right?” I tried again.

She continued to sob.

I sat down next to her. The stairway was empty, by the way. It was 9pm on a Friday evening so not many of Sussex Uni’s finest had the inclination to study but I didn’t want to be out with the masses celebrating the end of another week of doing nothing so there I was, but you know that about me already (also that I lie about how much I really do want to spend time with people but you’ll pick that up too eventually).

I decided on one final attempt at intervention before I left her to it.

I cleared my throat, mostly so she would have some idea of what was coming and could stop me if desired. I really hoped she would stop me but I was committed now.

“Halfway up the stairs is the stair where I sit,” I sang, “There isn’t any other stair quite - like - it.”

She continued to cry but I felt if I stopped then it would have been super-awkward so I continued.

“It’s not at
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