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Lest We Forget.

By Nicole R Murphy

     It was a bitterly cold morning.  Even in the airconditioned bus, with the crush of people around her, Jenny was cold.  She pulled her coat tighter around her and leaned against the window, watching her breath fog it up.  Outside, cars moved slowly through the peak hour traffic on her side of the road while the other side remained relatively car free.  Rather like her life, she thought, stuck in the crowd when she wanted to be free.   She closed her eyes, wondering what had gone wrong?  Where had all her energy, her ambitions, her dreams disappeared to?  She had expected so much from her life and now, where was she?  No where near where she had wanted to be, that was for sure.  The man sitting next to her shifted, bumping her.  It broke her train of thought and she mentally gave herself a shake.  Thinking like this achieved nothing.  She had to be positive.  Her eyes opened in time to see an empty bus passing them on the other side of the road, on its way back to the depot.  She looked up at the electronic display on the front of the bus and there, instead of the regular messages, were the words Lest We Forget.

     Energy coursed through her body as she sat up straight, turning her head to watch the bus zip past and disappear around a corner.  Her mind buzzed with what she had seen and what it meant.  It was September.  Lest We Forget was a term only used in April on Anzac Day or November on Remembrance Day yet someone at the bus depot, possibly the driver, had considered it important enough to be displayed today.  The reaction it caused in her was instaneous.  She began to think back on her own Anzac history: the stories she had heard of her grandmother's work in the American Officer's Club in Townsville, the stories she'd been allowed to hear of her grandfather's trips to Thailand, Darwin, Broome, North Queensland and the stories she now knew of his work in decoding, only recently released under the Official Secrets Act.  She realised with a pang that the only time she thought of the sacrifices of the men and women who had fought for her freedom were the two special celebrations.  For the rest of the year, it never crossed her mind.  She looked around the bus.  All these people with her, reading books or chatting or staring out of the window, had their own Anzac Story.  She wondered if they were like her, if they only thought about it twice a year.  She knew this was wrong, and knew something had to be done.  But what?

     She was brought out of her reverie by the bus stopping.  She jumped to her feet and pushed her way through the crowd and out of the bus.  The cold winter wind tore at her coat.  She took a moment to tie it more securely around her waist.  Then she strode forward confidently, knowing exactly where she was headed and so was able to spend all the time thinking about her recent realisation.

     15 minutes later, she was opening the front door of her store.  As always, she stopped on the threshold and let the familiar scents of wood, herbs and wax filter into her before stepping inside.  She looked around her with justifiable pride.  This was undoubtedly one of the prettiest shops in the CBD, full of curious knick knacks and small antiques that made perfect gifts.  She had worked hard to establish this business and initially it had paid off, she had employed two shop workers and her turnover had been great.  Then one end of the walkway had been closed off by a new development and a shop on the street had opened, also selling gifts.  The quality wasn’t as good as hers but the prices were much cheaper.  She had fought, but gradually the trade had dropped off, she had let the two workers go and was now facing losing the whole shop.

     Jenny walked through the store, smelling some herbs here, dusting a little box there.  She knew the store still had potential, if only she could gain the customers.  But there was no walk through traffic nor would there be until the development was completed and while the return trade was reasonable, it was not enough to save her.  Chris wanted her to pack it in.  He said it was not worth the hours and anguish she poured into it but she couldn't give up, not yet, not while there was still the slightest chance.  

     Putting her coat in the back room, she spied the cardboard and markers she used to write her special cards.  Maybe another price reduction was needed, although if she reduced her prices any lower she would lose what little money she still had invested.  She took the card and markers out to the desk in the store and began to doodle.  As she relaxed, her mind went back to the bus trip and an idea occurred to her.  She needed a constant reminder of the war veterans and so did everyone else. In a flash, she had scrawled "Lest We Forget" on a piece of card and had decorated it.  She considered where to put it and then decided on the window, so the few people that did come down the walkway to her store and the two stores beyond hers would see it.  It wasn't much, but it was an effort and it made her feel good.

     This feeling wore off as the day dragged on with only two customers.  She had become very down and was considering closing early when the door opened and an old man shuffled in.  He moved slowly, was very bent over, but his eyes twinkled and his voice, when he spoke, was strong.

"Is this your shop?"

"Yes, it is, can I help you?"  He shuffled over and held out his hand, which Jenny took.  

"Frank Annett."  He said. "I just wanted to thank you for the sign in the window.  The boys and I were talking just the other day, saying no one appreciated what we had done.  Now I can go and tell them someone does.  It will restore their faith in humanity.  I, of course, never lost mine."  Then he winked and was gone before Jenny had a chance to respond.

     The old man restored her spirits and she was still in a great mood when she walked in the house that night.  She put on the radio and sang along while she reheated the stew she had made on the weekend and put some prebake rolls in the oven.  She poured herself a glass of wine and set the table.  When Chris walked in, he was astonished.

"Someone's in a good mood."  He said.

"I had the most wonderful day."  Jenny said brightly and told him about the old man.  At the end of her tale, he said,

"That's all well and good Jen, but how much money did you make today?"  The question deflated her like a balloon and her shoulders slumped.

"It was a bit slow."  

"How long can we go on, Jenny?" Dave walked around the table to stand right in front of her.  "I'm sick of working all hours of the day to support this dream of yours.  It's over, Jen.  Give it up and let us get on with our lives."

"The new development will be finished in a few months and-"

"We'll be finished before the new development is."  Chris said and taking his plate, marched into the lounge room and put on the t.v.  Jenny ate her meal at the table, washed up and put everything away, then sat down with the shop's books.  Looking at the numbers, she forced herself to be objective and she had to admit that Chris was right.  If something didn’t happen in the next month, the shop was gone.

     Even though the following day was Saturday, she still went in and opened the shop.  Indeed, she opened it every day she could.  She needed the money.

     The day proved marginally better than Friday had, with several of her regular customers coming in.  She was beginning to feel hopeful when the door opened and Frank Annett came in again, this time with an equally old and frail woman.

"Hello!"  He said with a smile.  "This is my wife Kathleen.  She didn't believe me when I told her, so I bought her in to have a look."

"What a lovely little shop!"  Kathleen said after smiling at Jenny.
"I probably shouldn't have bought her, she'll spend me out of house and home now."  Frank winked at Jenny who smiled while Kathleen said,

"What rubbish, Frank!"  Then she began to potter around the shop.

"I rang all my mates and told them too.  They were tickled pink, I can assure you."  Frank said and Jenny experienced the pure joy of knowing she had down something good.  

"Oh, Frank, come and look at this!"  Kathleen called from a corner.  Frank shuffled over and Jenny followed, interested to see what it was.  

"Isn't this the exact vase Mother had on her sideboard?"  Kathleen held the flower painted vase as if it were a priceless treasure.

"It certainly looks it."  Frank said after putting his glasses on.

"Oh, Frank, could we…" Kathleen didn't have to speak the words, the look in her eyes was clear.  Frank took the vase from her, turned it over to see the price and said quietly,

"I'm afraid we can't, my dear."

"Oh, of course."  Kathleen whispered as she too saw the price.  Jenny saw her face drop and knew she had to do something.

"Mr Annett, are you looking at the regular price, or the special pensioners price?"  She said.  Frank and Kathleen looked at her.

"There is no special price on it."  Frank said quietly.

"Let me look."  Jenny took the vase.  "So there isn't.  My silly assistant must have forgotten it."  She named a price that made Frank's eyes widen and Kathleen's smile gleam.

"Are you sure?"  Frank said, feeling rightly suspicious.

"Absolutely."  Jenny said with a smile, ignoring the fact that this sale would wipe out almost all her profits for the day.

    The happy feeling she had from seeing the joy on Kathleen's face as she left with the vase continued during the night, mainly because she did not tell Chris what she had done.  It was the first time she could remember lying to him but she told herself that it was her money, her store and she could do what she liked with it.  She did tell her mother the next day, however, and Charissa was delighted.

"It's an incredibly thoughtful thing for you to do, Jenny."  She said.  "You know what I've always said, Do good and good will be done to you."

     That night, Jenny thought a lot about what her mother had said and what had already happened.  Obviously, putting that little sign in the window had meant a great deal to Frank.  How much better would a better sign be?  Jenny went and found one of her old sheets and a pot of paint.  The next morning when she arrived at the store, she hung the huge banner across the top of the window.  It read in large letters, "Lest We Forget" and in smaller letters, "What is your Anzac Story?"  She was delighted when several of the customers that day stopped to tell her their Anzac stories, telling her how wonderful she was to make people remember them.  Towards the end of the day, Frank arrived again, this time with a group of six equally elderly men.

"The boys."  He said proudly.  They were all effusive in their thanks to Jenny and all bought a little something, at the special Pensioner's rate.  While she lost on each individual sale, she realised that eventually today would be one of the best days for some time.

     The following days, the boys all bought their wives in with them, then sons and daughters began to arrive, thanking Jenny for bringing so much joy to their parents lives.  Slowly, the figures began to show an upturn and Jenny began to wonder if her shop would be saved.

     Three weeks after the initial sign, Frank came into the shop with a very distinguished looking man.  The man was somewhat younger than Frank although still definitely past retirement.  Frank introduced him as Matthew Phillips, the head of his local Retired Service League Branch.

"Frank told me all about the things you have done to try and bring more attention to the great men and women who fought and died for our country.  It heartens me a great deal to see a young person showing so much concern for the elderly."  Jenny mumbled that it was not such a big deal, but Phillips continued.

"I've also heard a great deal from members about the wonderful little things you sell, and I can see they were not wrong."  He looked around with a smile.  "We in the Retired Services League like to work with businesses doing good for the elderly.  So, we want to extend an invitation to you to open a second store, in our local RSL club."  Jenny's mouth gaped open, amazed by the offer.

"Mr. Phillips, that is very generous of you, but I’m not sure I can afford to do that."

"Then, perhaps you would consider switching locations."  He looked at her and she knew he understood how poorly the shop was doing.  "Your rent would be cheaper than it is here, and you would have a strong clientele base."

"Please do, Jenny."  Frank added.  "I'm sure you'll do well there."

"Well, I need to think about it."  Jenny said and Phillips nodded.

"Of course you do.  Here are some numbers I did.  Go over it with your number crunchers and let me know on Friday, okay?"

     That night, Jenny talked it over with Chris.  She confessed what she had been doing and while he was disappointed she had lied to him, it finally caused them both to talk in a way they should have done much earlier.  Jenny finally explained to Chris how important the store was to her, Chris finally explained to Jenny how he had missed her and regretted the hours she devoted to it.  They looked at the numbers, and saw that moving the store into the new location would be financially wise.  It meant the store would continue to exist, which suited Jenny but would not require as many open hours nor as much travel, which suited Chris.  On the Monday, Jenny called Matthew Phillips and the contract was signed on the Friday.

     Jenny's regular customers were sad to hear she was closing until they heard of her new location.  For many of them, it was closer than the city and they not only swore to continue patronising her but promised even more sales in the future.  

     The new store was a delight and became a popular place for the members of the club to while away some minutes before dance lessons or after bingo games and the goods too delightful to resist.  The second door which opened onto the street meant customers from outside the club also came.  The business thrived and after some time, Jenny was opening a second store in another RSL club. Chris quit his job to assist Jenny with the stores and their relationship, both business and personal became stronger.  

     Jenny then expanded her idea.  The local schools were soon having "Tell your Anzac Story competitions" at all times of the year, sponsored by Jenny's stores.  She placed small advertisements in the local papers, encouraging families to tell each other their Anzac Stories.  Her most pleasing achievement was the memorial service held not on one of the established days but on her Grandfather's birthday, celebrating his Anzac Story.  Hundreds attended, including her ill Grandfather who cried his joy in her arms.  Stories were written about her in magazines, she was featured on current affairs shows on radio and television.  Her message, to always remember the war veterans, spread across the land.  But for Jenny, the greatest reward of all was the smiles she received, the thanks and appreciation from the veterans and their families.  Her mother in particular summed it all up.

"Most people can only bring happiness to a few people, some to none at all.  You've given all these people a wonderful gift, and you'll be repaid in full."  Charissa told her daughter.  So Jenny's success and happy life continued to grow and all the time, Jenny kept the banners in her shop windows and in the front window of her house was a decorated piece of cardboard with the words Lest We Forget. 

