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To Christopher, a source of stories and on hand
 when something goes amiss with the computer . . .




Chapter One

‘What’s more,’ I said to Ganesh, ‘there’s my independence to consider.’

Ganesh replied, rather rudely I thought, ‘What independence? You’re broke, you’re homeless, you’re dossing here in Uncle Hari’s garage. You keep all you own in a plastic binbag and the only family you’ve got is that perishing dog.’

At this point, Bonnie barked. Ganesh looked at her and she flattened her ears and uttered a throaty whine.

‘Dogs are worried by eye contact,’ I told him. ‘They see it as a challenge.’

‘Oh? Well, in my experience, you don’t turn your back on them.’

Ganesh doesn’t get on well with dogs. I suspect he’s afraid of them. He may have a phobia like some people do with cats. Whatever it is, dogs know it and they give Ganesh a terrible time, even little dogs like Bonnie.

I explained to him that he was being illogical. None of the things he’d listed meant I wasn’t independent. If anything, they meant I was.

‘You’re the one who’s not got any independence,’ I argued. ‘You’re tied to your family. You either work for your dad or you work for your Uncle Hari, which wouldn’t matter if it  was work you enjoyed. But you don’t. You hate it.’

‘That’s different,’ said Ganesh sniffily.

We were sitting on a couple of upturned crates in Hari’s garage at the rear of the newsagent’s he runs. Ganesh and I had seen in the New Millennium on Blackfriars Bridge with a horde of others, watching the fireworks and popping champagne corks. I couldn’t help thinking at the time, as I raised my plastic tumbler of bubbly to the New Year, that the majority of people there had a home to go to when it was all over. It was something they probably took for granted. I never have, nothing permanent, nothing I could think of as my home, at least not since I was sixteen.

Correction: recently I’d enjoyed the rare comfort of a basement flat, just for a brief but wonderful while. But I didn’t slip into the mistake of letting my guard down, thinking at last I was ‘home’. I’ve learned not to do that, not to let myself become dependent on anything. Dependent means vulnerable. Perhaps that was what I was trying to explain to Ganesh.

As to that flat, I’d always known it couldn’t last, and sure enough it didn’t, proving I’d been right not to count on it. Shortly before Christmas, Fate in the form of burst pipes took a hand and I’d been flooded out. My then landlady, Daphne, invited me to spend Christmas with her so I wasn’t forced to turn to the nearest seasonal charity shelter. But no sooner was Boxing Day over than things began to plummet downhill with a vengeance.

Daphne, urged on I’m sure by her unspeakable nephews, Bertie and Charlie, announced she was putting the house up for sale with immediate effect. She was planning to live in a cottage in Cornwall and it just so happened that nephews B and C knew of one with vacant possession as of the instant.  What’s more, an old chum had invited her to accompany her on a millennium cruise which involved drinking a glass of champagne at midnight on some remote atoll. Despite the short notice (owing to someone else dropping out), she felt she couldn’t turn it down.

So Daphne jetted out to join the party, leaving it to nephews B and C to arrange to send nearly all her furniture to the saleroom, except what she wanted for the cottage, which would be put in store until her return. We spent the last day in each other’s company going round sticking Post-It notes to everything she wanted to keep. If I felt there was indecent haste in all this, it was hardly for me to say so. But it was a lowering occasion. Even Daphne murmured it was like valuing the estate for probate.

One thing she had insisted on was that I be allowed to stay on in the empty shell of the house until it was sold. But there was never a chance of that. The minute she was out of the country, the horrible Bertie and Charlie began making my life a misery. On the excuse of packing up the house and ‘keeping an eye on things’, they virtually moved in themselves.

‘After all,’ said Bertie nastily, ‘we can hardly leave security in your hands.’

‘I can look after the house,’ I argued. ‘I’m quite capable, you know.’

‘You,’ said Bertie, ‘will fill the place with people like yourself. That’s what people like you do. You’ll turn it into a squat. Your friends will take up the floorboards for fuel, be overdosing on every banned substance known to man, writing obscene limericks on the walls and urinating in the garden.’

‘I will not move anyone in!’ I yelled at him. ‘And what do you know about squatters, anyway? What makes you think  they all behave like that? Any squat I’ve lived in has had house rules and everyone’s stuck to them. Either that, or they were out. I bet I know more about keeping undesirables, as you’d call them, at bay than you do.’

‘I am a solicitor,’ Bertie said smugly, ‘so I do know a great deal about these things. Besides, how can we ask the estate agent to show prospective buyers round with you and that disgusting little dog camped in the kitchen? Aunt Daphne was out of her mind allowing you to stay over Christmas. Now I see you are interpreting her well-meant gesture as a virtual invitation to squat indefinitely. It was not so intended and my brother and I mean to see you don’t get away with it. You have no kind of contract to stay in this part of the house. You’ve paid no rent since you lost the basement flat. Out you go.’

‘Thanks,’ I snarled. ‘And a Happy New Millennium to you, too. By the way, why did that antique cabinet with the marquetry panels go off in a separate van to the rest? Why didn’t it go in the lorry to the saleroom with the other things?’

‘None of your business,’ he snapped. ‘However, Aunt Daphne told my brother and myself we could each have an item of our choice for sentimental reasons. I chose the dear little cabinet. It belonged to my grandmother and I well remember it from when I was a boy.’

‘Wow! Pass the sickbag!’ I invited. ‘Spare me dear old Grandma, at least. I bet sentiment’s got a whopping big price tag on it by now.’

Bertie leaned towards me, his piggy eyes sparkling with malice. This was a man who really hated me. ‘In the words of the vernacular,’ he hissed, ‘get lost.’

So I did. I knew I couldn’t win this one. He had a point  about the estate agent. I suppose it wouldn’t have looked good to a possible buyer to see me there. I put together the few belongings I had left and took myself and Bonnie to Hari’s newsagent’s to tell Ganesh of my eviction.

‘This will never do,’ said Hari, listening to my tale with growing dismay. Then he brightened. ‘I have an idea. You can stay in my garage until the council houses you.’

This was a big relief. It was also the moment to tell him there wasn’t a hope in hell of the council offering me, single, childless and not even born in the borough, a home. I have what they like to call ‘low priority’. It’s an official way of saying ‘bottom of the barrel’.

But Hari had worries enough. Why add to his concerns? I thanked him and moved in towards the end of January. After this, 2000 could only get better. I hoped.

I had to share my new accommodation with piles of boxes. The air whiffed of petrol and engine oil, though it was ages since Hari had kept any kind of motor vehicle in there. Transport was symbolised by a rusty old bike with flat tyres and no saddle. When the garage doors were shut you had to keep the light on because there weren’t any windows. But at least there was electricity. There was also a small door in the rear of the place leading into the back yard of the shop, so I could come and go that way. The main doors were kept locked for security. I’d got a folding bed and a sleeping bag and a Calor Gas heater. I used the shop toilet and wash basin, and if I wanted a bath, I could go up to the flat over the shop where Hari and Ganesh lived and take one there. Some evenings I ate with them. So, to be fair, everything was by no means as bad as it sounds.

Hari was happy enough with the arrangement because he  thought it was temporary. I was happy because it was free. Ganesh was grumpy and miserable because he felt it was infra dig.

‘Sleeping in a doorway is worse,’ I’d pointed out at the beginning of our conversation.

‘No one’s asking you to sleep in a damn doorway. You can sleep on Hari’s sofa,’ Ganesh had retorted.

‘That wasn’t what Hari offered.’

‘Because he thought you were only going to be here a few days. You’ve been here over a month.’

‘I told him I’ll contribute to the electricity bill.’

‘Sod the electricity bill.’ Ganesh was getting worked up. ‘I know, if you’ll let me, I can talk Hari round to taking you on as a lodger in the flat.’

‘No way! Are you crazy? Your family would hit the roof. They’d all be there before you could say knife, every uncle, aunt and cousin. You know what they think about me.’

‘They like you.’

‘Only if I keep at arm’s length. They think I’m a bad influence on you.’

At this Ganesh lost it seriously, something which rarely happens, but when it does, you have to watch out. His long hair fell over his face, he waved his arms around, and words bubbled out of him in a seething stream like lava from a volcano. Even Bonnie was impressed and retreated to her little bed by the wall.

I’d realised I had to close off the argument pretty quick or Ganesh would short-circuit. So when I could get a word in, I’d said the bit about my independence and Ganesh stomped off angrily back to the shop. I went down the road to the Chinese takeaway and bought special fried rice and took it  back and ate it in solitary splendour. I didn’t want to go up to the flat and start arguing all over again. I particularly wanted to keep Hari out of it. Like I said, Hari worries. He worries on a heroic scale. He’s a nice, kindly, hard-working man and the most stressed person I know. Most businessmen worry about profits and overheads and things. Hari worries about everything, like his health (and mine or yours if he knows you), the state of the nation and the millennium bug, which then, early in the year, he was still sure was lurking somewhere ready to gum up the works. Hari mistrusts computers. He particularly mistrusts the Internet because he is convinced it will ruin newsagents like himself.

‘They don’t buy magazines. They don’t watch videos. They sit in front of that damn box playing with mice.’

He reads all the newspapers in the shops and worries about each and every item. ‘See here? Some poor child has turned orange because of something she drank. I sell cold drinks. Suppose someone drinks something he bought here and he turns orange or pink or whatever it is and sues me?’

‘It’s not going to happen, Hari,’ we tell him. ‘It’s about as likely as space debris falling through the roof.’

‘Hah! You think this can’t happen? One piece fell on a cow in America and killed it stone dead. You think it can’t fall on me or you?’

I think he actually likes worrying. It’s a sort of hobby.

Anyway, the whole row with Ganesh had taken place the evening before events really began happening. Perhaps it was an omen heralding some sort of bug like the millennium one but only targeted at me and designed to mess up my life (again). Perhaps my stars were out of true, and if an astrologer had drawn me a personal map the planets would’ve been  zig-zagging around like dodgem cars.

When Bonnie and I had finished the fried rice, I settled down in my sleeping bag and slept very badly. I don’t like being at odds with Ganesh, who is the best friend I’ve ever had or am ever likely to have. He’s always there, and although we have the occasional bust-up (as then), when things quieten down we pick up where we left off. When I first knew him he was helping his parents out in their greengrocer’s shop in Rotherhithe and I was squatting in a condemned house. In the end, developers knocked down both the squat and the little parade of shops which included the greengrocery. Mr and Mrs Patel moved out to High Wycombe because a cousin was already in business there, and anyway, people in the commuter belt have more money and buy expensive upmarket items like avocados and lemon grass. In Rotherhithe they sold an awful lot of spuds, onions and the smallest, cheapest bananas and oranges. ‘Lousy profit margins,’ explained Ganesh to me gloomily.

There wasn’t room for him in High Wycombe so he’d gone up to Camden to help his uncle in the newsagent’s. I did ask whether he’d ever contemplated working for someone not a family member but he got tetchy and said I didn’t understand. Saying I didn’t understand was Gan’s way of closing off any argument he was losing.

In our Rotherhithe days his family had always been nice to me and I’d helped out sometimes at weekends in the shop, rather as I’d been doing for Hari up here in Camden. (This family business is creeping, like ivy.) The trouble is, I don’t have one, a family, I mean. I think that’s what worries the older Patels most. It’s something they just can’t understand. I’m young, single, female and batting round on my own. It  both shocks and worries them. Someone, they feel, should be looking after me. Only they don’t want it to be Ganesh. They doubtless have their own plans for him, although so far they’ve been keeping them up their sleeves. This does tend to make him jittery and he’s happy to be out of their way.

The next morning, when I woke up, still tired and fed up, I realised I was going to have to do something to patch up the quarrel, straight away. If it meant going up to the shop waving a white flag, so be it. I decided to go about a quarter to eleven. Hari and Gan usually take a coffee break then, after the early-morning paper rush. But being Saturday, the rush would be on all morning and they’d be grateful to have someone make the coffee and stand in for them in turns while the released one drank his reviver.

I went in the back way, from my garage home, through the cluttered yard and in the back door which leads to the storeroom. The storeroom is a treasure house which looks as if a whirlwind has hit it. Boxed sweets of all kinds are wedged higgledy-piggledy on the dusty shelves. Cans of soft drink are stacked in wobbly towers. In between all these are boxes of oddments like ballpoint pens and sellotape rolls, last year’s diaries (don’t ask me why; perhaps Hari hopes that somehow the date will come round again . . .) and unsold Christmas wrapping paper which Hari is definitely planning on selling next season. It looks chaotic, but believe me, Hari knows the number and location of every bar of peppermint cream or disposable cigarette lighter. I wove my way between it all and emerged into the shop.

I’d caught a brief lull between customers. Hari and Ganesh were huddled in the corner by the till, apparently arguing about something, and I was nearly upon them before either of them  became aware of it. Hari saw me first. He made an urgent flapping movement of his hand to shut Ganesh up and hailed me.

‘Fran, my dear!’

Ganesh gave me a shifty look. Right, I thought, they’ve been arguing about me. Gan has been moaning about my being in the garage when I could be a lodger in the flat. Hari is starting to worry how long I’m going to be in the garage and is even more worried that if he brings me indoors the family will be on his neck. I got annoyed because I felt I was being discussed as if I was a stray cat they might adopt or not.

As it turned out, I was both right and wrong. They had been talking about me, but not about the suitability or otherwise of my accommodation.

Ganesh mumbled, ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘No, I’ll make the coffee,’ I said. ‘And then we can all three of us sit down and sort it out in a civilised way.’

‘Sort out what?’ He scowled at me.

‘My being in the garage, isn’t this all about that? You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll find somewhere else.’

A customer came in and Hari turned to him with the deeply suspicious look on his face he reserves for customers he hasn’t seen before. He’s only marginally less mistrustful of the ones he knows. Gan followed me into the washroom, where I was filling the kettle from the tap. Okay, I know it doesn’t sound very hygienic, but since Gan had the whole washroom completely renovated, while Hari was away in India just before Christmas, it’s all very clean and nice in there. There’s even a plastic air-freshener dispenser so you get overpowered by Woodland Fern as you step in.

‘We weren’t talking about that, as it happens,’ said Gan in that way he has when he’s still cross with me; sort of critical and reproachful together. It means he’s about to tell me something, for my own good, I don’t want to hear.

I plugged the kettle into the wall socket and said, ‘Oh, right?’

‘Yes, right!’ He paused, then asked in a different voice, sounding a bit embarrassed, ‘Look, Fran, you’re not in any kind of trouble, are you?’

‘What, me?’ The kettle hissed gently as it came to the boil. I put the mugs ready on the little shelf there for that purpose and spooned Nescafé into them.

‘Be serious, Fran. There’s been a bloke here asking about you.’

That shook me up. I stood with the teaspoon in one hand and the coffee jar in the other and stared at him. ‘Who?’

‘No one I’ve ever seen before.’

‘DSS checking on me?’ That seemed the obvious answer. ‘Perhaps they think I’m drawing the dole and still working here.’

‘You can have your job back when business picks up,’ said Ganesh, diverted. Then he said, ‘No, it wasn’t them. Anyone can recognise them straight away.’

‘Not the cops?’ I was beginning to get just a tad nervous.

‘Not the regular sort. Here, he left his card.’ Ganesh fished a battered piece of white card from his jeans back pocket and held it out to me though I hadn’t a free hand to take it. The kettle boiled.

‘Hold on a minute,’ I said. I made the coffee, put down the spoon and took the card.

‘This is a wind-up,’ I said when I’d scanned it.

‘He’s got business cards printed, how can it be? He must be who he says he is.’

‘Gan,’ I said patiently, ‘no one, but no one, has the name Clarence Duke.’

‘Why not?’ Ganesh was genuinely puzzled.

‘Because he was the bloke who drowned in a cask of malmsey. The Duke of Clarence, I mean. I know my Shakespeare. Richard the Third.’


My ambition, yet to be fulfilled, is to be an actor. I know I didn’t actually complete the dramatic arts course I went on after being expelled from school, but that, as they say, was for reasons beyond my control.

‘What’s malmsey?’ asked Ganesh.

I said I thought it was a sort of sweet wine. Gan said he’d never seen that one in Oddbins. I asked if he’d ever looked. Anyway, it was something they drank in the Middle Ages. Gan said he thought that was mead.

‘And he must have been pretty well tanked up if he fell in and drowned.’

‘The story has it, he was pushed.’

‘Not another one of your murders,’ groaned Ganesh.

We were getting off the point here but I didn’t want us falling out again. I didn’t even argue that the murder investigations I’d got caught up in were not, in any sense, ‘my’ murders. What am I? Lizzie Borden?

‘This Duke,’ I said, tapping the white card. ‘If he’s a private detective as it says here, he may be using an alias.’

‘He uses a Mazda 323,’ said Ganesh, being difficult. ‘A jade-coloured one. And he wants to find you, Fran.’

‘Ha, ha. What for? Hey, perhaps I’m heiress to a fortune and don’t know it.’

‘More likely they want you for a witness. Private eyes do a lot of work for solicitors these days, digging out missing witnesses and so on. Have you been on the scene of any trouble lately? I mean, since the last lot.’

I studied the card.


INVESTIGATIONS OF ALL KINDS UNDERTAKEN. 
WE ARE KNOWN FOR TACT AND RELIABILITY.



Who were ‘we’? I was willing to bet that Clarence Duke, if that really was his moniker, was a one-man band. His card looked the sort you print out yourself at one of those machines. Perhaps I ought to print some for myself. I’m by way of being a private detective. Oh, not a proper one, no office or anything like that. That means National Insurance contributions and tax returns, things which haven’t figured very large in my life so far.

I’ve had a lot of other jobs, all sorts, while working towards getting my Equity card. Whatever I do, it never seems to last more than a few weeks, so that’s why I thought I’d be an enquiry agent. That and the fact that I’ve had a little experience in these matters. (What I call ‘experience’ Ganesh tends to call ‘trouble’.) Anyway, I’m prepared to take on enquiries (‘run into trouble’, in Ganspeak) for people who can’t go through the usual channels. Now, Clarence of the business card, he was one step up from me. He’d got stationery and probably an office in his front room and perhaps his wife or girlfriend manning the phone. That last was guesswork but I’d bet on it. One thing I was sure of, I didn’t want to meet him. I said so.

‘What did you tell him, Gan? And what exactly did he ask, anyway?’

‘He understood we’d employed you in the past. Did we have a current address for you? I said you hadn’t worked here since the Christmas rush . . .’

‘Rush?’ I interrupted. ‘In this shop?’

‘Hey, we do all right. Could be better but we do all right. I told Duke I had no address for you, and the way I see it, I wasn’t lying. I couldn’t have told him you were camped out in Hari’s garage, could I? Even if I had been prepared to tell him anything, which I wasn’t.’

‘Was he satisfied?’

Ganesh looked uneasy. ‘I think so.’

I took Hari his cooling coffee. ‘Ganesh has told me about the private detective,’ I said.

‘A very strange fellow,’ said Hari disapprovingly.

‘What did he look like?’ It suddenly occurred to me that I might have run across Clarence Duke, under some other unlikely name, at another period in my eventful life.

Ganesh wandered up and he and Hari exchanged looks. ‘Short,’ said Hari, taking first turn.

‘Moustache,’ added Ganesh. ‘Bit straggly.’

‘Jeans and a leather jacket,’ said Hari, brightening. ‘Yes, yes, I remember.’

‘Bad teeth,’ said Gan. ‘Needed to see a dentist.’

‘Why do I get a private eye who looks like a health warning?’ I asked. ‘Why don’t I get the ones who look like Jonathan Creek?’

‘This is real life,’ said Gan.

‘They must be out there somewhere, the dishy ones.’

‘Probably, but they’re not interested in you, Fran.’

That’s what friends are for. To destroy your fragile self-esteem. I thanked them both for not telling Clarence Duke where to find me, and resolved to avoid anyone short with a moth-eaten moustache and galloping halitosis.

As it happened, Hari wanted to leave the shop for a couple of hours that afternoon and asked if I could put in some temporary time. We agreed I should be paid cash, just to avoid awkwardness – should Clarence Duke be working for the DSS after all.

The afternoon was quiet and they didn’t really need me. Ganesh and I chatted about this and that, carefully not mentioning the morning’s visitor. We sold the odd Mars bar and packet of ciggies. Just after four, when Hari returned, I collected Bonnie from the storeroom where she’d been snoozing while I worked, and left the shop by the front entrance. Bonnie needed a walk.

I set off briskly, but I hadn’t gone far, only to the next corner, when a small, moustached figure stepped out of a doorway and confronted me.

‘Francesca Varady?’

‘Shove off,’ I advised, my heart sinking. This had to be the guy who’d been round earlier.

He ignored the brush-off. He was used to it in his line of work. ‘Clarence Duke,’ he introduced himself. ‘Private detective. My card!’ He produced another home-made effort with a flourish.

I again advised him to take himself off asap, this time rather less politely.

‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he urged.

‘I’m not alarmed,’ I told him. ‘I just don’t want to talk to you. My mother warned me about strange men.’

A funny look came over his face. ‘Your mother?’

I was immediately sorry I’d said it. Since she’d walked out when I was seven, I’d never seen or heard from my mother again. A day doesn’t pass that I don’t miss Dad and Grandma Varady, who brought me up. But my mother I’ve never missed. Kids are resilient. Once I’d realised she wasn’t coming back, I’d cut her out of the scheme of things. I didn’t need her, and obviously she’d had no need of me.

‘I’d like to talk to you on a matter of business,’ said Clarence Duke, attempting an honest expression and failing dismally. ‘Can we go and have a cup of tea somewhere?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I have to walk my dog.’

He eyed Bonnie. ‘Then perhaps I could walk with you and we could have a little chat?’

He was a creep. On the other hand, I’m incurably curious. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘But you do the talking. All I’ll do is listen until I get bored. I don’t guarantee any replies.’

‘Fair enough,’ said Clarence. ‘I don’t think you’ll be bored.’

He smiled. He did have bad teeth.




Chapter Two

We strolled along the path by the canal. After we passed under the bridge, I let Bonnie off the lead. She pottered happily ahead of us investigating interesting whiffs, of which there are plenty just below Camden Lock. The canal was on our left. The road on the other side of us was invisible high up behind a bank of dusty shrubs and a brick wall. There weren’t too many other people around. I like it down there by the canal, even though not all the memories it has for me are nice. Someone I knew died down there in that debris-strewn grey-green water lapping at the concrete rim. In my imagination, which is always active, I could picture his body, kept afloat by his old ex-army greatcoat, face down, arms outspread. But like I say, that’s my imagination. I never saw him dead. I just heard about it later.

Thinking about that, I almost forgot Clarence Duke and had to pull myself together, realising he was talking to me. I wondered where he’d left his car. Parking places in Camden are like palm trees in the desert. They’re rare and they draw travellers to them from all directions. Being a motorist hadn’t stopped him donning running shoes. At any other time I’d have laughed. They were so clearly insurance. Few people are happy when they find they’re being trailed by a private  investigator. I wondered how many quick getaways Duke had managed – and how many times he’d got caught and duffed up. He was of puny build. He ought to put in some time at the gym.

‘You don’t mind,’ he was saying, ‘if I just check with you I’ve got the right Fran Varady?’

‘I’ve never come across another one,’ I said sourly. ‘And I’m not answering questions, remember?’

‘If you’re not the right girl,’ he pointed out, ‘then I’m wasting my time and yours and I’ll be off. So we might as well be sure.’

‘You are wasting your time, anyway. As far as I can see, you’re definitely wasting mine.’

He gave me a thin smile. He’d had difficult interviewees before. He cut out the chit-chat and got to his questions. ‘Could you tell me your father’s name?’

A prickle of alarm ran up my spine. Sure, I could tell him my dad’s name. But how would Clarence know I’d given him the correct one? Only if he knew something about Dad. As much to find out what, as to oblige him, I told him my father had been called Stephen.

‘Only,’ I said, ‘he was christened Istvan. They were Hungarians.’

‘Yes,’ he said in a way which told me he already knew this. Who the heck was this guy? ‘How about your mother’s name?’

My mother again. I’d spent fourteen years doing my best to forget her, and here was Clarence making me think of her. He had no right to do that. No one had that right.

‘She was called Eva,’ I said. ‘But she skipped out, so don’t ask me anything about her, all right?’ I drew a deep breath.  ‘Look, I don’t know who you are. A scrap of card means nothing. Anyone can print them off and stick any daft name on them.’

I’d offended him, not by doubting whether he was legit, but by attaching the adjective ‘daft’ to his name.

‘I can’t help my name!’ he said sharply. ‘I was called after my grandfather. Clarence is no ruddy name to have, I can tell you. I had a hell of a time at school.’

Fair enough, I couldn’t help my name either. But I felt I’d evened things up between us a little. He was wanting to know about my family. He’d been obliged to tell me something about his. Being such a little fellow, if he’d been bullied at school as he said, he’d have been unable to do much about it.

For a moment, I even stopped disliking him. Not that I’d got good reason for taking against him, other than the fact that he was bothering me. But dislike’s an instinct and connected to distrust. I didn’t trust Clarence Duke. But I did sympathise with his having been the target of bullies when he’d been a kid. Children are ingenious and implacable tormentors of other children. They form gangs like stray dogs and hunt like them, seeking the weak, the isolated.

My first year at the private girls’ school Dad sent me to was wretched. I was the outsider and every other girl in my year knew it. They circled me from the first, predatory, waiting. I couldn’t tell anyone. The picked-on child never can. When you’re young, failure to be accepted is a thing of shame to be borne in silence. I couldn’t tell a teacher; that would be telling tales and dishonourable. I couldn’t tell Dad and Grandma. They were congratulating themselves that the sacrifices they were making were worthwhile. They were giving me a good start in life. To have confessed that I was  miserable would have distressed and disappointed them. Worse, it would have shocked them and destroyed the image they’d created of the school being full of nice young ladies who didn’t behave like street urchins. They wanted so much to believe I was happy there. I couldn’t take that delusion away from them, especially as I knew that Dad was desperately trying to make it up to me that my mother wasn’t there. Poor Dad. He thought he’d solved my problem for me. Instead of that, he’d made it worse. Dad always had good ideas. I don’t remember any of them working out.

‘Tough,’ I said to Duke. ‘I mean it. Like, bad luck.’

He chuckled to himself, the last reaction I’d expected. ‘That’s until I found out how to deal with it.’

This I wanted to hear. Sooner or later the victim generally susses out a form of defence, though sometimes there are real tragedies when a kid doesn’t. In my case, a talent for acting got me off the hook, to an extent. I could imitate any teacher with a marked manner or voice. I disarmed my persecutors by making them laugh.

The staff members concerned soon guessed what was going on. It must have been then they put me on that staff-room unofficial blacklist. Perhaps they’d been waiting for a chance to put me on it from the first. They, too, knew I was different. My family had neither money nor class. I had a foreign name, no mother, a father who was a loser and a grandmother who was loudly and flamboyantly barmy.

I avenged myself on the entire staff by behaving badly. I saw them as fair game. I thought of myself as some kind of resistance heroine fighting an occupying power. They saw me as a subversive revolutionary who didn’t know and would never learn what was acceptable behaviour, but had a sure-fire  instinct for what wasn’t. A rotten apple in their snooty little barrel. From then on, until my eventual inevitable expulsion, life was one long running battle. They brought up the big battalions. I sniped from behind cover and sabotaged their lines of communication.

I got a reputation and in turn that got my original persecutors off my back. Lest you think they admired my fine disregard for authority, my dash and derring-do, let me correct that. My school-fellows scented danger to themselves, that they’d be damned by any kind of association. So they left me alone to rampage among the school rules at will. They were sharper than I was. I was too dumb to realise I was doing harm to no one but myself. The school won the last battle, as it was inevitable they would. I was not, wrote the headmistress to Dad, taking advantage of what the school had to offer. They all felt that was such a pity. I was bright but unruly. I seldom if ever handed in homework on time. When it did arrive, it gave the impression of having been scribbled out on the bus that morning on the way to school. (She was right.) It hardly seemed fair to let me continue to be a subversive element when I wasn’t even benefiting from the education on offer. I was out. Poor Dad. Poor Grandma. I’d like to add, poor me. But seeing as I’d brought it all on myself, I’ve never been able to indulge in self-pity. Just as well.

So it was with real curiosity that I asked Duke, ‘How?’

He wiped the smug look from his weasel features and gave me a funny sideways glance, as if judging how I’d take what he was going to say. ‘Everyone’s got secrets. Even school bullies. In fact, especially school bullies. So you find out what the secret is and you let them know you know it. Then they leave you alone.’

I could see how he’d ended up a private detective. His investigations had started early, sneaking around finding out the sordid little sins and embarrassments that schoolkids hide behind bluster and aggression. He could finger this one for shoplifting. That one’s mother was on the game and had been up before the magistrates again. Another one lived in unbelievable squalor with drunken parents. The RSPCA had been round to rescue the dog, but the child had been left to social services and they’d done sod all. Clarence had put himself in the position of being able to start a whispering campaign, and even the most violent playground thug is powerless against that. I understood it. But I didn’t like it.

‘Something tells me you fancy you know a secret about me,’ I told him. ‘And I’d like to hear what it is. For a start, I’d like to know who hired you. I’m entitled to be told, I think.’

‘Eva did,’ he said simply. ‘Eva Varady, your mother.’

I stopped dead and whirled to face him. He looked alarmed, as well he might. I guess my expression told him this wasn’t welcome news. We were about the same height and I think I’m pretty fit. It’s not only men who can dish out the aggro. He backed off a little and then hopped back some more when I yelled in his face:

‘That’s a lie! She didn’t. She couldn’t have. It’s not true. She’s gone. She’s dead!’

He put his head on one side in that bird-like way of his and dealt me another of his strange looks. ‘Who told you she was dead?’

I was silenced. No one had told me. I suppose, as a child, I’d decided in my own mind that she must be. She had never come back for me. Death was the only acceptable explanation.  Later, I’d assumed that I must be as dead for her as she was for me, even if we were both living. The idea of my mother as a flesh-and-blood creature intervening in my life had become too incredible even to be imagined. I still couldn’t imagine it. This had to be some kind of trick. Who was pulling it and why or what he or she hoped to gain, I couldn’t even guess. But that was it, it must be. I seized the explanation, demanding, ‘Who put you up to this? What’s your game? If you think I can’t deal with a slimy little runt like you, you’re badly mistaken. I don’t like people trying to put one over on me and I always do something about it.’

But even as the words left my mouth, I knew in a small cold corner of my heart that it was going to turn out to be just as he’d said. She’d sent him. Any other explanation was grasping at straws. She’d walked out and now, on this cold, overcast February morning by the canal, she’d walked back in again in the person of this sad little bloke. How could she do this to me? And why?

Clarence Duke was looking hard done by. ‘You asked me,’ he snivelled. ‘So I told you. That’s what you wanted to know. It’s always the bloody same. People say they want the truth and when they hear it they go off the deep end and start yelling. No one put me up to it, except Eva herself. It’s my job. I do things for people. Things they can’t do themselves. She wanted to find you so I found you for her. It’s a job to me, right? You needn’t make it sound so personal. What’s it to me whether you’re happy about it or not?’

Fair enough, I had no right to take it out on him. He was a hired snoop, a messenger boy, just as he said. He did jobs for people who couldn’t do them themselves, just as I’d been flattering myself I did in my investigating career. I didn’t like  the idea of looking on Clarence as a colleague, and I dare say he wouldn’t have fancied me as one. But I owed him basic respect as one professional to another (almost). Besides, he had no reason to lie to me. I ought to be glad he hadn’t, because that certainly wouldn’t have helped. But I didn’t want to know any more. No more questions, and above all, no more painful answers.

We were still standing on the towpath. ‘This is as far as we go,’ I said eventually. I was trembling. I couldn’t help it. I had to force myself to speak calmly, but inside the pressure had built up as if I was going to explode.

‘Give me one more minute, Fran—’ He held up his hands placatingly.

‘No!’ I shouted at him. ‘You’ve done your job, just like you said. Now clear out of it and leave me alone!’

Bonnie, hearing me raise my voice, had already come running back, ears pricked enquiringly, looking around with anxious brown eyes to see where the trouble was. She decided it was Clarence, barked at him and made a dive for his running shoes.

‘Call the dog off!’ he whined, jumping around to keep out of the way of Bonnie’s teeth. ‘I don’t like dogs. They always bite me.’

‘They’ve got sense. Scram before I bite you,’ I told him.

I turned my back on him, whistled up Bonnie, and started off walking as fast as I could. I could hear him pattering behind me. He was a persistent little sleazeball.

Without turning, I told him, ‘If you don’t clear off, I’ll shove you in the canal and tread on your fingers if you try to climb out. Even if you can swim, there’s enough toxins in there to give you the runs for a month.’

‘She said you’d be upset,’ he said.

‘Upset?’ I whirled round again and he jumped back quickly out of my reach. The news hadn’t just upset me. I was devastated by it. Everything I’d built up over fourteen years, every little brick in a wall protecting me from the fact that my mother had abandoned me, walked out and left me and never sent so much as a birthday card afterwards, all came tumbling down. I had no point of reference any more. I wasn’t the Fran Varady I’d thought I was, without any family since Dad and Grandma Varady died. I was a new, strange Fran who had a mother. She was alive, she was near at hand, she spoke to me through this skinny little bloke with his tatty business cards. Why? Did she want something from me? Because I had nothing I could give her. Nor had she anything I wanted.

‘I am more than upset, Clarence,’ I managed to say evenly, but he could surely hear the anger in my voice, and, probably, the pain. ‘I’m hopping mad. Don’t push your luck. Go back and tell her you found me. You’ve done your job.’

‘She wants to see you, Fran.’ His tone was cajoling.

‘Well, I don’t want to see her. You tell her that. She’s had fourteen years to come and see me. She could’ve come to see me when I had bronchitis at eight, or chickenpox at twelve, or was in the school play, or after Dad and Grandma died and the landlord threw me out in the street at sixteen . . .’

I knew I was losing my cool. I managed to get it back. ‘Tell her,’ I said, ‘that the times she could’ve come to see me have been and gone and now she’s missed that particular bus.’

‘She’s dying, Fran,’ he said, looking at me with watery little grey eyes.

‘That,’ I told him, ‘is despicable. If you’re going to lie, think of something else.’

‘It’s the truth, I swear. She’s in a hospice. She’s got leukaemia.’

‘On the level?’ I heard myself ask.

‘On the level,’ he said. ‘So, what do I tell her? Will you go?’

 



‘Will you go?’ asked Ganesh.

I’d told him all about Clarence and the thunderbolt he’d delivered. Not straight away. I’d gone home after leaving Duke down by the canal, and sat for ages on a crate in my garage home, just thinking, or trying to. My thoughts spun round crazily. Eventually I became aware someone was speaking to me. My eyes focused and I saw Gan, balanced on his heels in front of me, his face, framed by long black hair, filled with concern.

‘What’s up?’ he was asking. ‘Come on, Fran, what’s wrong?’ He reached out and put a hand on my arm.

So I told him. I pretty well tell Ganesh everything and he’s usually got good advice which I don’t always take. But I was in need of advice now like never before.

‘You need to think it over,’ he said. ‘Sleep on it. Come up to the flat and eat with us tonight. You should have some company.’

They shut up the shop at eight, and when I got up to the flat at just before nine, Hari was frying onions in the kitchen and watching a video of some Bollywood epic on the little TV in there at the same time.

‘How are you feeling now?’ Ganesh asked.

‘Still churned up. I don’t want to see her, Gan. I know it sounds mean, when she’s so ill, but what can I say to her?’

‘Perhaps she’s got things she wants to say to you?’ he suggested.

‘I don’t want to hear them. What can she do? Apologise? You can’t abandon a child and then, years later, say you’re sorry.’

‘Why not?’ asked Ganesh. ‘What else can she say? Everyone regrets things they’ve done. If you can’t put them right, all you can do is tell the person you’ve hurt you wish you hadn’t done it. Why did she do it, do you know?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Since I grew up I’ve tried considering her and Dad as a marriage and I can see it wasn’t perfect. He was a nice, loving, happy man, even if not what you’d call a good provider. He always had lots of ideas, they just never seemed to work out. But he loved her and so did—’ The next word stuck in my throat.

Ganesh finished the sentence by saying, ‘And so did you.’

‘Yes. Little kids love their mums. But she didn’t love us, either of us, did she? She particularly didn’t give a hoot about me or she’d have taken me along with her.’

‘Depended where she was going,’ said Ganesh.

‘Or with whom!’ I snapped back, sick of hearing him fight her corner.

‘Was there another bloke involved?’

I told him I didn’t know and then nodded towards the kitchen. ‘Don’t tell Hari. He’ll worry.’

Ganesh grinned briefly. ‘How did you guess?’

I sank down in the corner of the battered old sofa, arms folded tightly across my chest, knees pressed together, not quite resorting to the foetal position, but coming pretty close. I was frightened, floundering about, knowing what I had to do, wishing with all my heart I could get out of going to see her, but aware that I was being pushed inexorably towards it. Ganesh sat at the other end, leaning forward with his arms  resting on his thighs, hands loosely clasped, watching me with concern in his eyes. For all his able playing of devil’s advocate, he didn’t know what to do either.

After we’d eaten, Hari disappeared to do some balancing of the books in his untidy little office. Gan and I washed the dishes, then slumped in front of the TV, watching – or pretending to watch – a late-night political discussion.

Gan said nothing because he knew I wasn’t in the mood for more talk. There was only one subject, and we’d said all we could on that. To try and talk about anything else would’ve been ridiculous. Eventually he dozed off, with his arms folded, his legs stretched out and his head propped on a faded red velvet cushion. He gets up all week at an unearthly hour to take in the newspapers.

I was left with my thoughts. It was easy for Gan to take the moderate view. I also considered it a tad hypocritical. I wondered whether anyone in his family would’ve forgiven an erring wife. But then he wasn’t talking about his lot, was he? He was talking about me. Close as I am to Gan in so many ways, there’s always this divide between us, something we can’t bridge. I feel it more than Gan. We get along so well but we have often surprised ourselves with our different viewpoints.

Equally, it was easy for someone like Clarence to deliver his message as he was paid to do. I didn’t know how he’d found me. I hadn’t asked, not wanting to know anything more. But despite the seediness of his appearance, he must be a good detective. He’d done his part and was waiting now for my response to take back to his client, my mother. I had a last try at persuading myself he had been lying, after all, about her being in a hospice. But I knew he hadn’t been. The worst  news was always true. To refuse to go and see her seemed cruel. But what did she want? To make amends before she died? Despite all Ganesh had said and, all right, despite all I told you, how do you make amends for the bewilderment and despair of a seven-year-old child?

I struggled to find mitigating circumstances, some excuse for her behaviour towards me. She had known I’d be well looked after by Dad and Grandma. It wasn’t as if she’d dumped me on social services. But I remembered how crushed Dad had been by her defection. I could see him in my mind’s eye, sitting at the table with his head in his hands. He got over it outwardly, as one does, as I did. But the hurt never left our hearts. We never spoke of it to one another, but we knew. It was as though we shared a secret.

Sometimes Grandma would refer to her, generally when defending me after I’d done something wrong. ‘What can you expect of a motherless child? What kind of woman walks out on her own flesh and blood? Ah, poor little one . . .’ All this as she sat on her chair, patting me on the head and weaving from side to side as if she was about to keen over the dead. She’d then seize my head, nearly pulling it off, and kiss me soundly.

After this, I’d be force-fed with goulash and sticky cakes by way of compensation. Grandma worked on the theory that calories solved any problem.

I hadn’t got much in life, as Ganesh was fond of pointing out, but I had considered myself adjusted to my circumstances. I knew who and where I was, what life was likely to offer me and what it wasn’t. I had found a kind of equilibrium inside myself, despite everything. I was being asked to risk that. To risk everything. For what? To go and see a woman who had  so effectively screwed up three lives?

Hari reappeared and sat down to read his newspaper. Ganesh stirred and woke up.

‘Terrible things are happening,’ said Hari from behind his newspaper.

‘Yes, they are,’ I said.

‘What are the police doing, that’s what I ask!’

‘Generally,’ I said churlishly, ‘they’re making life difficult for people whose lives are already difficult.’

‘Here is a poor woman,’ said the invisible Hari, ‘has lost her only daughter.’

Gan and I both looked at the newspaper and Hari’s fingers gripping it to either side.

‘What woman?’ asked Ganesh truculently.

‘A nice respectable lady, a doctor’s widow.’

Gan and I heaved a joint sigh of relief. On reflection, it was hardly likely to have been my mother, advertising in the paper for news of me. But she might’ve done. She’d hired Clarence Duke. She didn’t have much time. She could’ve put in an ad. Anyone knowing the whereabouts . . .
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A FRAN VARADY CRIME NOVEL
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