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This one’s for Mum.
Thanks for everything, and helping me be who I am today.
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The Woman in the Window


(1944, dir. Fritz Lang)


The look she is going for is Lauren Bacall.


That was the plan, anyway. Blood-red lipstick, come-hither eyes and hair with waves to knock the sea legs out from under any man. What Jenny Ebert has achieved, after four hours on a packed train and thirty minutes standing in the hammering downpour, is more drowned rat. The midnight-blue silk dress she’d bought for a song at a charity shop near home and poured herself into seems to have hitched up and twisted in all the wrong places, and she’s sure it’s shrunk in the rain, meaning she’s in danger of pouring herself out of it. The shoes-to-die-for are slowly and sadistically killing her. And the fog of hairspray she’d employed to keep her hair ice-cool and Hitchcock-blonde is now running in chemical rivulets down her forehead and into her eyes, stinging them and blurring her vision.


Jenny looks down at her bags and considers digging in them for either her umbrella or her anorak. Would Bacall do that? No, she would not. She’d probably have a dozen men fighting to hold umbrellas for her. She looks around but there’s not a Humphrey Bogart in sight on the concrete apron in front of Morecambe train station. Instead there are small knots of students waiting with their few new starters cases and cardboard boxes of kettles and toasters and books. Those who didn’t have the luxury of parents to drive them straight to their halls, or second and third years who are returning on this cold and wet October morning to already established digs.


Which of these will be her new friends, she wonders? She looks around the gathered tribes, the goths and the emos, the loners and the geeks. Mentally she puts a cross by each of them, looking around for people like her. People like she is now. The cool people, the night people, the ones for whom style and class are effortless. Oh, that reminds her. She opens the small black leather handbag dangling from her shoulder and pulls out the packet of Gauloises and a Zippo lighter. Attention to detail, that’s the thing. She doesn’t even smoke, not properly, but she’s been practising, just enough that she doesn’t lapse into a choking fit on the first drag now. As nonchalantly as possible, Jenny pulls a cigarette from the pack and hangs it loosely from those blood-red lips, flicking the top on the Zippo.


The lighter is advertised as wind- and rain-proof, and it does indeed burst into flame, cool and blue just like her. But the cigarette is already sodden and won’t take, and it gets even wetter when a cab pulls up sharply in front of her, its tyres sending a shower of rainwater over her from the puddles forming on the tarmac in front of the station building. Jenny coolly gives the cigarette one more try, sucking on it hard as it catches reluctantly, and immediately lapses into a choking coughing fit.


The driver leans over and winds down the passenger window, looking her up and down. ‘You’ll catch your death, standing there like that.’


‘Yes,’ gasps Jenny, the puddle-water dripping from her nose. She coughs one more time, so hard she thinks she might throw up. ‘No thanks to you.’


‘The university is it, love?’ The driver, a big man in his forties, estimates Jenny, brushing the crumbs of a just-imbibed pasty from a belly straining the buttons of his shirt. ‘Cutting me own throat here, but there’ll be a minibus along in a minute going straight to the campus. Free for students.’


‘I’m not staying on campus,’ says Jenny, and through the open window hands him a scrap of paper bearing the address of her new home. ‘Not yet. They’re still building the accommodation blocks. I’m staying here until it’s finished.’


She realises she’s talking too much. Sultry and mysterious, Jenny Ebert. Sultry and mysterious.


He looks at the piece of paper for a second and then shrugs. ‘OK.’ He reaches under the dashboard and pulls a lever; the boot clicks open. ‘Let’s get your stuff in the back.’


Jenny watches as he loads up the boot with her cases, but she keeps a tight hold on one green sports bag, clanking metallically. ‘I’ll carry this with me,’ she says.


‘Family silver, is it?’ laughs the driver. ‘Let’s get you moving, then.’


Jenny climbs into the back seat because that’s what Bacall would do. She wouldn’t sit up front, even in a knackered old Vauxhall Astra, because she had class. The driver gets into the driver’s seat and punches the buttons on the dashboard meter. ‘Bloody awful weather.’ On the dashboard, beside his meter, is his hackney carriage licence, sporting a washed-out photograph that makes him look as if he’s being hunted by the police for escaping from prison, and the name: Kevin O’Donnell.


Jenny looks out of the window at a gaggle of girls with stripy tights, face piercings and blue and pink hair falling over the shoulders of their uniform black T-shirts. As Kevin pulls away from the station forecourt he says, ‘You’ll be going out to the pub tonight, drinking snakebite and black? That’s what students drink, isn’t it? Snakey and black? You a first year? Never went to university myself.’


Jenny sighs with the realisation that she isn’t going to get through this drive without conversation. She glances at his meaty left arm as he changes gear, at the faded tattoo that says MOIRA on a banner wrapped around a heart that is dripping with blood. She wonders if this is because he loves Moira, or because he hates her, because she squeezed his heart dry. She looks back through the window at a squabble of seagulls rising up noisily over the black slate roof of a down-at-heel hotel. ‘Second year. But I’m new to the University of North Lancashire. I did a year at Loughborough but I’ve transferred.’


‘Never been to Loughborough,’ sniffs Kevin as they turn on to the seafront. ‘East Midlands, innit? Never been there. Always strikes me as a boring sort of place, the Midlands. Neither one thing nor the other. Is that why you left? Too boring?’


‘Too close to home.’ The sea is so far out Jenny can’t see it beyond the expanse of dark, wet sand that stretches out beyond the blue metal railings interspersed with bright red lifebelts.


The driver nods. ‘Away from the old mum and dad. What’ve they gone and done to piss you off?’


‘They talked too much,’ says Jenny, which is the sort of thing a femme fatale would say.


It seems to work because Kevin says nothing for a long time, but then he points across towards the passenger window. ‘See that statue? Eric Morecambe.’ He starts to sing tunelessly. ‘Bring me sunshine, da-de-dah. Bring me sunshine, do-de while. What you studying, anyway?’


Jenny cranes her neck to see the black statue, right hand up behind the entertainer’s ear, left leg cocked up behind him, framed against the grey sky, until it disappears out of sight. ‘Film studies. I’m hoping to specialise in film noir.’


‘Film noir,’ says the driver admiringly, and Jenny isn’t sure if he’s mocking her or not. ‘That sounds grand. Like I said, I never went to university. Didn’t have the brains. What’s film noir, then, arty French stuff?’


‘Crime movies from the forties and fifties. Some from the thirties. Mainly American, a few British.’ With a slight feeling of alarm, Jenny realises they are heading along a lonely, deserted road which she doesn’t remember from last time she was here. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Got to take the old coast road. Nobody uses it much since they built the bypass. But there was a landslip last month – half the bloody access road to your new place fell into the sea. You’ll have to go up to the house from the front. Be there in ten minutes. Crime movies, eh? Funny old thing for a girl like you to be into.’


Out to the left the beach goes on and on until it meets a thin thread of sea. Well, not so much a beach, more of an almost endless expanse of mud. When she came to check the place out in summer they said there was a bus that ran along the coast road and into town, right to the university. She wonders who else will be living at the accommodation, wonders if they’ll be her sort of people.


‘Not much for you young ’uns to do out here. Nearest pub’s a good two miles away. That’s if the Cross Keys is even still open.’ He reaches on to the dashboard and hands her a card. SANDPIPER TAXIS. He passes it over to the back then rummages in the storage space in his door, overflowing with used tissues and chocolate-bar wrappers, and tosses her a biro with a chewed end. ‘That’s us. Write my name on the back. Kevin. You and your mates want taking into town for a night out, give us a call. Ask for me. I’ll make sure you get special rates and get you back safe and sound.’


The taxi slows and pulls in against the pavement on the long, deserted road. ‘I’m sorry,’ says Kevin. ‘This is as far as I go.’


When Kevin and Jenny have pulled her bags from the boot she stands on the narrow pavement, cracked and uneven and pitted with sandy puddles, and feels the salty spray driving off the Irish Sea over the roof of the old Vauxhall Astra, stinging her cheeks and lips. She wonders if salt water is ageing or preserving; if she stood here long enough, facing the tumultuous waves, would she end up prematurely ancient or be forever nineteen? Behind her she feels the oppressive weight of the rising land and the old house that perches on top of it. It’s almost as though the very shadow of the house cast by the faint October sun that is sluggishly emerging between the rain clouds has weight and substance. Her blonde hair whipping about her face in damp tails, she says conspiratorially, ‘Is that because there are dark doings up at the old house? Stories that people tell in whispers? I bet if it was night-time you wouldn’t even bring me this close.’


He slips her notes into the breast pocket of his short-sleeved shirt and gives her a handful of change, and frowns. ‘No, love. I mean, I don’t think so. Just a normal place. I mean, this is as close as I can get due to that access road being out. I’ll give you a hand up these steps with your bags.’


Jenny clutches the sports bag to her chest. He grins. ‘Apart from the family silver, of course. Probably wads of cash in there, I bet. Costs a lot to go to university these days. They did grants for people back in my time, but I never went to university, of course.’ He taps his temple with a thick forefinger. ‘Not got it up here, me.’


At the top of the steps Jenny pauses to catch her breath and look up at the house. It is in the Gothic Revival style, probably once the home of some rich Victorian mill owner or coal magnate, built to overlook the storm-tossed sea. It’s constructed of sturdy stone, darkly weathered by the elements, that seems black in the lee of the building. Over a set of weathered double doors there’s a portico and tall, thin windows above offering glimpses of the staircase that turns up over the four storeys. To the left is a high-peaked gable on which sits, lopsided, a tarnished finial four metres tall. To the right is a rounded turret above a wide, angled bay window fitted with small, square-latticed windows.


In one of these windows Jenny sees the woman.


She is half hidden behind the thick curtains, but Jenny sees a halo of pale hair surrounding a thin face, her figure dressed in a black high-necked dress, an archipelago of pearls at her throat. She is looking down at Jenny, who suddenly feels self-conscious and puts up a hand to smooth her wind-blown hair. When she looks back, the woman has gone.


Kevin dumps her bags in the porch of the grand doorway. ‘This is just temporary, did you say?’


Jenny nods. ‘Only until they get the new accommodation blocks opened.’


He waggles the card she’s still got in her hand. ‘Well, just remember, I’m at your service. You can always rely on Kevin.’ He stands back and looks up at the house, and shakes his head. ‘Great time you’ll have. Making new friends, going out on the lash. Lovely. I never—’


‘You never went to university,’ says Jenny. ‘Yes, you said.’


He nods. ‘Right. Well, cheerio, then!’


Jenny watches Kevin head back down the stone steps and execute a U-turn in the deserted road, the taxi dwindling into a dot along the long, straight, empty road that separates the wide, endless beach glittering with oily pools of seawater from undulating dunes swaying with tall grasses. Morecambe is at one end and Silverdale at the other, and in between there’s nothing.


Nothing apart from the house, perched on top of a craggy rise overlooking the road and the beach, roosting there like a muster of crows, trailing a zig-zag flight of precisely thirty-nine steps from the flagged terrace in front of the building down to the coast road; and a rusty gate hanging from a post beside a wooden sign that has been weathered and warped by years of spray and wind and rain, occasionally baked by the sun into crisp, fragile boards, the painted words illegible now.


Taking a deep breath, Jenny hefts her bag more securely on to her shoulder and drags her cases across the gravel. Far to the left there is a tangle of orange temporary fencing, bringing an abrupt end to the road that has barely begun arching away from the big house. Beyond there is a black chasm, three or four metres wide, and then the road sweeps down and behind the grounds. She wonders whether it will be fixed before she goes to the proper accommodation blocks in town.


Hauling the rest of her bags over to the ones Kevin deposited on the broad stone step in front of the doors, Jenny pulls her phone out of her pocket. No 4G; she’s barely got any ordinary signal. Stuffing it back into her coat, she considers the ancient bell-pull by the doors and the faded card, encased in Sellotape and pinned to the flaking wood, which she can just about make out says NO HAWKERS OR COLD-CALLING. If any door-to-door salesmen made it this far, they should get a medal, never mind an order for toilet brushes. Jenny bites her thumbnail for a moment, then knocks once, hard, on the door.


Her knuckles make a dull, almost imperceptible sound, but the door swings open, revealing the cool, tile-floored reception area she remembered from summer. The wide mahogany desk in front of her is unmanned. Dark doors to the left and right are closed; there is one wedged open behind the reception desk, leading to a narrow corridor. Beside the desk the staircase sweeps up and turns to the left.


There is nobody here. Jenny frowns. She’d have thought at least someone would be there to meet her. She wonders if the others have arrived yet. She glances back at the main door and pulls it closed. Should it be unlocked like that? Wondering which way to go, Jenny is drawn by a thump and a volley of shouts to the door on the right. Putting her cases and bags against the desk, she listens at it for a moment, then twists the handle. She can hear voices from inside the room, and cautiously pushes at the door until she can peer quietly round it. Are these her new housemates?


Jenny takes a deep breath. This is what it has all been leading up to, all the pain, all the big decisions, all the careful reinvention of herself. A new start, with new people, and a new Jenny Ebert. She puts her head into the room, just so she can see them.


They are all ancient, occupying that sprawling age group that could be anything from sixty to a hundred. All of them.


She’s in the right place.
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Among the Living


(1941, dir. Stuart Heisler)


‘There’s a cream cracker under the settee!’


The young man with a shock of black, curly hair and a pained look on his face holds out his hands. ‘No cracker! I hoovered this morning!’


Edna Grey sighs. He’s a good boy, Florin, but he’s very highly strung. And extremely easy to wind up. Edna has just let herself into the day room and settled down on the sofa in time for Mrs Slaithwaite to point at the other couch and claim sight of the non-existent cracker.


Edna says mildly, ‘She is just having a joke with you, Florin.’


Florin implores Edna with his hands. ‘But I hoovered, Mrs Grey! I always hoover!’


‘There’s a cream cracker under the settee!’ repeats Mrs Slaithwaite, sitting in her usual chair by the fireplace with her huge hams of arms folded over a long, shapeless cotton dress, her white hair wispy on her ruddy head.


Florin pulls a face at Mrs Grey and drops to his knees in front of the wide sofa. Joe, Mr Robinson and Mrs Cantle are sitting on the sofa, and Florin peers between the stockinged legs of the latter. Mrs Cantle giggles. ‘Ooh, you are awful, Florin.’ The sofa faces the ornate fireplace, the carpet overlaid with a Chinese rug in muted colours. Florin waves his arm underneath the furniture. ‘No cream cracker, Mrs Slaithwaite. It is as clean as a whistle.’


Mrs Slaithwaite harrumphs and turns her attention to the television on the wooden cabinet beneath the wide bay window. Edna looks back at Florin. ‘She always says this. It’s from an old television programme, before your time. She is just having fun with you.’


Edna considers the occupants of the settee. Mr Robinson has a short back and sides, his grey hair flattened over his head with pomade, a thin moustache beneath his hawkish nose, and is wearing a green knitted waistcoat over a buttoned-up shirt and a tie sporting a regimental crest; Mrs Cantle, thin and birdlike in a pale blue cardigan, is staring absently at three crushed paper handkerchiefs in her gnarled hands; and Joe – Ibiza Joe, he likes to be called – is a spectacled man with a shiny bald pate but long hanks of hair hanging from the back and sides of his head to a coarse-looking multi-coloured poncho.


‘Hoovered, my left bollock,’ says Mr Robinson, with what Edna has come to realise is his customary brusqueness. ‘He’s a lazy little swine, that one.’


‘No!’ says Florin in anguish. ‘Mr Robinson, that is not nice.’


‘Second Lieutenant Robinson to you, boy.’ He directs a pointing finger and frowning stare at Florin. ‘Lazy. Little. Swine.’


Joe turns his gaze on Mr Robinson ‘Give it a rest, Robbo,’ he says. ‘The lad hoovered. I saw him myself.’


‘Has anybody seen my jewels?’ says Mrs Cantle. Edna smiles to herself. Good work, Margaret, she thinks. ‘I’ve only got three here. I had four. Someone’s taken one of my jewels.’


Mr Robinson snorts. ‘Bloody jewels. They’re dried-up snot-rags.’ He juts out his jaw. ‘And don’t tell me he’s hoovered, Joe, you bloody hippie. They’re all the same, that lot.’ He turns his gaze back to Florin. ‘Lazy little swine.’


Florin ignores him and crouches down in front of the old lady, who is shaking her head at her balled-up tissues. ‘Mrs Cantle. These are not jewels. These are handkerchiefs.’


‘Bloody nut-jobs!’ shouts Mr Robinson. ‘Handkerchiefs, love, hand-ker-chiefs. Listen to the lad. Though if they were bloody jewels, he’d probably have them off you. Can’t trust his lot as far as you can throw ’em!’


‘Mr Robinson!’ says Florin.


‘Second Lieutenant!’ he fires back.


‘Mr Robinson, that is not nice. It is racist.’ Florin folds his arms and stands in front of him. ‘And do not get yourself worked up. Remember your angina. Have you had your medication this morning?’


‘Robbo,’ says the other man, Joe, cleaning the lenses of his glasses on the corner of his poncho. ‘You are getting a bit over the top.’


‘State of the bloody world today,’ mutters Mr Robinson. He looks around. ‘Bloody angina tablets. Where’s the Daily Mail? And don’t call me Robbo. That’s what the lads in the regiment called me.’ He points a finger at Joe. ‘Proper men. Not bloody peaceniks like you.’


‘Can someone help me push the chairs back?’ says Florin. ‘The yoga lady will be here soon.’


‘Oh sweet Jesus,’ says Mr Robinson. ‘The bloody yoga lady.’


Mrs Cantle stops counting and puts a hand to her mouth. ‘Oh. How long will the yoga lady be here? I’m expecting my son to come to visit today.’


Florin crouches down in front of her again and takes Mrs Cantle’s tiny, bony hands in his. ‘We have no visitors in the diary for today. I’m sorry. Maybe it is tomorrow?’


‘I’m sure it was today,’ says Mrs Cantle, shaking her head.


Mr Robinson puffs his cheeks out and blows air loudly through his lips. ‘He’s not coming. He’s never bloody been, has he? We don’t even know if he exists. He might be as made-up as your bloody jewels.’


Mrs Cantle glares at him. ‘He is coming! He wouldn’t just let me come here and not visit!’


Mr Robinson folds his arms. ‘Give over, love. We’ve all just been left here. Nobody ever comes to visit any of us. We’ve been taken to the edge of the world and dumped. You, me, Ibiza bloody Joe over there, all of us. Nobody wants us and we’re all alone. Sooner you can face up to that, the quicker we can all get on with the business at hand.’


‘And what’s that, Robbo?’ says Joe. ‘What’s the business at hand?’


Mr Robinson shrugs. ‘Waiting for a lonely, lingering death. What else is there?’


There’s a long silence punctuated by a dull crack and everyone looks towards the TV just in time to see a black plastic remote control bouncing off the screen. ‘Mrs Slaithwaite!’ screeches Florin. ‘You nearly broke the television!’


Mrs Slaithwaite sets her lips in a grimace and folds her arms over her ample bosom. ‘It’s not like there’s anything on worth watching.’ She holds Florin’s gaze, then indicates the sofa with a nod of her big head. ‘Anyway. There’s a cream cracker under the settee.’


Florin makes a sound like an elephant and closes his eyes, breathing deeply. Then he retrieves the remote control. ‘Does anybody want Judge Rinder on before the yoga lady comes?’


‘Judge Rinder my left bollock,’ says Mr Robinson, finally locating the Mail under Mrs Cantle’s behind and tugging it out ferociously. ‘I can’t believe we fought a bloody war for this.’


Before the room descends into shouting chaos, Edna addresses them all. ‘We’ve also got the students arriving today. I have just seen one from upstairs. Young woman. Very nicely dressed, I should say. Not like most of the young ones today.’


Mr Robinson rattles the pages of the Mail. ‘Oh God, is that today? I don’t know what the Granges are thinking of. What a stupid bloody idea. Fill the place with kids? It’s supposed to be a rest home. Rest being the operative word. What sort of rest are we going to get with students tearing up and down the corridors?’


‘I’m quite looking forward to it,’ says Joe, which Edna expects him to. She might have only been at Sunset Promenade two weeks, but she’s getting something of a handle on the residents. Mr Robinson is a reactionary old fool who thinks the world and everything in it has been designed purely to annoy him. Mrs Slaithwaite is a bad-tempered old woman who delights in causing others misery. Joe is a teenager trapped in the body of an old man, constantly trying to relive his glory days. Mrs Cantle … Edna glances at Mrs Cantle, studiously counting her balled-up tissues.


From the corner of her eye Edna notices that the door to the day room has been slightly ajar, and that there’s been someone quietly watching them. The girl. The one she saw from the window. Curious clothes for a young girl. It was a lovely dress, but didn’t look too good on her, like she’d been sleeping in it. Hair like a bird’s nest. And whoever told her she could walk in those heels …


‘I understand at least two of them are Chinese,’ says Mr Robinson. He shakes his head as though this is a personal slight. ‘I mean to say—’


‘I think it will be good for you all,’ says Florin. You can say one thing for the lad, thinks Edna. He works like a horse. He’s the main carer at Sunset Promenade, does all the cooking and cleaning, while the owners, the Grange brothers, seem to spend most of their time locked in their little office, as far as Edna can tell, arguing. Probably about money.


She looks around the day room, at the large mirror over the fireplace, at the curtains hanging from the wide bay window, at the mismatched collection of rugs scattered across the floorboards. It’s a big house and there aren’t many residents. Edna wonders how it can possibly be financially viable. The short answer, of course, is that it isn’t, which is why they’re filling up the empty rooms with students. But it’s an odd set-up. For starters, they don’t charge a lot of money to the residents, not a quarter of what most places ask. And they don’t demand you sell your home, if you have one, to pay for your care. Not that anyone else apart from her owns their own place, from what she’s gathered in the past two weeks. They’re all hard-luck cases, seemingly hand-picked by the Granges, as though the brothers are performing some kind of labour of love. The whole thing is very haphazard and lackadaisical. With the number of rooms in Sunset Promenade they could be making a lot more money if they took referrals from the local social services, but they don’t seem to do that. And while this place is a bit remote – Edna glances out of the window to see black clouds rolling in from across the Irish Sea – the land it’s on is probably worth a small fortune.


Still, she supposes the Granges know what they’re doing. It’s not for Edna to question their methods, just to be glad that they’ve allowed her to come and stay. She isn’t at all sure what she would have done had they not welcomed her here, not sure at all. The others, Mr Robinson and Joe and Mrs Slaithwaite, said she was lucky to get in, that the Granges were very fussy about who they took on as residents.


Nonsense, she’d said. There’s no such thing as luck.


There’s only good planning.


Edna looks at the others in turn. She wonders if they know how old they all look, and then decides they don’t. Without a mirror in her sightline, she herself forgets that she’s almost eighty-eight. No one feels old, not when they’re all sitting together like this. Not in their heads. It’s only when you see that reflection, or you try to move, that you realise you’re not as young as you were. That’s what people say, isn’t it? I’m not as young as I was. Nobody says, I’m older than I used to be.


Mr Robinson pats the sofa and gently pushes on Mrs Cantle’s bony back, looking behind her. ‘Has anybody seen my magnifying glass?’ he says. ‘You know I can’t read the paper without it.’


‘You don’t want to read that rag,’ says Joe. He shuffles forward on the sofa and reaches for his cane, leaning on the chair arm. ‘Ooh, give us a lift up, Florin, lad.’


Florin obliges, carefully helping Joe to his feet. The old man stands there, resting on his stick, catching his breath and shaking his head.


‘It’s there, Joe, you bloody hippie!’ declares Mr Robinson, leaning rudely across Mrs Cantle to snatch up the big magnifying glass that the other man has been sitting on. As he does so, Mrs Slaithwaite makes a loud belch.


‘Them sausages you serve up for breakfast don’t do for me,’ she scowls at Florin.


‘My son does lovely sausages,’ says Mrs Cantle wistfully, then begins to cry quietly. ‘I’m sure he’ll come to visit today. Where are we, anyway? Is it Corfu? Or Egypt?’


‘Bloody hell,’ mutters Mr Robinson, peering through his magnifying glass at the newspaper. ‘Bloody Egypt.’


And here they all are, thinks Edna. Here we all are. Joe shuffling forward, his cane tapping the floorboards; Mr Robinson squinting at the type in his newspaper, struggling even through the lens of the magnifying glass; Mrs Slaithwaite banging her chest with her fat fist; Mrs Cantle counting her imaginary jewels and crying for a son who will never come.


‘Well,’ says Edna, standing up. ‘I think if no one minds, I’ll go and relax in my room for a while.’


But no one says anything. They’re all far too busy getting on with – as Mr Robinson so succinctly put it – the business at hand.
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Double Indemnity


(1944, dir. Billy Wilder)


As quietly as she can, Jenny pulls back out of the room and closes the door. Her housemates. She wonders exactly how she’s going to cope with this. There’s still no one at reception, and she wanders over to see if there’s a bell she can ring. Tacked on to the wall by the desk is a print-out from the website of North Lancashire News. Her photograph is on it, blurry, standing outside the house, glancing at the camera as if caught by surprise. Which she was, she remembers. She wishes they’d said they wanted to give it to the local press. She’d have said no. She takes the Blu-Tacked sheet from the wall and studies it closely.


NORTH LANCASHIRE RETIREMENT HOME IN PIONEERING SCHEME TO HOUSE STUDENTS WITH PENSIONERS
By NLN Staff Reporter


The Sunset Promenade care home near Morecambe is pioneering a new scheme to provide accommodation for students from the University of North Lancashire at the start of the new academic year in October.


The scheme is based on a Dutch model that has proved incredibly successful and while it has been taken up by other care groups in Europe, this is the first project of its type in the UK.


Brothers Barry and Garry Grange, who run the independent Sunset Promenade, have received grants from various European social care funds to finance the scheme for the first year.


Barry Grange told North Lancashire News that Sunset Promenade would be providing accommodation for the students at a far lower cost than they could expect to pay on campus or in private rented accommodation.


He said: ‘In return, they will spend some time with our residents, and the interaction between young and old will be beneficial to everyone. It will give the students more of an insight into the lives of older people, and their presence will help to revitalise those who live here.’


Students who have signed up for the scheme include Jenny Hibbert (pictured), who is transferring to the University of North Lancashire this year from Loughborough, John-Paul George, who has spent his first year living on campus, and two overseas students from China who are studying at the university’s School of Business.


They’d got her name wrong, Hibbert instead of Ebert, a mistake Jenny’s grown used to; that should make her a bit more difficult to track down, at least. She ponders John-Paul George. Jenny wonders if he’s going to be her sort of person. Same goes for the Chinese students. And just how much interaction is going to be required with the old people in that room? She’d met with Barry Grange in the summer after hearing about the scheme and coming up to check it out. He’d been a bit vague about all that. Jenny tacks the sheet back on the wall where she found it and decides to go and find Mr Grange, starting, as she turns, to find a woman standing right beside her. No, not a woman. The woman. The woman from the window. She was sitting in the day room when Jenny sneaked a peak in, and must have come out while Jenny was looking at the cutting. She is almost as tall as Jenny, slim yet not scrawny like Mrs Cantle with her handkerchiefs. Her eyes blaze with an icy-blue intelligence and her long white hair is styled in an ornate braid pinned into a bun at the back of her head. Her black dress, Jenny sees now, is actually a smartly cut skirt and top. She fingers the pearls at her neck while she regards Jenny, then says, ‘Can I help you?’


Jenny lets out a long breath. ‘The door was open. The front door. I just let myself in. I thought there might be someone here to meet me. I was a bit surprised the door was unlocked.’ She realises she’s babbling, and stops. ‘Erm. My name is Jenny. Jenny Ebert. I’m one of the students.’


The woman smiles. ‘I’m Edna Grey.’


Edna continues to watch her. Jenny says, ‘I think someone was expecting me today?’


‘Possibly,’ says Edna. She turns and walks towards the reception desk, her heels tick-ticking on the tiles. She stops and regards Jenny’s cases with a critical eye. ‘Probably someone is. I’d go in the day room and find Florin.’ She looks back at Jenny. ‘He’s Polish, or some kind of Eastern European, anyway. Good English. He’ll be able to help.’


Jenny waves a hand to the door she’d been peering round. ‘Do you live here?’


Edna smiles. For the first time Jenny notices her lips are bright red. Her make-up is, in fact, rather immaculately done. She says, ‘As do you, I understand.’


‘Temporarily,’ says Jenny, trying to smooth down her ruined dress. ‘Just until they sort out the accommodation at the university. I’m not really sure … not sure I belong here, to be honest …’


Edna looks at her curiously and says, ‘Have you read Alice in Wonderland? Do you remember what the Cheshire Cat says when Alice says she doesn’t want to go among the mad people? He says that they’re all mad, including Alice. And she says, well, how do you know I’m mad?’


Jenny stares at her. What is she talking about? Edna walks towards the carpeted stairs, stands on the first one and clears her throat. Holding her hands together lightly just below her sternum, she says clearly, ‘“You must be,” said the Cat, “or you wouldn’t have come here.”’


Jenny watches Edna climb the stairs with an almost regal bearing, and as she disappears round the corner, the front door bursts open and what appears to be a large quantity of rolled-up mats spills on to the tiled flooring. A woman with a shock of red hair, her ample figure squeezed into a bright green leotard, tumbles in behind them, scattering CD cases across the floor. Jenny turns and picks up one that stops at her feet. Pan Pipe Moods Vol. 3.


‘Hello!’ booms the woman, her voice as loud as her hair and her clothing, as she stoops to gather the mats. ‘I’m Molly. They call me Mad Molly, ha ha, no idea why. One more for yoga, is it? I’ve got a spare leotard you can borrow.’


Oh God, thinks Jenny. Is this what they mean by interaction? She wonders if she’s been hasty accepting this offer, thinks that perhaps she should have tried harder to find some accommodation in town until the new blocks were ready. But this place is cheap, and she seems to find something about its location satisfying; the rain-lashed remoteness … for a while, at least.


Yoga, though. With old people …


But she is saved by the opening of the door behind the small reception desk and the emergence of a short man in a green woollen tank top and blue bow tie, who puts the spectacles hanging round his neck from a silver chain to his eyes and peers at Jenny.


‘Ah! Miss Hibbert!’


‘Ebert,’ says Jenny. This is Barry Grange, whom she met when she came to look around Sunset Promenade.


He blinks and smiles broadly. ‘Ebert. Of course. Welcome to Sunset Promenade! You’re the first one to arrive.’ Barry looks at the pile of bags and cases at Jenny’s feet, then at Molly, who has finally gathered up her mats and CDs.


‘I thought she could join in the yoga!’ says Molly.


Barry smiles. ‘Maybe next week, Molly. I think perhaps we’ll let Miss Hobart—’


‘Ebert. But “Jenny” will be fine.’


Barry looks through his spectacles at her again, and nods. ‘We’ll let Jenny and the rest settle in first, I think!’


‘Fine!’ says Molly, and breezes through the door into the day room, where Jenny hears a volley of groans and the man on the sofa – Mr Robinson? – saying loudly, ‘Oh, good Christ, the bloody yoga lady …’


Barry Grange claps his hands together. ‘Well! Come into the office and meet my brother Garry. He runs the place with me. He was away on business when you came over summer. And we can get you a nice cup of tea in there. I hope you don’t mind me saying, dear, but you look like a drowned rat …’


Barry and Garry Grange are less like twins, thinks Jenny, and more like the mirror image of each other. There’s a definite difference in Garry’s demeanour; a slight crinkling of the brow, a narrowing of the eyes, an occasional flaring of the nostrils. Which is perhaps just as well, she thinks as she sits in a dining chair in the cramped office, nursing a mug of tea. Because how else would you tell them apart? Both with salt-and-pepper hair, unusually lush and thick for their ages – Jenny guesses at mid-fifties – and thick, black eyebrows which rear up alarmingly when they frown, which Garry does more than Barry. Slightly jowly, and cultivating small paunches, on the spectacles that hang round their necks from shiny chains and given to putting on with a flourish and a flick of the little finger. But what fascinates Jenny most – to the point that she can barely concentrate on the speech that Barry Grange is delivering like a particularly over-enthusiastic Scout leader welcoming a troop of small boys to their first camp – is that the twins are dressed identically too. From the ground up, they wear shiny black brogues, brown woollen trousers with a crease down the front so sharp you could shave your legs with it, a button-down Oxford shirt with a faint ochre check and a green tank top seemingly designed to enhance the contours of the twins’ stomachs. However, as if in grudging concession to other people’s sanity, the twins both wear a bow tie in a different colour: blue for Barry, green for Garry. She fixes on to that detail like a fog-bound sailor trying to keep the smothered beam of a distant lighthouse in sight.


‘This is all so very exciting for us,’ says Barry for the umpteenth time, clasping his hands together at his breast. He stands in front of the old mahogany desk while Garry sits behind, the latter’s fingers steepled beneath his chin, leaning on a wide blotter pad with his elbows and scrutinising the newcomer.


‘I suppose I should tell you a little bit about Sunset Promenade,’ says Barry. ‘We’re what you might call a rest home, or a retirement home. We’re not a nursing home. We have five residents. They are all senior but none of them have any acute medical needs – we’re not set up for that. It’s more like a … a long-term hotel.’


Garry snorts behind him. Barry falters slightly, then recovers and says, ‘It is true that some of our clientele have certain … characteristics, let’s say, that are concurrent with their general advanced age, and with that can come some specific … challenges, but by and large we are one big happy family here at Sunset Promenade.’


Another snort.


Jenny is about to say that she’s hoping not to have to be there very long when there’s a frantic knocking at the office door. Barry dashes to answer it and the yoga lady, Mad Molly, tumbles in. She brushes her red hair from her face and says, ‘Oh, Mr Grange! And Mr Grange!’


‘Who were you expecting to find in our office?’ says Garry, frowning. ‘Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid?’


‘Ha ha!’ barks Molly. ‘Anyway, I’ve been looking for young Florin, but I think he must be off cooking up one of his lovely lunches.’ A cloud passes over her face. ‘Ever so slight problem in the day room. It’s Ibiza Joe.’ Her voice lowers and she says conspiratorially, ‘I was running them through the Salutation to the Sun and I think it’s set off one of his episodes …’


Then there’s a low, sonorous bong that makes Jenny jump, spilling her tea on her dress. It’s hardly going to be worth cleaning, the state it’s in. Garry sighs.


‘That’ll be more students,’ he says to Barry. ‘You go and let them in, and I’ll go and talk Joe out of whatever ravy-wavy flashback he’s got himself stuck in.’


Barry nods then beams at Jenny. ‘Come along, then. Time to meet your new housemates.’
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Guest in the House


(1944, dir. John Brahm)


Jenny glances around at the other students in the dining room. Including her, there are four of them. Of the two Chinese students, one is a thin, pretty girl with smooth skin who is listening attentively to Barry, her shiny black ponytail bobbing as she nods at everything he says. She wears black leggings and a black shirt, styling them out like a supermodel, which makes Jenny momentarily envious. The other is a short, thick-waisted boy with round glasses and a bowl haircut, who steals shy glances at the girl. Sitting at the end of the row is a gangly white boy perched on the edge of his chair, his knees in his skinny black ripped jeans and his elbows poking from his Beatles T-shirt tangling together like the limbs of a spider. He keeps pushing his long hair off his face, revealing a large, angular nose and a forehead dotted with blackheads. He catches Jenny glancing at him and grins broadly, rolling his eyes in a theatrical manner.


‘I should perhaps explain why you’re all here,’ says Barry, and Jenny has to bury her chin in her chest to hide her smile. It’s like a scene from one of her old films: the shifty, disparate characters eyeing each other in the wood-panelled study of the remote mansion house, lightning crashing outside, as the soon-to-die Machiavellian host declares, You might be wondering why I’ve gathered you all here this evening … She blinks and concentrates on what Barry is saying. ‘As we told you at the application stage, we got the idea from a similar scheme running in Holland. At Sunset Promenade, we currently have some vacant rooms’ – a snort from Garry so huge Jenny fears he’s going to choke – ‘So, we thought, why not kill two birds with one stone?’


The Chinese boy uncertainly raises his hand. He’s wearing a green football shirt with yellow insignia and it rides up to show his belly. Barry smiles brightly at him. ‘Liu. Or Bo. I’m sorry, I’m still not used to which comes first.’


Bo Liu, or Liu Bo – Jenny is unsure of the name protocol as well – ignores the invitation to explain and instead scrunches up his face beneath his black bowl of hair. ‘Mr Barry. Why must we stone birds to death?’


Jenny feels a giggle rise and looks away as the other girl leans forward and glares angrily at the boy. She snaps something like ‘bái chī’, then says in flawless English, ‘It is a metaphor. It means to solve two problems at the same time.’


She sits back and folds her arms, Bo looking crestfallen and blinking behind his thick spectacles. Barry, his grin plastered to his face, says, ‘Thank you, Ling. Liu. Liu. Ling.’


The girl sighs and leans forward. ‘In China we have a given name – mine is Ling – and a family name, which for both of us is Liu. The correct form is Liu Ling. But we understand this makes things difficult for English people, so it is fine if you refer to me by my given name, then my family name – Ling Liu.’


Barry looks up from making notes. ‘So I call you Ling?’


She sits back. ‘You call me Ms Liu.’


Garry smirks while Barry smiles wanly. ‘Ms Liu. Of course. Well, while we’re doing introductions …’ He looks down at his papers and then up again. ‘Jenny. Or … Ms Ebert?’


‘Jenny’s fine,’ she says, giving a small wave, little more than an opening and closing of her hand. Bo smiles shyly at her and Ling gives her an impassive glance. The lanky boy pushes his hair off his face and waves back.


‘And Mr George,’ finishes Barry.


‘John-Paul,’ he says in a melodious Liverpool accent. He breaks out into a wide grin. ‘But everybody calls me Ringo.’


Bo frowns. ‘Why?’


‘John-Paul George,’ says Ringo. He shrugs, his bony shoulders rising and falling like tectonic plates. ‘Liverpool, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t get it,’ says Bo.


Ling clenches her fists and mutters something sharp and spiky which Jenny is sure must be a swear word. ‘His name is John-Paul George. Like the Beatles. So they call him Ringo.’


Bo’s face lights up as though Ling has flicked a switch at the back of his head. He smiles broadly and breaks out in cracked-voice song: ‘All your loving, do-de-do-de-do-doo!’


‘It’s all my loving, la,’ says Ringo, not unkindly.


Ling is less benign. ‘Bái chī,’ she spits.


‘What’s that mean?’ says Ringo, rearranging his legs underneath him. It appears to Jenny that he has too many joints in his limbs.


Bo frowns, repeating the phrase softly to himself, searching for the English equivalent, then brightens again. ‘Idiot,’ he says. ‘She is calling me an idiot.’


Barry claps his hands. ‘Well. Now that we’re all acquainted … why don’t we show you to your rooms? And then once you’re settled, you can meet the residents.’


As they are filing out of the office, the telephone on the desk rings. Barry squeezes back past them to answer, then puts his hand over the mouthpiece and motions to his brother, mouthing something at him that Jenny doesn’t catch. Garry sighs and snatches the phone from Barry, who says, ‘Guys … could you all make your way down the corridor and head up the main staircase to the landing on the first floor? We just need to deal with something but this won’t take more than a moment. Wait for us there.’


‘This is brilliant, isn’t it?’ says Ringo.


Jenny glances at him. ‘Really?’


He punches his hand into his palm, eyes shining. ‘Yeah! Out here, away from everything, mixing with all these different people, nothing like the usual uni experience …’


She pauses and turns to face him. ‘Those are all the reasons I’m wishing I’d never come here.’


Ringo blinks. ‘So why did you come here?’


‘I’ve transferred from Loughborough. The new accommodation blocks aren’t ready.’


‘Why Morecambe?’


‘Do you always ask so many questions?’


Ringo considers this. ‘Yeah. Do you always avoid answering them?’ Before Jenny can retort he looks her up and down and says, ‘I like your style, by the way. Forties femme fatale.’


She smiles despite herself. Thank God. Someone’s actually recognised what she’s going for. ‘Well, thank you,’ she says.


‘A good look,’ he nods. ‘But that dress is knackered, well and truly. So, why’d you transfer? Did something happen?’


Sultry and mysterious, Jenny tells herself. Sultry and mysterious. ‘A girl’s got to have some secrets,’ she says, and carries on through the reception area to where the others are waiting.


Jenny Ebert wasn’t always Lauren Bacall. Far from it. In fact, it was not being Lauren Bacall that directly contributed to her decision to leave Loughborough. Because when Jenny Ebert was at Loughborough, she was boring.


After sixth form, which was as awful as Jenny thought things could get, she had an idea of reinventing herself, of emerging like a butterfly from a cocoon into the brave new world of higher education. No longer would she be the boring old girl who sat at the back of the class, hiding behind her hair, diligently getting on with her work amid the whirlwind of raging hormones and sexual tension and planning of wild parties that she never got an invitation to, that she was forever on the outside of, looking in. She would become a new Jenny, a liberated, independent woman who nobody knew and who would throw off the shackles of the old, dull, unliked Jenny who had struggled through school. She would make new friends and sleep with boys and be invited to the wild parties.


But the cool kids at university seemed to avoid her, just as they had at school, as though her dullness was an infectious disease they were afraid of contracting. Instead she attracted the attention of girls who were just like her, or rather the persona of her she was desperate to cast off – monochrome girls with a deficiency of social skills who thought a wild night in was discussing Jane Eyre. Her new, artfully ripped black jeans and T-shirts proclaiming obscure bands and purple eye make-up were no armour against them. They saw through her disguise and recognised her for what she was: one of them.


She was studying economics, which she hated with a passion, and which she suspected contributed to the boringness she wore like a cheap scent. So in a last-ditch attempt to save her own sanity and soul, she decided to drag the dull friends out who clung to her and never did a thing that wasn’t commonplace, and get rip-roaring drunk.


That very night, in fact. It was May, and there was a party at the students’ union for something or other. Her friends were like a disapproving Greek chorus when she floated the idea, but she cajoled, persuaded and bullied them into going. She skipped lectures that afternoon and put all her clothes in to wash in the student laundry.


Had Jenny been one for signs and omens, she may have taken the fact that the washing machine broke down, with all her clothes in it, as some kind of portent of doom. With scant hours to go, a repairman desperately tried to gain access to the machine, full of water and everything she owned, which was in no way going to be dry for the evening. She nearly gave up there and then, standing in the laundry room in her dressing gown and pyjamas, crying furiously. But no. She wouldn’t let herself fail. With not even a pair of knickers to wear, she set about begging and borrowing a full outfit from her friends.


From Charlotte she procured a summer dress, quite attractive, in pale blue with white polka dots, but three sizes too big, a situation deftly solved with the application of a line of safety pins down the back to pinch it in and give it (thought Jenny in the spirit of looking on the bright side) a rather punky feel. Bereft of any underwear at all, she obtained a too-small bra from another of her hall-mates, Imogen, and from the third, Mia, a pair of knickers that covered her belly button and were adorned with a picture of a bashful teddy bear and a thought bubble that proclaimed them to be Saturday’s underwear. The pants were only relinquished with the strict guarantee that they would be hand-washed, thoroughly dried and returned the next morning in time for them to be worn by the rightful owner on the appropriate day. Jenny wondered if she couldn’t perhaps have Sunday’s or Monday’s knickers instead, a suggestion that was greeted with the same horrified reaction she might have expected had she said she was planning to wear them to an all-in mud-wrestling tournament.


So, adequately if not very satisfactorily attired and with only minutes to spare before the big night out, Jenny Ebert was ready to paint the town red.


It was, of course, an unmitigated disaster.
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Party Girl


(1958, dir. Nicholas Ray)


In the foyer, at the foot of the staircase where Jenny first saw that curious woman, her green sports bag is sitting, unzipped, on top of her other cases. She rushes over to it, heart pounding.


‘What’s that?’ asks Ringo, by her side, looking at the wide metal discs spilling out of the bag. ‘Old film canisters?’


Jenny counts them – four – and zips up the bag, angrily turning towards Ling, who is waiting there impatiently. ‘Did you see who did this?’


Ling raises an eyebrow. ‘It wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re thinking.’


‘I never said it was!’ retorts Jenny. Her hands are shaking. ‘I just asked if you’d seen who’d done it.’


Ling shrugs and looks back to the office. ‘It was like that when we got here. I didn’t take much notice of it, to be honest. Where are the Granges? Are we being taken to our rooms, or not?’


‘Hey, are you all right?’ says Ringo. ‘Are they movie canisters?’


‘Yes, thirty-five millimetre,’ says Jenny distractedly. She takes a deep breath. ‘Maybe the bag just came open,’ she says. She can’t start going around accusing people of tampering with her stuff. That’s not the way to get off on the right foot. But if anything had happened to them …


‘What’s on them?’ presses Ringo.


Jenny rubs her face. She feels damp and rumpled and she just wants to get out of this dress and have a shower or, even better, a bath. She’s getting a headache and she pretty much wishes she was anywhere except Sunset Promenade. ‘It’s just stuff for my course,’ she says, hoping that’ll shut down his questions. ‘Does he ever stop?’


From the closed door leading to the large room where the residents were sitting she can hear the muted sounds of tinkling bells and flutes. She wonders what tortuous shapes Mad Molly is trying to coax the pensioners into.


‘Bugger, forgot my rucksack,’ says Ringo. ‘Wait for me on the first floor, I’ll just go back to the office for it.’


Ling is already taking the turn on the staircase, sturdy Bo huffing up close behind her. As Ringo disappears back down the corridor, Jenny is momentarily alone. She briefly wonders what the others think of her. Was this really going to be the place that would crack the cocoon of dull Jenny Ebert and allow the real her to emerge? She feels suddenly that she’s made an awful mistake agreeing to come here. She shouldn’t have let herself be talked into it; she should have waited to see if a room came up on campus, or if she could have got into a shared house in town. Would a femme fatale live in a lonely house overlooking the Irish Sea, with a bunch of pensioners for company? Would Lauren Bacall put up with someone like Ringo wittering on at her?


Jenny has to register for her course tomorrow; she resolves to ask if she can transfer out of Sunset Promenade. She’s sure the Granges will be able to find someone else to take her room here.


Jenny climbs the thickly carpeted stairs and at the top they open into a wide, wood-panelled landing, with several doors leading – she presumes – into bedrooms. The polished wooden floor has a wide rug on it, and there’s a battered chaise longue underneath the window that could do with a bit of a clean. Beyond she can see the storm-tossed grey waves of the sea.


Ling and Bo are nowhere to be seen. Jenny moves towards the chaise longue to wait for Barry and Garry when a movement catches her eye through an open door. She pauses and looks in to find the old lady she saw downstairs, the one with the pale blue cardigan and the nest of wiry white hair. She is perching on the edge of her bed like a little sparrow, peering into an open drawer in the bedside cabinet. She looks up sharply and smiles.
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