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Everybody’s searching for someone. . .


Jess knows it’s time to move on from her best friend’s couch, where she’s been crashing since her boyfriend emptied out her heart, and all her savings. But when she responds to an ad in the newspaper for a lodger on a quiet Notting Hill street, Jess has no idea how life’s about to change.


Joan has spent too long alone with her memories of the man she walked away from one Manhattan evening years ago. Passing a bedroom door she can’t bear to open, she decides to advertise for a lodger.


When Jess meets Joan, she recognises a woman left behind by the world, and so she suggests a switch: if Joan will agree to go on-line, she will go off-line. And when Jess learns Joan has never forgotten the love of her life, a man she used to write to via the Lonely Hearts column, Jess decides to search for him, little realising that in Joan’s story lies her own unexpected new beginning. . .









In memory of Jeni A, whose spirit will never be lost.











Greenwich Village, NYC


August 1973


My beautiful Joany,


I know our love too deeply to accept your words this evening. No version of my life could ever be ‘freer’ or ‘simpler’ without you.


For me, this is not goodbye, it is simply the end of the beginning of our story. One day we’ll find a way back to our love, wherever life takes us.


For ever yours,


Joseph












[image: image]


1


JESS


‘How was your date?’ Debs calls, when she hears me close her yellow front door behind me.


‘Total disaster,’ I call back, removing my coat then hunting for a space amongst all the kids’ jackets in the hall.


I find Debs in the kitchen.


‘Was it really that bad?’ she asks, cooking the dinner with one hand while holding eighteen-month Eli on her hip, the sweet smell of caramelised sausages hanging in the air.


‘Cricket-obsessed. Bad teeth. Said “yah” a lot. Enough said?’


She laughs at my misfortune and kisses Eli on his plump cheek, an acknowledgement that she’s thankful she met Mike at college, and never really had to do the dating thing.


‘I’m done with Tinder. There has to be another way of finding someone.’ I collapse on to the red chair at the kitchen table and immediately find myself with Toby the cat on my lap, his black hairs clinging to the mustard wool of my jumper.


‘Maybe it’s not Tinder, maybe you’re just not ready yet,’ she suggests, reaching into the blue painted cupboard for a tin of beans, Eli simultaneously reaching for her swishing ponytail. Beans found, she hoists Eli further up her hip then tucks her batwing sweater into the front of her maternity jeans, which she’s customised by embroidering daisies on to the back pockets.


Just then Mike arrives through the door from the garage. He kisses Debs on the top of her head and places a hand on her bump, takes a moment to feel for any movement, until Debs bats him away playfully with a spoon.


‘Still here?’ he asks me, jostling my copper curls as he passes.


‘I’m working on it,’ I cringe, knowing full well I’ve long outstayed my welcome, even if I have been paying rent, but also knowing nothing vaguely affordable ever comes up on SpareRoom. Only the very best of friends can tolerate a houseguest for a week, and I’ve been here almost a year, holed up in their box room alongside the growing collection of nursery paraphernalia.


‘Not a problem,’ he calls, going to the utility room where Debs insists on him taking off his dusty joiners’ dungarees and changing into his house clothes, which he does diligently each evening, even putting the dirty items in the laundry basket. Mike is a man-god: handy, compassionate, strong, funny, and he’s a great dad; I can only hope that he’s lousy in bed, though Debs assures me he’s not.


‘Jess’s date was a disaster,’ Debs tells him, when he returns to the kitchen in his joggers and T-shirt, carrying four-year old Ash in a Superman pose.


‘Bummer,’ he says, and he tosses the local rag, the Notting Hill News, on to the table before hurling Ash round the room, divebombing Debs and Eli, causing Eli to shriek with laughter.


‘Can’t you think of anyone to set her up with, someone we trust, who isn’t a total tool?’ asks Debs, as she dishes up three plates of food for the kids and calls Jude, their eldest, to come through from the living room.


‘Everyone I know is either already shackled or a man-boy,’ he answers, taking a seat at the table.


‘It’s true,’ sighs Debs, exchanging a tablet for a dinner plate with Jude, then directing him to wash his hands while putting Eli into his vintage highchair. Watching Debs manage the kids is like observing a master of chess: tiny, seemingly inconsequential moves, all forming part of a master strategy. Debs was born to be a mum, even if we do joke that the only reason she keeps having more kids is so she doesn’t have to work; the real reason being that she’s desperate for a girl. ‘Guess you’re stuck with Tinder then.’


‘Guess so,’ I mumble, Tinder and I having a love-hate relationship.


I was sworn off the app after my ex, Liam, did a runner with my life’s savings. Six months later I found the courage to start searching again, more a habit than anything else, and then another three months passed, and I met a handful of guys. But whoever I met, no matter how nice they were, all I could wonder was, what scam have you got planned, what signals aren’t I reading, how long will it be before you take advantage of me too?


A year on and I’m still wary, but still looking. And even though I’m certain I’ll never trust anyone again, I still can’t help hoping for my own real life ‘meet-cute’. And whilst I’ll never be a Hollywood actress in a travel bookshop, or a graduate sharing a car ride from Chicago to New York, or even a bookshop owner unknowingly meeting the man who will eventually break and make her, I’m still hopeful that the day will come, when I’ll meet that perfect someone, who makes me feel that one can’t exist without the other.


Habitually I pick up my phone and start swiping.


‘No screens at the dinner table,’ says Jude, sounding just like his mother and looking exactly like his father – carrot-red hair, dark eyes, freckled skin.


‘Sorry,’ I say brightly, passing Debs my phone when she reaches out her hand, though I really don’t want to. Being without it makes me feel twitchy, as if part of me has been disconnected and I might malfunction. Debs puts it on mute and places it behind her on the counter, completely unaware of how I’m feeling, offering me a look that says both ‘sorry’ and ‘thank you for tolerating my children’.


It’s only now as she sits down to join her family that I notice she’s looking a little peaky; her usual plump, ruddy cheeks have lost their colour and she has heavy shadows beneath her chestnut eyes.


‘You all right?’ I ask, the kids too distracted by making mush out of their beans and mash to pay any attention to the adult conversation.


‘Just a headache. Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix,’ she tells me, rubbing her belly, which is already obvious, even though she’s not yet five months gone. ‘How was your afternoon shift?’


‘Not bad, though Mariko was going on about how she thinks the cinema might be sold.’


‘How would she know that?’ she asks sceptically. Given the cinema is celebrating its centenary this year, she’s probably right to be doubtful about its demise.


‘Her boyfriend, Jamal, has a job at I-work. Apparently, they’re after new sites, and they’re looking to buy out the cinema.’


‘Is it for sale?’ asks Mike, scanning through the newspaper ads.


‘Not that I know of,’ I reply, wondering how it is that newspapers are allowed at the table when screens are not.


‘Sounds like a lot of old boll . . .’ Mike catches himself, ‘balderdash.’


‘Still, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if it happened,’ says Debs, scraping mashed potato from the side of Eli’s mouth. ‘You could go back to university or film school. Get out of the cinema and into producing, like you always wanted to.’


Debs is right; I have always wanted to be a film producer. But Mum losing her mobility during my first year at uni meant I didn’t get my degree, that I had to work full-time at the cinema instead of part-time, and the bigger dream of my own home meant that the moment was never right to go back. There was always the hope that I could return once I was settled and had a little nest egg set aside. But then Liam did what he did and that was that – game over.


‘I suppose,’ I say, not really sure that going back to uni is on the cards right now, not when my savings pot is still empty.


‘It’s not as if you meant to end up managing a cinema. And I’m sure your management experience and film knowledge would make you a shoo-in for training.’


‘Maybe,’ I say, my job being the only thing that’s giving me a sense of stability at the moment. It’s been the one constant in my life for almost two decades, and a lifeline since Mum died four years ago, that and Debs, who’s like the sister I never had. And for all it doesn’t really stretch me, and I’m only there because of what happened with Mum, I do enjoy it: the films and the people. ‘I’d just like to find somewhere to live, somewhere I can call home before I can think about what comes next. God knows I’ve outstayed my welcome here, and in four months my room needs to be ready as the nursery.’ I keep to myself the anxiety of possibly losing my job and home with nothing in the bank to fall back on.


‘How about this then?’ asks Mike and he begins reading from the paper. ‘Roommate wanted for professional Shoreditch flat. One thousand two hundred pounds pcm. Call Zane.’


I look to Debs with an expression that asks if her husband has gone mad. ‘Who puts an ad in the paper?’


‘Weirdos and psychos,’ Debs says casually.


‘Mike, it’s the twenty-first century, the digital era. Nobody responds to adverts in newspapers.’


‘Somebody must, or else why would they print them?’


‘Aaah, so the paper can make money,’ I say, in a ‘duh’ sort of voice.


‘Jess, not everyone is as addicted to technology as you are. Hold on to your pants but . . .’ he pauses for effect, ‘some people aren’t even online.’


I cock my head to one side and cast him a ‘get real’ face. As if anyone out there could possibly survive offline.


‘I’m serious,’ he says.


‘Mike, everyone has to have an email address – without one you can’t do anything.’


‘Not true.’


I look to Debs for back-up.


‘Can’t help,’ she shrugs. ‘For once, he’s right. Not everyone is online.’


‘Bullsh—’ I begin, but stop myself when Jude gives me the side-eye. ‘That can’t be right. How can you do anything without an email address? Utilities – you have to be online for billing.’


‘There is such a thing as the post,’ says Mike.


‘Fine, what about setting up a bank account?’


‘You can go into a branch.’


‘TV licence,’ I almost shout, convinced I’ve outsmarted them.


‘PayPoint,’ Mike retaliates.


I sit, stroking the cat’s silky coat, desperately trying to think of something, but when I come up with nothing Mike says, ‘Some people still rely on newspapers to advertise and, believe it or not, there are people out there who answer them.’


‘Well, I’m not one of them,’ I say fervidly.


‘Jess, it’s not a big deal,’ says Debs. ‘When you think about it, someone probably had to speak to someone else in person to place the ad. I reckon you’re more likely to meet creeps online, where it’s completely anonymous, than you are via the paper.’


‘You’ve probably met at least one percent of London’s weirdos and criminals already through Tinder,’ laughs Mike.


‘Mike!’ shouts Debs, causing the kids to look up from their food.


‘It’s fine, he has a point,’ I say, knowing Mike didn’t mean to make light of what happened with Liam, not knowing the scar he left me with when he scammed me out of every penny I had, then disappeared, and I was forced to give up buying my first flat.


It wasn’t much – only a big room really, at the top of the block across the way from my mum’s old place on the estate where Debs and I grew up. The estate is nothing special, three nineteen-sixties four-storey blocks that surrounds a small park where flowers grow, children play and neighbours know each other. And, most importantly, where people still remember my mother. But the flat had a balcony overlooking the grass where Debs and I played when we were little and hung out in when we were teenagers, and was just a stone’s throw away from where she now lives on the estate; the moment I stepped through the front door, it felt like home.


I’d been saving towards a place of my own since I was thirteen, tearing ticket stubs and sweeping up popcorn on a Saturday afternoon at the cinema. From as far back as I can remember, Mum drilled into me the importance of owning my own home. She never managed it for herself, having become pregnant at twenty-one. She had to give up training as a dancer and work minimum wage jobs to look after me instead, and rent from the council. This time last year, I was days away from completing the purchase of the flat and moving into it with Liam, imagining how proud of me Mum would be, when he snatched everything away from me: my money, my dream, my trust. In one fell swoop he put my entire life on reset.


‘Read the advert again.’


Mike repeats the information for me.


‘Four things,’ I say. ‘One, roommate not flatmate means sharing a room. Two, Shoreditch isn’t my thing, and it’s too far from work. Three, I already know that Zane isn’t my thing, and four, where am I going to get one thousand two hundred pounds a month to spend on rent?’ I ask, wondering if it’s even possible these days to find a room in the city for under a grand a month.


Debs shakes her head despairingly at Mike.


‘OK, how about this,’ he says, scanning the ROOMS TO LET column. ‘Shepherd’s Bush.’ He looks up to confirm this is acceptable. I nod, given its proximity to the cinema and Debs’ maisonette in Latimer Road. ‘House share. Shift worker preferred.’


‘I’m sensing ten low-income workers squeezed into three rooms, with one under the stairs, half a shelf each in the fridge with labelled milk cartons, and a bathroom that should come with a public health warning.’


‘It doesn’t sound great, hun. Pass it here.’


Debs scans the ads, making little tutting sounds as she eliminates them one by one, ‘Ooh, how about this one,’ she says excitedly, pushing the paper in my direction and tapping the little advert.




LODGER SOUGHT FOR DOUBLE ROOM


ON CHERRY-LINED STREET, NOTTING HILL.


Female only. £500pcm incl.


Call Joan: 0207 727 9752





‘It’s close to work, and us,’ she encourages, knowing me well enough to know that I’d want to be near to her.


‘There must be a catch. It wouldn’t be this cheap if there wasn’t.’


‘It’s probably just an elderly lady who doesn’t realise the cost of renting.’


‘Or a serial killer masquerading as a naïve old woman attempting to lure females,’ Mike chuckles.


‘Inappropriate,’ trills Debs when Jude glances up from his dinner. ‘The only way you’ll know for sure is to phone and find out.’


‘I suppose I could,’ I agree, not particularly wanting to leave the comfort of Debs’ home and her gorgeous boys who are like nephews to me, but knowing they all need their space back, and I really do need to get back out into the world.


‘It might turn out to be exactly what you need to get life back on track,’ encourages Debs as I get up for my mobile to call Joan.
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JOAN


‘I’ll answer it,’ I tell Edward, heaving myself up from my armchair in an effort to get to the phone.


‘I can get it,’ he says, already on his way to the telephone chair in the hall before I’ve even managed to straighten up. ‘Hello.’


I hurry as best I can towards my son, and gesture for him to hand me the receiver.


‘Who’s calling?’ he asks the person on the other end of the line.


‘Who is it?’ I ask him breathlessly, taking the phone out of his hand, concerned it might be someone enquiring about the advert, having not yet revealed the lodger idea to him.


‘Hello?’


‘Am I speaking to Joan?’ asks the voice on the other end of the line, Ed having returned to the living room.


‘You are, yes,’ I reply, sitting on the chair with its built-in walnut table, the worn seat-pad moulded to my shape from years of use. ‘To whom am I speaking?’


‘My name’s Jess. I saw your ad in the Notting Hill News, the room to let,’ she adds, her inflection rising as if I might need reminding.


‘That’s correct.’


‘Is it still available?’


‘It is,’ I say, withholding the information that she’s the first woman to call. Despite making it clear in the advert that I wanted a female I’ve had several male callers, all of whom I’ve had to politely decline despite their own lack of manners. The whole process has made me question if I’m doing the right thing, if perhaps I shouldn’t have listened to Pamela after all when she suggested the idea of a lodger over the fence. ‘Would you like to view it? It’s a lovely room overlooking the back garden, quite peaceful.’


‘Can I ask where you are in Notting Hill?’


‘Portobello Road. It’s not far from Notting Hill Gate station.’


‘I know it.’ She pauses and I wonder if there’s something more I should be telling her. ‘Is it just you in the house?’


‘Just myself, and Humphrey, my Labrador. I hope that doesn’t put you off,’ I add, concerned that she’ll have picked up on the quiver in my voice and not want to live with an almost octogenarian, let alone her aging dog.


‘It doesn’t,’ she laughs, a light, youthful giggle. ‘Is it OK if I come have a look?’


‘Certainly, it is. When would suit you?’


‘I could head over in about half an hour. I’m not far away.’


‘Why not?’ I say, surprising myself, and wondering what excuse I can possibly make to encourage Edward to leave before she arrives.


Humphrey looks up at me from where he’s lying on the Persian hall runner, his grey muzzle on his jet-black paws.


‘She sounded nice,’ I say to him, having given her the full address, hoping I wasn’t too brisk. I have a tendency to sound abrupt on the phone, a hang-up from when lines were poor and you often had to shout, and from my days as a piano teacher at Westminster, dealing with parents overseas. Jess possibly doesn’t even remember landlines, let alone have experience of using one.


I’m wiping down the black Bakelite telephone and giving some thought as to how to move Edward along, when he calls through from the living room.


‘Who was that?’


‘The chiropodist,’ I fib, amazed at my sudden mental agility.


I return to the living room where Edward is on the two-seater sofa opposite the fireplace, his eyes fixed on his laptop.


‘She’s had a cancellation and wanted to know if she could pop round in the next half-hour to look at my corns.’


In the mirror above the mantelpiece, I see Edward’s face scrunch in disgust, and I delight inwardly at my cunning.


‘You might want to make yourself scarce,’ I press, checking the clock, which reads just after six. ‘She’s likely to be here within twenty minutes or so.’


Keeping an eye on Edward’s movements in the mirror, I adjust my blouse and cardigan, and attempt, with no success, to reposition a curl of fine grey hair which insists on jutting out at right angles to the rest, as it has all my life. Why I bother with such a detail when I have heavy eye bags, deeply lined cheeks and a sagging jawline, I never understand, but still, I do. And then I press my hand over the tiny gold locket I’ve worn these last thirty-five years, kept as close to my heart as possible.


When Edward fails to move, I check my wristwatch and clear my throat. Humphrey sits alert at my feet, he too, waiting. As we wait, I fight the urge to tell my son that he needs a haircut. Recently he’s taken to wearing his wavy brown hair in a longer style near his shirt collar, to the point that it often falls over his face. In my opinion it doesn’t suit him; it hides the eyes I love so much, eyes so like his father’s.


‘I’ll get going in a minute,’ he says, without looking up from his computer, and I relax, a touch. I plump the cushions next to him on the sofa, smartening the place for Jess’s arrival, while thinking how terrible it must be to be young these days, always ‘on’, never truly being able to switch off. In my day it could take days to arrange meetings, weeks to exchange correspondence; now it all happens in seconds.


‘I just need to finish drafting this email . . .’ he tails off, his eyes scanning the screen. He hits a button, finishes typing then closes the top before placing it in his bag.


‘Everything OK with work?’ I ask, directing him towards the hall, glad that he’s up and moving, wondering how he keeps up with all his company entails. I’ve lost count of how many premises he has now, scattered around the city.


‘We’re expanding again, trying to find new sites,’ he explains, stepping into the hallway. ‘I’m looking at an old cinema tomorrow. I heard the owner is looking for a buyer. The site would make an amazing space, worth the initial outlay.’


Edward set up his ‘co-work space’ company five years ago, naming it I-work, which seemed rather appropriate given work is all my son ever does. He told me the idea then – an office space for anyone, with a café and facilities – and I had to stop myself from telling him I didn’t think it would be a success. But then the world changed: people started working from home, big businesses reduced their offices, and suddenly everyone was desperate to be surrounded by other people again, even if they were all just staring at their computers. I was wrong; it’s been a huge success, the making of him, as he sees it. Personally, I think it will break him if he doesn’t slow down, but he doesn’t want to hear that; my son’s identity is bound to his career.


‘Fingers crossed,’ I sing, opening the inner door and ushering him into the vestibule. ‘How’s Izzy?’


‘OK, I guess, I haven’t seen her recently,’ he replies, opening the front door.


‘You need to find a better balance: less work, more play.’


He laughs, steps out into the garden. ‘Aren’t you supposed to give me the opposite advice?’


‘I just want you to be happy, that’s all. Your job can only bring you so much happiness.’


In the fading westerly light, I notice that his brow appears more lined than the last time I saw him, his strong cheekbones more prominent, and his deep brown eyes look heavy with tiredness. I wonder if he’s eating enough, if he’s looking after himself properly amongst all the busyness.


‘You know I’m not the only one who needs more balance – you could do with branching out a bit yourself,’ he tells me.


‘As it happens, I already have,’ I say, deciding now, when he’s already out the door, is as good a moment as any to tell him. ‘I’ve advertised for a lodger.’


‘You’ve done what?’ he asks, reacting as if I’ve just signed up to a sky-diving course rather than placed an advert for a lodger in the Notting Hill News.


‘Pamela thought it might be fun to have someone about the place other than Humphrey, someone to have a conversation with over breakfast, or a game of Scrabble with at night. Humphrey’s not much of a conversationalist,’ I quip, nodding to him snoozing at my feet on the tiled floor of the vestibule.


Ed casts me an unamused look.


‘They might liven the place up a bit, help with the bills and chores, that sort of thing. Perhaps some of their youthfulness will rub off on me,’ I add.


I neglect to tell him that in the beginning, I’d been as opposed to the idea as he is now, thinking Pamela a fool for suggesting it. Why after almost twenty years of living alone should I want someone in the house? Someone I don’t know, who might be messy or noisy or both, or have disagreeable habits. But the more we talked, the more I came round to her way of thinking, that the right person might enhance my life rather than impair it.


‘Mum, you’re seventy-nine, not twenty-nine. A lodger is likely to be young.’


‘Age has nothing to do with it,’ I scold, rather wishing he’d hurry along. ‘And as Pamela said, if not now, with my eightieth birthday just around the corner, then when?’


He runs his hands through his thick hair and sighs, as if I’ve done something unspeakably foolish.


‘All will be fine,’ I say, trying to reassure him, when in truth all the doubts I had when Pamela first mentioned it are beginning to resurface. I crane my neck to see if there are any lone women walking towards the house, a nervous knot twisting in my stomach.


I think of all the young people who stroll past my front windows every day, winding their way towards the market, idly snapping photographs on their phones of the pretty, pastel-coloured houses, all of them mysterious and as distant to me as if they come from another planet. I have no idea what I’d have in common with someone that age, what their lifestyle and routines might be.


‘I’m not sure, Mum. You have me, and that crazy neighbour of yours, isn’t that enough?’ He nods his head in the direction of Pamela’s house next door.


‘Yes, I do, and I’m grateful for you both, but I’d like someone who’s here most of the time, not occasionally,’ I say pointedly, cross that, just because I’m older, he thinks that a son and neighbour should suffice as company. ‘It gets lonely rattling about on my own. A bit stale, if you know what I mean.’


‘Wouldn’t a book group have sufficed, or a choir, or a simple trip to the shops?’


‘I like having my groceries delivered from the shops on the avenue; the drivers bring it straight into the kitchen. It’s easier that way. And all I have to do is call if I need something different or extra,’ I say casually, even though we both know that I’m no longer comfortable walking up the road to the grocer for a pint of milk or along Holland Park Avenue to the butcher for a bone for Humphrey.


‘What about an online group then,’ he suggests, ignoring the obvious, as we’ve always done. ‘We could set up the Wi-Fi again. Keep it connected this time. You could get a tablet, or a smart phone.’


‘Not on your nelly. I’m perfectly happy with my landline.’


‘They have their uses, Mum,’ says Ed irritably, which I can’t help thinking might have more to do with his desire to be online when he visits – to be able to send emails, not just draft them – rather than anything to do with my wellbeing.


‘I’ve managed this long without one; I’m certain I’ll manage another ten to fifteen years without one too.’


‘Fine, whatever you want,’ he sighs, washing his hands of the matter and turning to leave. ‘Just don’t say I didn’t warn you, when God only knows who walks in through that garden gate.’


My legs feel as if they might buckle when I hear the clang of the gate latch, and I have to pause to catch my breath when I first catch sight of Jess’s outline through the frosted glass panels of the inner door. I lean more heavily on my cane, all of Edward’s scaremongering rushing back to me. And for a moment, I wish I could go back and undo it all, tell Pamela not to be so foolish, that Edward is right – I am too old for such antics. I try to breathe, the way Pamela attempted to teach me, something about a square, but that I was too proud or stubborn to pay attention to.


As I draw closer to the door, I can make out a silhouette of big hair and a bright yellow jacket, and I’m suddenly even more conscious of not being young, and nervous that we really might have nothing in common. As I fiddle with the lock, my fingers stiff, I try to recall the last time I spoke to anyone under the age of sixty-five, other than Edward and his friend Charlie, and the delivery men, but can’t.


‘You must be Jess,’ I say, having managed the lock, my breathing laboured.


‘And you must be Joan,’ she says, tucking her phone into her inside pocket, her soft eyes sparkling like polished jade. I’m mesmerised by how vibrant she is. She’s like a little porcelain figurine in a shiny yellow puffy jacket and bright blue trousers, with thick, bouncy copper curls that frame her heart-shaped face. I feel staid in comparison, in my box pleat skirt and blouse.


‘Won’t you come in?’


‘Your home is very beautiful, much more characterful than the others on the street,’ she exclaims, gazing round the hallway as if she were in a museum, taking in the anaglypta wallpaper and brass and glass lamps.


‘Thank you,’ I reply, and I wonder if she’s being polite, that ‘characterful’ is just another way of saying ‘old-fashioned’, that it doesn’t quite compare to the houses that have had money spent on them by their wealthy young owners, something I was never in a position to do.


‘And is this Humphrey?’ she asks, crouching down next to Humphrey, who’s meandered through from the kitchen to see who’s joined us, his tail swaying.


‘It is,’ I say, watching him fondly, and I feel my shoulders relax. The fact that Jess should remember his name speaks volumes about her, and that Humphrey seems perfectly at ease in her company gives me reason to feel the same. Humphrey has always been an excellent judge of character.


‘Would you like to see the room?’ I ask, far less nervous now that we’ve got past the introductions.


‘Yes, please,’ she says, getting up from her crouch with perfect ease. I struggle to remember a time when I was so nimble.


‘It’s this way,’ I tell her, leading her up the stairs, clutching the mahogany banister, immediately regretting not suggesting that she go first. I try to ignore my hip, grinding in its socket, and up the pace so she’s not left dawdling behind me, but the pain is too great, and I’m forced to ascend the steps at a snail’s pace, Humphrey following us at an equally glacial rate.


‘I always wanted a dog as a child, but we couldn’t afford one,’ she tells me, and in the quietness that follows her remark, I wonder about her background and who ‘we’ might be.


We make small talk as we continue up: how far she’s come, the weather, and her work at the Portland Cinema.


‘I spent many happy hours there in years gone by,’ I say. ‘Friends and I would make a night of it, dress up, head out for supper, and then go to the pictures. I knew the previous owner. I think his son owns it now.’


‘Clive,’ she confirms, which rings a bell.


‘This is it,’ I say on the half-landing, the door to Edward’s old room closed, and showing her into the room opposite. ‘It’s not much, but it’s clean and quiet.’


‘Oh, it’s lovely,’ she says, running her hand over my mother’s old pink candlewick and then taking a moment to enjoy the view of the garden from the sash window. There’s something in her gaze that makes me wonder why someone so young and beautiful should need a room with a stranger, and an old stranger at that. ‘May I take a photo?’


‘Certainly,’ I reply, and she snaps several shots on her phone of the garden which is unusually large for the road, reaching all the way to the neighbouring street.


‘I’m sorry there isn’t an en suite. I know they’re all the rage these days, but I don’t take long in the mornings, and I’d be happy to wait for you to use the bathroom first if you need to get to work.’


‘I’m used to sharing a family bathroom, so sharing with one other will be fine.’


‘It’s just there,’ I say, motioning to the door on the landing, glad that the lack of en suite doesn’t put her off. ‘Nothing fancy, but functional.’


‘Perfect,’ she says, taking a quick look at the rose-coloured suite, and I hope I’ve remembered to clear away my ointments and pills, things I could never have imagined needing at Jess’s age, knowing nothing of the indignity of an aging body.


‘Up the half-flight of stairs is my room, and one other . . .’ I dismiss this part of the house with a slight wave of my hand. ‘Let me show you downstairs.’


‘How long have you lived here?’ she asks from the bottom of the stairs, waiting for me to join her.


‘It’ll be fifty years this year. Houses didn’t cost then what they do now.’


‘No,’ she says, slightly despondently, and I think how lucky I am to have been born when I was, when life was more affordable. ‘Fifty years is a long time.’


‘Almost twice as long as you’ve been alive.’


‘Hardly!’ she says kindly.


‘This is my sitting room, which you’d be more than welcome to use,’ I say, after I’ve shown her the dining room on the opposite side of the house, and told her of how I grew up just a few streets away in Holland Park.


‘Thank you,’ she says, taking everything in from the original fireplace with my patterned armchair beside it, to Edward’s third birthday photograph, with me on his right, he looking the picture of happiness, his brown eyes glistening like caramels, despite the obvious absence of his father. And I see her eyes sweep over the invitations and cards from days gone by when life was busy and the loneliness of old age unfathomable, and the prospect of losing friends not even a passing thought.


‘I like your elephant lamp.’


‘It was my mother’s,’ I tell her as she wanders through to the back section of the room where the grand piano, its cover on, sits unused since my last pupil grew too old for lessons and no one else took her place. As she admires the room, I wonder what she’s thinking, unable to see beyond her good manners and youthful enthusiasm, if she’s really interested in the house or not. Does the prospect of living with someone almost in her eighties hamper her freedom too much?


‘Do you play?’ she asks.


‘I used to,’ I reply too sharply. ‘My fingers don’t allow it any more.’


‘That’s a shame,’ she says, stopping by the instrument, her fingers tickling the fringes of the shawl that lies over it. ‘I always wanted to learn but—’


‘The kitchen’s to your right,’ I say, moving quicker than I have in a long time to usher her away from the piano, and much to my relief she continues round and out of the lounge to the kitchen. ‘Do you like to cook?’


‘I do, but I don’t manage it often,’ she replies.


‘I’m much the same. Perhaps we—’ I’m about to suggest we could cook for each other occasionally, but I’m concerned that might appear too keen, that I’ve got carried away, so I stop myself and ask instead, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘That would be lovely, Joan, if you’re sure I’m not keeping you too long.’


‘Not at all,’ I say, filling the kettle at the sink overlooking the garden, mindful of how dated the pine kitchen must look to her young eye, neglecting to tell her that all I have planned for the weekend is Pamela dropping in this evening for a ‘debrief’, that plans no longer exist beyond these four walls.


‘The garden looks gorgeous,’ she says from where she stands at the back door, taking in the borders with the show of daffodils, which I always think look like new-born chicks calling for their mother, even in the dwindling light.


‘Why don’t you pop out and have a look while I make the tea?’


I watch, while waiting for the kettle, as Jess, followed slowly by Humphrey, takes a lap round the garden. She snaps photos of the herbaceous border and the huge magnolia, bursting with buds, and it amuses me that she deems it worthy of capturing. As she continues, I muse about how I would never have placed an advert in the classifieds in the dead of winter. There’s something about the first flush of spring that is capable of motivating and exciting even the most dormant of species into bloom.


When she reaches the bottom, she stands, her hands in her jacket pockets, looking back at the house to the bedroom above the piano room. From what I can tell, she’s considering the old place. And I think how lovely it would be to have her here, that all my worries about a lodger were for nothing. I laugh at my stupidity, never learning, even after a lifetime, that my worries are always in vain.


‘It’s a lovely spot. Hard to believe we’re almost in the centre of the city,’ I say when she returns, filling the cups, hoping that a mention of the proximity to the West End might aid her decision-making, help her to realise it might not be all bad living with someone ancient. ‘I have help with the garden, so you wouldn’t find yourself with any outside chores.’


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ she replies, accepting her cup of tea as I gesture for her to take a seat at the table. ‘I’ve never lived in a house with a proper garden before. I might enjoy the odd bit of weeding or mowing the lawn.’


I want desperately to ask where she’s been living since leaving home, and with whom, and why it was she didn’t have a garden when she was young. But it feels too personal for a first meeting and, not wanting to put her off, I tell her about my daily routine instead.


‘I’d be out most of the time,’ she tells me, after I’ve given her a blow-by-blow account of my day, from rising early to let Humphrey out, to my night-time cup of cocoa at nine. ‘My hours can be long and late. I wouldn’t be too much in your way.’


I resist the urge to tell her I’d like her to be in my way, that the prospect of her being out most of the time is disappointing, that the idea of having her to share my day with fills me with delight, not concern as I thought it might. And for a moment, I wonder if I should look for someone else, someone who would be around more. But there’s something so luminous about Jess, so full of energy, that I decide I’d much rather have her around some of the time than someone else all of the time.


‘I understand, being young is to be busy. I’d just be glad to know there was someone else about the place.’


There’s a moment between us where I feel uncomfortable that I might have let slip that I’m lonely and she, I suspect, isn’t certain how to respond. Because why should someone so vital understand loneliness; why should she know what to say to a woman who’s already lived her life, when hers is only just beginning?


To fill the gap in conversation, I hurriedly say, ‘Would you like the room? I’d be very happy to have you.’


And again, Jess stalls, her eyes looking every which way but mine, and I fear this time my eagerness really has got the better of me, and I’ve put her off.


‘I’m sure you need time to think it through,’ I back-pedal. ‘Please, let me know when you’re ready. You must have much to consider.’


And then Jess smiles, a radiant smile that lights up her eyes and melts my concerns.


‘Joan,’ she says. ‘I’d love to take the room. When can I move in?’
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JESS


Mariko and Daniel are waiting for me on the little bench outside the cinema when I arrive to open up the following afternoon.


‘Hey guys,’ I call, in earshot but still far enough away to appreciate the charm of the old place. Even after almost twenty years of working at the Portland, I still can’t conceive of how beautiful the neighbourhood is with its cheerful painted townhouses and elegant shop fronts. Nor can I believe how lucky I am to work in such a cute little building – a semi-hexagonal façade at the heart of a Y-junction. It’s a world away from the estate, even though they’re less than a mile apart.


‘Hi Jess,’ says Mariko with a smile, pulling her big headphones down over her black pigtails and looking up from her phone. Daniel, engrossed in his sketchbook, acknowledges me with barely a glance, his scruffy blond hair falling over his face.


‘Late night?’ I ask him, remembering that he was planning on trying to finish a piece of artwork that he’s been working on for months.


He nods his reply, remains seated. Mariko, on the other hand, is up like a shot, smoothing down the short kilt she’s wearing.


‘How was the preview?’ I ask her, unlocking the double mahogany doors, the long, brass handles warm on my palms.


‘So good,’ she says, beginning a monologue about the latest film preview she’s been invited to review on her TikTok. She chats at speed about the experience as we pass through the entrance foyer with its central, hexagonal ticket desk and faded Art Deco splendour, down the shallow stairs, the red carpet worn, and into the bar, where the scent of popcorn and polished wood fills the space.


‘It’s already had my highest views yet, and it’s only been up for a day,’ she concludes in the tiny, windowless office, crammed with boxes of ticket reels, receipt rolls, and forgotten umbrellas. We drop our bags and throw on our black, Portland Cinema polo shirts.


Daniel, sketchbook in hand, comes inside to set up the ticket desk and open up. Mariko goes to check the toilets and open the doors to the two small auditoriums, while I turn on the lights, popcorn and coffee machines, ready for the first customers of the day.


‘I found a new place to live last night, with an older lady, and low rent,’ I tell Mariko, when we’re both behind the counter, she putting the cups and saucers away from the night before and me replenishing the sweet selection.


‘Great, Jess. People do that in Japan a lot. Older people own their homes so it works out cheaper. They get company, you get a nice place to live,’ she says, appearing not to think the decision odd at all, unlike me.


My brain hasn’t stopped thinking about it since I left Joan yesterday evening, after we’d agreed for me to move in next weekend, my impulsiveness having got the better of me. I keep worrying that I’ve made a mistake, that our lifestyles might clash, or that we won’t have anything in common. Despite Debs’ reassurance, and now Mariko’s, I can’t quite let it rest.
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