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Jenny Ringo and the House Party from Hell

Chapter 1

This is Where the Magic Happens
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What’s up? I’m Gavin, you may remember me from the news where they talked about that library that burnt down, that was all me, except it wasn’t because my homey Jenny Ringo did all the fire and stuff, but you’re gonna get to find out all the gory details because you’re getting a tour of our crib.

So, this here is the lady of the house, Miss Jenny Ringo. Say hello to all your fans out there, Jenny.

“Fuck you”.

Okay, moving on. So, this first room on the left is Jenny’s bedroom. If you’re thinking it’s a little dark right now don’t go reaching for the Brightness settings on your TV remote, this is how she likes it. These big old black curtains over here guarantee it feels like night-time all the time. Over in the corner there you can see there’s a mirror, for reflecting stuff and taking sweet selfies for your Insta.

“Get the fuck out of my room!”

Okay, we’ll come back to Jenny’s wardrobe later. Outside Jenny’s room we’ve got the hallway. That’s pretty much what it sounds like, but on the left, to the right of Jenny’s room, shit this is difficult when it’s not a visual medium. We came in through the front door, right? To our immediate left is this little alcove with two doors, right? The first one on the left is Jenny’s door. To the right of that if you were looking at it head on, is the door to my room. As we were coming out of Jenny’s room the door to my room is on our left. I don’t know why I’ve started describing this in such detail. I suppose we’re going to be spending a lot of time here so it’s worth you having a good picture of the layout.

Interesting point about my room, the door doesn’t open! I’d love to show you my room but I can’t because I’ve never seen it myself. I’ll come back to that.

Follow me along the hallway and on the left we have the bathroom. You don’t need to see in there. It’s just like a standard bathroom.

Right next to the bathroom, also on the left, we’ve got the kitchen. It’s just like a standard kitchen. How did they used to make this interesting on TV? I guess they were rich and bored and had weird shit in their houses so there was always something to talk about.

We’re nearly done, I’ve saved the best ‘til last. At the end of the hallway is one more door and this leads to the lounge. This is where the magic happens. It has to happen in here because my bedroom is locked so I sleep on the sofa. Also, no magic happens in here at the moment, but this is where the magic would happen if there was magic happening. I’m talking about sex, by the way. I realise referring to sex as magic is a bit confusing in a story where there’s literally magic happening.

Okay, I think I’m done with the Cribs bit and I’ll deal with how much I regret opening the book this way later (I’m guessing Watson never opened a Holmes story with a dated reference to an early-2000s reality TV show, but that’s the last time I’ll compare myself to greater authors, I’m saving such thoughts to torture myself with later. This is a new me, I promise not to be so self-deprecating in this one, I’m going to try these things and then I’ll just let them sit there whether they work or not and leave it up to you to decide, like what proper writers with self-confidence do). 

Let’s go back in time to the day Jenny and I first moved in and we were yet to discover the delights of the standard bathroom and the room that would be mine if we’d been able to open the door.

The shiny key on the keyring opened the door to the flat. There was another flat next-door to ours; there appeared to be two on each floor. We walked inside and had a quick look around before bringing up our (mostly my) stuff from the trolley. We explored the room that Jenny would claim as her bedroom first. It was a good-sized bedroom with a basic double bed against one wall and a couple of built-in wardrobes. 

“I can live with this,” said Jenny, which was clearly an understatement because her smile betrayed the truth that she was over the moon.

I didn’t want to pry too much into Jenny’s recent past, but I gathered this was probably the first place she had lived that she had been able to call her own, maybe the first in a while she would be able to call home. I was aware I was projecting my own experiences onto this person I didn’t really know but it did remind me of the time I first walked into my room on campus and that feeling of freedom I had felt then. I wanted to feel that again.

“So, where’s my room?”

Our initial exploration of the rest of the flat had revealed the locked door but we wandered up and down the hallway a couple more times before concluding that this door was the only possibility of a second bedroom. I tried to open the door with a bit more force but it wouldn’t budge. It was definitely locked.

“Maybe there’s a key they forgot to give me?” suggested Jenny.

I stepped back and looked at the door. 

“There’s no keyhole,” I stated, “I don’t think it’s actually locked; it’s just jammed shut somehow.”

I rammed my shoulder into the door in a last effort to get it to open. This was a mistake. I bounced off the door and landed on my backside. Jenny helped me up without any comment or even a giggle at my expense and despite everything we had been though in the library it was this moment that made me think we could actually become really good friends.

The door was still shut and now my shoulder hurt.

“We don’t even know if there’s a bedroom behind there,” Jenny mused, “He never said anything about it being two bedrooms. You’re not even supposed to be here.”

I’m going to say I imagined the trace of resentment I heard when she said that. It was a concern of mine too, this being a council-owned flat. I wasn’t entirely sure on what the rules were on me living there as a semi-permanent guest. For this reason, neither of us wanted to press the matter of the locked room with the council in case they discovered my presence there and it caused issues. The problem of the locked room was not one with an immediate solution so I moved my attention to the problem caused as a result of the locked room.

“Where am I going to sleep?”

Jenny led me into the lounge. The flat came with basic furnishings including an old sofa that stood against the back wall of the room. The upholstery was so threadbare and full of holes it looked like a sack had been stretched over a wooden frame. Jenny sat down on the sofa and tried to bounce up and down a couple of times to prove how comfortable it was but the heavy thump the sofa responded with was not encouraging. The sound of Jenny bouncing on the sofa was like an angry neighbour knocking on a hardwood door. It sounded like the noise the ghost makes in The Haunting (the 1963 version, obvs). It sounded like someone knocking to remind me: You used to have your own room with an actual bed, but now look at what you have to live with.

“It’s comfier than it looks. Try it out!” Jenny said as she did something weird with her face that I eventually worked out was her trying to fake smile.

I sat on the sofa. It felt like sitting on rocks.

Jenny stood up and moved to the large window opposite the sofa.

“There’s even a sea view!”

I joined Jenny at the window. There was a sea view but only if you stood right next to the window on tiptoes to see over the building behind ours. At least I could see into other peoples’ windows so there could be some Rear Window murder hijinks to look forward to. I found myself wishing I owned binoculars.

I looked back at the sofa. It didn’t even really look long enough for me to lie on.

“It’s only temporary,” was Jenny’s attempt to comfort me, “Until you get back on your feet and figure out what you’re going to do. You’ll be sorted in no time.”

“What’s that?”

My attention had been caught by the huge grey box in the corner of the room opposite the sofa. Jenny shrugged and left the room, presumably to stretch out on her huge comfortable bed in her spacious sleeping quarters.

I knew what the grey box was. It was an old CRT TV with a 24” screen. It looked huge because of the large protrusion at the back housing the cathode-ray tube (hence CRT, and now you’re learning stuff so think about mentioning the educational value of this book when recommending it to your peers). My parents had one when I was a kid and it ended up in my room as my first TV but it was broken by then although I was in denial about it being broken and would spend endless hours fiddling with the buttons in the hope of picking up a signal. This TV was about three times the size of the one I had in my room. It stood on a chunky, wooden cabinet, which I opened with excitement hoping to find an old Mega Drive or even better, something rare like a Mega-CD or something I’d only ever read about like a 3DO, but the cabinet was empty. There wasn’t even a cursed VHS tape in there.

Obviously, it wasn’t a smart TV and there was no Freeview box but it did seem to be connected to an aerial running from the wall so I switched it on to see what happened. I didn’t think there were any analogue signals anymore but after a bit of messing about I did manage to tune the TV to two channels. Neither had particularly good reception and the image would cut in and out of static. 

One channel seemed to be showing a repeat of an episode of the 90s sitcom Friends. It was the episode where Alec Baldwin guest stars as Phoebe’s boyfriend Parker and she brings him to Ross and Monica’s parents 35th wedding anniversary. I was not, at the time I moved in, a Friends aficionado but I knew that one episode because one of my neighbours at uni, Benji, had insisted it was the single funniest episode of TV ever. He had the whole collection on DVD and made us watch it one night to prove it. He was incorrect but no one had the heart to tell him, so we all laughed along and agreed. I think it was around then that I stopped socialising with the people in my halls.

The other channel seemed to be some sort of reality TV network. When I first managed to tune it to that channel, I was so excited I watched a whole episode of a show about trawlermen. It was very dull, so I went back to Friends.

Reading this back I realise that it’s really important to me that you understand the TV situation, which given the events that brought me to living in a council flat with Jenny probably seems a bit of an odd contrast. I would say that it’s important you understand that there was nothing else to do in the flat so the TV was important to me but if you’re also thinking I’m maybe a bit too obsessed with TV and was probably one of those kids who spent summer days indoors whilst his parents urged him to go and play outside, you would also be correct.

It is also important to mention that the flat had no internet. There was no broadband connection, no router, no Wi-Fi, no hub, no connection, no cloud, no network, nothing. There was no phone signal either. At a certain point I mislaid my phone and never found it again, but I was only using it as an alarm clock anyway and even then, I didn’t really need an alarm so it would mostly serve as a reminder I was still alive and used to be a person who would get up at 8am. There was a landline, but I hadn’t used one of those in years and even if I had wanted to call someone, I didn’t know any numbers because they were all in my missing phone.

In the first week I would periodically go back to the locked door to see if I could get it to open. Once I brought half the contents of the cutlery drawer with me in the hope, I could jimmy It open with a butter knife or something. The door would not budge. Then one day I heard the sounds. It was like a shuffling, like someone was moving about in there. I pressed my ear to the door and listened. The shuffling was faint, I was on the verge of talking myself into the possibility it was the sound of one of our neighbours moving around in another flat until I heard the breathing. The breathing wasn’t faint or distant, it was loud and rasping and felt like it happened right next to my ear.

I didn’t try the door again after that.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

Normality Inc.
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At the time we moved in I had just assumed all of these things like the wi-fi and stuff would be sorted out at some point. There’s a process when you move into a new place, you call the broadband provider first and sort out the basics, then when threatening letters turn up you sort out the gas and water and electricity. I had no money to buy a new TV but assumed it was top of Jenny’s agenda once she’d been paid and I didn’t like to press her on it. I suppose I should have done though as she never did buy a new one.

Jenny did buy other things. A week after moving in I was surprised to see her room kitted out like a vampire’s dungeon. The cupboards and fridge were always full of food and the stash of weed I found hidden ironically in a jar amongst the extensive herb collection in the kitchen seemed to be replenished whenever it started to run out, although I was sure it was only me smoking it. With Jenny providing all this other stuff and a roof over my head I didn’t feel I could ask for anything more, even if it was her fault I was living there.

Jenny and I didn’t really talk all that much for the first few weeks of living together. She was oddly obsessed with her job and with making a good impression so she would often arrive home late and hide herself away in her room. It was odd, when we met, she seemed like this super-exciting, go-with-the-flow (ugh, I hate that phrase), do whatever kind of person but I realised soon after we moved in together, I had maybe formed an inaccurate first impression. She was grumpy and sad in the mornings, and in the evenings, she was tired and monosyllabic.

“How was your day?” I would ask.

“Great,” Jenny would reply before disappearing into her room.

That would be that.

In the first week I managed to hook up my SNES and used to knock on Jenny’s door asking if she wanted a go on Mario Kart. She would politely decline. Soon she stopped replying at all. Despite my expectations, living with a witch was a bit shit.

But what of me, you ask? What were my goals and aspirations now I was no longer a student of literature? How had my unceremonious exit from academia affected my future plans? Or as Jenny would often put it, “When are you going to get a fucking job?”

If you’d asked me at the time, like if you were a careers advisor and we had a sort of utopian government that cared about people so you’d been sent round to see how I was doing and perhaps offer some advice, I would tell you I had every intention of finding work, particularly if you’d asked me in the morning. In
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