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To my dear husband . . . forty years on!




Chapter One

My late grandmother, Erszebet Varady, more or less brought me up. My mother walked out one day when I was seven and didn’t reappear for fourteen years. Grandma was what’s called a formative influence. I learned to like good coffee and spicy goulash, never sit on the seat in a public loo and beware of anyone in a uniform. She knew how to read the omens like an ancient shaman. ‘Sometimes when things get bad you just have to run,’ she would say philosophically. It would have been a good thing if I’d inherited her instinct but bad situations have always held a fatal lure for me. The more sticky the circumstances, the more I want to pitch in there. There’s no way it makes any sense. It’s what dramatists call a fatal flaw.

Grandma had vivid personal experience of running away from a bad situation, having fled the aftermath of  the 1956 Hungarian uprising with her baby (my dad) in her arms. She also had my grandfather with her but he was inconveniently recovering from a bad bout of influenza and not much help. He kept sagging at the knees at awkward moments. My grandma often expressed the opinion that no situation was ever so difficult but that any Varady male couldn’t make it worse.

Despite the fact that my grandfather was himself a doctor, his health couldn’t have been too good. He was dead by the time I was born. I have a photograph of him taken when he was about the age I am now, twenty-three. It’s a professional portrait done in Budapest in a studio that had probably not changed its props since the days of Franz Josef. My grandfather is posed with one arm resting on a stump of Grecian pillar and the other propped dashingly on his hip. He is turned three-quarters on towards the camera and has a slight smirk on his face as if he couldn’t decide whether to smile or not. Or it might just be he was pleased with his appearance. He is wearing a single-breasted suit jacket secured by one button mid-ribs. In the breast pocket there is an artistically folded handkerchief and in the opposite lapel a carnation. His shirt collar looks tight enough to choke him and he has a striped tie. He also has a neat little moustache and for some reason is wearing a hat.

This portrait held pride of place on our mantelshelf when I was a child. I decided early on that my father (who died about ten years ago) resembled him. Apart from the carnation and hat, that is. My father was also no great help in an emergency. After my mother’s defection, he had remained physically present but mentally he had left with her. In between a string of jobs all begun with great expectations only to fold shortly afterwards in failure, he just hung round the place. He was a nice man, friendly and kind-hearted, but in truth no great help. It’s always been down to the Varady women to take care of things and sort out problems. I sometimes wonder if it was the realisation that she would have to bear the entire burden of their marriage that resulted in my mother giving up the whole thing as a bad job, although I haven’t the slightest idea why she went. On the few brief occasions we spoke later when she reappeared she didn’t enlighten me and I didn’t ask. She’s dead too, now; so is Grandma. All those questions hover unanswered in the ether . . . taken to the grave as the Victorians liked to say. Some people try and discover old secrets. They rattle the bones and hope some inkling will fall out. I never have.

However, perhaps that’s why, although my intention is and has always been to make a career in the performing arts, I have morphed into a part-time  private detective. Possibly the above-mentioned high rate of mortality among my few relatives has something to do with it. After all, it left me alone in the world and homeless at sixteen. It abruptly called a halt to the drama course I was following. But I have another theory.

From childhood I have always had to try and work out for myself what’s going on. In my family a child was to be loved, fed and taught good manners, but not included in important discussions. So they never explained where my mother had gone apart from some pathetic invention about ‘a holiday’ which wouldn’t have fooled anyone, let alone a seven-year-old with a child’s uncluttered logical mind. My father and grandmother, together with the motley collection of visitors who turned up at our door, communicated information of a sensitive nature by winks and nods and knowing looks. If it was necessary to speak they went into a huddle in the kitchen and got highly agitated in Hungarian which they had omitted to teach me. I used to think it just an oversight that they failed to instruct me in the language of my ancestors. Now I wonder if it wasn’t just cunning.

The result of all this was that I learned early to look for clues. I sneaked around the place trying to find odd bits of paper and kept an ear tuned in for phone calls. I studied the expressions on the faces of both my  father and Grandma when they thought I wasn’t watching. I searched through drawers when I was alone at home. Once I found a cache of old photos. I went through them looking for one with my mother in it but she didn’t appear in a single picture. Again, to this day, I don’t know if that was chance or whether someone had culled the snapshots of her and committed them to the fire. No one ever told me and, of course, I didn’t dare to ask. I’d have got the runaround instead of a straight answer, anyway.

Old photographs have continued to fascinate me. They open a tantalising window into the past. Those silhouette pictures, too, which people made before they had cameras. I’ve seen brilliant ones in antique shops. Even though the features are blanked out I’m sure the sitters were instantly recognisable to those who knew them. Faces aren’t the only thing other people know us by. Body language is individual or a habit like twisting a lock of hair round a finger, even just a way of standing. Some people are identifiable the length of a street away and that’s how I recognised Edna the bag lady.

Edna and I had once, in a manner of speaking, been neighbours. I had been living in a squat in Rotherhithe at the time, Edna in an abandoned churchyard nearby with a family of feral cats for company.

Events recounted above had led to my living in a  squat and I supposed some other misfortune had consigned Edna to the world of the truly homeless. She was one of those who had fallen through the holes in the safety net of social services, either by choice or through oversight on the part of the authorities. One of the lost tribe who have floated away from the shores of sanity to sink or swim alone; if not condemned to care in the community, which in effect is often little better.

Not so long ago I took the first step out of the lost world and the Rotherhithe squat by a roll of Fate’s dice. City planners in bright modern offices decreed that progress and redevelopment should move us all on, little caring where we went. The houses of Jubilee Street and surrounding roads and Edna’s churchyard fell beneath the contractor’s bulldozer and it had led to the parting of our ways. I was now living in comparative comfort, but until that morning I’d had no idea where Edna had gone or even if she was still ‘with us’, as my Grandma Varady used to say. People referred to death very delicately in our house, as if it was something that didn’t happen in respectable families, another of those problems they had confronting reality.

Edna might have been ‘with us’, in the Rotherhithe days, but she’d never been ‘with it’. Her mind had already moved on to inhabit a plane somewhere beyond anyone’s reach or comprehension. Unkindly  we called her ‘mad Edna’, which was not only insensitive but inaccurate. If Edna’s mind did not work as others did, it was by choice. She wasn’t ill; she had opted out. A small figure dodging from tombstone to tombstone like a crab among the rocks, she’d always appeared incredibly ancient, though it had been hard to tell given the layers of clothing she wore and her liking for woolly hats crammed over straggling uncombed grey locks.

I really had thought I’d never see her again, but there she was, not a shadow of a doubt, wobbling up Camden High Street towards the Tube station. Her gait had always been as distinctive as the rest of her. She moved both sideways and forwards at the same time. I wouldn’t have called it a waddle because that suggests moving a considerable weight. Edna’s bulk was due to her clothing and not obesity and she was light on her feet. She shifted her frame nimbly from one side to the other while pushing ahead of her the foot which had the weight taken off it, so that when she shifted the weight back again, she came down a few inches further than where she’d been to start with. It was a kind of hop, almost like a dance step. I once had a toy clown that whirred round the living room in the same way until someone trod on him.

I broke into a trot and caught up with her easily. ‘Edna!’ I called out. ‘Wait! It’s me, Fran!’

She kept her woolly-hatted head down and refused to look round or give any sign she had heard me. That was normal. Edna had never liked being hailed. She preferred to choose the moment of making contact and used, in the old days, to jump out disconcertingly from behind wonky gravestones giving people ‘a very nasty turn’, as they often complained afterwards. I returned the favour now, jumped in front of her and obliged her to stop. I’m not tall but she was shorter and the woolly hat only reached my chin.

‘Come on, Edna,’ I coaxed. ‘You remember me.’

She wasn’t trying to edge round me and I was sure she had heard me. But she still said nothing, only stood there sullenly with her chin tucked in.

‘I’m Fran,’ I repeated to the grimy bobble of wool under my nose. ‘Fran Varady. I used to live in Rotherhithe, remember? In the squat in Jubilee Street where the girl was murdered.’

It was unfortunate that a couple of tourists were passing at the time I spoke and because Edna was always a trifle hard of hearing, or affected to be, I had uttered the words loudly.

The tourists looked at me aghast and hurried on.

I got a reaction from Edna at last. ‘No,’ she muttered.

‘Yes, you do, Edna. Oh, come on, don’t sulk, please!’

She changed her mind. She looked up at me, her sunken eyes gleaming with mischief. ‘Yes, of course I remember you, my dear. How are you? What do you want?’

Her voice had always been extraordinary, totally at odds with her dishevelled appearance. It was quite deep and beautifully modulated, undeniably posh. Proper posh, I mean, not put on. I trained to be an actor and I know about voices. Once you heard Edna speak, she wasn’t the same elderly down-at-heel bag lady. In the old Rotherhithe days I’d seen coppers, who had tried to move her on, change their attitude and tone immediately once they heard her.

I still am an actor, by the way. I might be ‘resting’ and I might fill in the time with odd jobs and a bit of detection, but I haven’t given up my dream.

‘I don’t want anything,’ I said, ‘only to say hullo and glad to see you.’ I noticed she had no bags with her. ‘Where are you living?’ I asked.

‘In a hostel,’ said Edna with disgust. ‘They put me in a hostel. First of all they put me in a home with a lot of old people all sitting round a television. The wretched contraption kept on flickering in a way that hurt your eyes and blaring out its nonsense fit to deafen you. Mind you, some of the old folk were already deaf and the others were asleep all the time. I wasn’t going to stay there, I told them that straight. So  then they put me in the hostel. It’s no better except that they don’t make you watch that dratted box. But half the people there are bonkers and they don’t allow any animals! I don’t need people. I like animals.’

The last words were spoken fiercely.

‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I expect you miss the cats.’

‘They took ’em away.’ Edna was in full spate now, moved by remembered anger. She flapped her arms and shuffled her feet in frustration and looked as though she was making doomed attempts at lift-off, although more like some stranded and bedraggled bird oil-smeared on a beach than anything as sleek as a rocket.

‘Something that called itself a cat charity took ’em, after chasing them all over the churchyard and trapping them in nasty little boxes. How could it be a charity? It took them from their home and from me. I looked after them.’ She abandoned the attempt to levitate, sidled a little closer and her faded eyes glinted up at me conspiratorially. ‘You know what they did with the cats? They did away with them, that’s what.  Murdered ’em.’

‘Perhaps they rehoused them?’ I suggested.

Edna showed that there was a difference between living in a parallel universe and not having your mind in working order. ‘Rehoused the kittens, maybe,’ she said sternly. ‘The older cats, no. They weren’t house-trained, they were used to roaming free and they were too old to change their ways.’

‘Right,’ I said.

I was glad she was as sharp as ever she had been beneath that skilful pretence of battiness. If she had still been living in the old people’s home, sitting hour after hour before the television set, I doubted that her mind would still be in such good order. Hostel living might not suit her taste but in some ways it had benefited her. She was distinctly cleaner, skin washed and pink, clothes tattered but not whiffy, and she appeared generally better nourished.

She cheered up and uttered an unexpected cackle of laughter. ‘They rehoused me, that’s what they did, just like the kits. But I’m no kitten. I’m one of the old ’uns, too old to change my ways.’

She shook her head and looked baleful again. ‘I don’t hang around that hostel. It smells of baked beans. I spend my days walking round,’ she concluded in a satisfied tone, ‘like I always did.’

But obviously she had not always done. Once, decades ago, Edna had had a different life. I wondered how much of it she remembered and how much she had consciously suppressed. But she hadn’t finished yet.

‘They even took the old tom.’ She returned to the topic of the cats. ‘He led them a merry chase before  they trapped him with a bit of meat. I hope he scratched them all. He had a grand set of claws and his teeth were good ’uns. He’d crunch up mice bones like they were made of jelly.’ Her expression and tone became wistful, ‘He went down fighting, that’s what he did. They should have put me down with him.’

‘I’ve got a flat, now,’ I told her. I made myself sound as cheery as possible because she was grumpy and seemed still so upset about the cats. ‘It’s in a house that belongs to a charity that provides cheap housing for people like me. There are seven flats and a garden of a sort at the back. It’s really nice. Come and visit me.’

‘I might leave my card,’ said Edna vaguely, drifting off to that other world, or appearing to do so. It was her way of refusing the invitation. She returned disconcertingly to the present. ‘How is your young man?’

‘You mean Ganesh,’ I said. ‘He’s not my young man. He’s a friend. He’s very well. He works for his uncle now, a newsagent.’

Ganesh’s parents had run a greengrocer’s shop in Rotherhithe but they’d been dispersed in the same way as the rest of us and had relocated to High Wycombe. Ganesh had been left behind and scooped up by another family member to be enrolled in another business. I know Ganesh objects to being passed  round the family in this way but at the same time, he seems unable to break away from it. It comes under the heading of things that Ganesh Will Not Discuss.

‘I was engaged to be married once,’ said Edna in a conversational tone.

Used as I was to the ‘hop, skip and a jump’ way in which Edna thought, this was so unexpected I took a step back and wondered if I’d heard her correctly. Edna had never ever volunteered any personal information or even given a sign her previous life meant anything to her or that she even had any recollection of it.

I looked down at her, studying her more closely. It was impossible to tell how she had once looked. The general shape of her face was round but her chin was pointed. Heart-shaped, they call that. Only in Edna’s case the whole thing had sagged. Her eyebrows had fallen out and were represented only by a sparse scattering of grey hairs. She’d compensated by growing a few hairs on her chin. Her eyes were deep-set and heavy-lidded and the eyelashes had gone the way of the eyebrows. Yet I noticed for the first time that her skin was very fine, like a piece of crumpled silk. Perhaps she had once been a very pretty youngster with a heart-shaped face, flawless skin and long eyelashes and someone had fallen in love with her.

Her brow wrinkled into a furrow. I thought at first she frowned because I was studying her so closely and so rudely. But it was because she was rummaging in her mind.

‘I think I was,’ she said, less certainly. ‘I’m almost positive I was. Who could it have been, I wonder?’

Her gaze drifted past me and sharpened. Her whole expression and attitude changed. Panic crossed her features. Her eyes glittered with fear and their gaze darted about like a trapped animal’s.

‘I’m going!’ she said.

She shuffled sideways and in a burst of unexpected speed outmanoeuvred me. I darted after her scurrying figure and caught her arm.

‘Edna? What’s wrong?’

‘Can’t stay!’ she said irritably. ‘Go away!’

Edna twitched her sleeve from my grip and made off, burrowing her way through the crowds like a demented mole. She rounded the corner where the Kentish Town Road meets Camden High Street and wobbled off along the Kentish Town Road until she was lost to sight among the pedestrians and traffic.

I let her go and turned back to the Camden High Street, looking round to see what on earth could have spooked her like that.

The usual hustle and bustle went on around me, images flickering and changing like a kaleidoscope  pattern. But no, not every shape moved. One thing, or rather one person, was stationary.

He was standing diagonally across the road, on the far side of the traffic island, on the corner of Parkway in the shade thrown by the frontage of a bank. He was the kind of person you probably wouldn’t notice in the ordinary way of things but once you had noticed him, his image imprinted itself on your brain like a snapshot.

I can see him now in my mind’s eye, lurking in the shadows, pressed against the bank’s respectable wall. It was as if he was anxious to remain unnoticed but, if noticed, hoped to gain some legitimacy from the business behind him. Everything about him was pale and so still that he looked just a little bit ghost-like. I could see he appeared young, fairly tall and spindly in build and I got the impression of a skin untouched by sunshine even though we’d had quite a lovely hot summer. His clothes were either white or very pale; at a distance I couldn’t be sure which. He wore knee-length shorts with large square buttoned pockets on the sides of the legs. With them he wore a white T-shirt with the sleeves cut off and a white cap with a sharp peak, more like a tennis cap than a baseball cap. He was staring towards the Tube station entrance and me. As soon as he realised I had noticed him, he reacted as quickly as Edna had done, turning and disappearing  round the corner, in his case into Parkway, taking him away from the area in the opposite direction to that taken by Edna.

He should have stayed where he was. I would probably just have dismissed him as one more oddity. Camden High Street is full of eccentric characters. Even if I’d thought he looked a bit suspicious I could have done nothing about it. If I’d marched over there before he slipped away and accused him of watching me and Edna, he could well have replied that I was off my trolley and he was waiting for a mate. Quite possibly he would have tried to sell me drugs. His whole body language spoke guilt but I decided quickly it couldn’t be because he was a pusher and I doubted he was an undercover cop. Drugs Squad turns up in all shapes and disguises but they always look like cops. Partly it’s their standard of physical fitness and very straight posture. They never look relaxed.

No one would ever mistake me for anyone official. I’m too short, relaxed to a fault, and anyone can see I’m the type usually at odds with authority. This is not by my choice, I might add. It’s just the way things have worked out.

I act on instinct and it’s not always wise, as my friend Ganesh is fond of pointing out. But I was never one for standing around watching life go by. I want to grab it by the throat. So I took advantage of a gap in  the traffic and dashed across the road in pursuit of Ghostly Apparition. I wanted to ask him what his game was and I needed to see where he was going for my own satisfaction. Call it curiosity, call it meddling, call it what you like.

By the time I got into Parkway he was well ahead of me, walking quickly and purposefully with his arms swinging. In a way I was relieved to see him. At least he was real. I can move, too. I scooted along and came level with him, out of breath and probably red in the face. He knew I was there, knew I’d followed him, but he gave no sign of it other than lengthening his stride. His paleness was now even more apparent. I wondered if he’d been ill that his skin had that fish-belly translucence. His eyes were fixed in a rigid blank stare, apparently seeing nothing, making no contact with anything. I did wonder for a moment if he was schizophrenic and, if so, if he was taking his pills. That was a worry. The only thing I could be sure of was that, without breaking into a trot, he was definitely running away. I wondered if he was making for Regent’s Park. There he could break openly into a jog and soon leave me behind.

Even this power-walking was doing me in. I struggled for the breath to hail him and managed to croak, ‘Hey!’ but too late.

Without warning, he wheeled right into Gloucester  Avenue and almost immediately right again into Gloucester Crescent. His legs were long and his stride correspondingly so. My legs had to work double time to match his progress. I did my best, wondering, as my breathing became more laboured, how I got to be so out of condition. I pursued him past the curve of expensive homes in the Crescent. That’s how it is in Camden: the wealthy and the homeless are jumbled up together in a unique ecosystem.

We proceeded at such speed that before I knew it, we were at the top of Inverness Street and he had turned into it. Here the fruit and veg market was busy. My quarry had lengthened his stride even more so that I dog-trotted along gasping in his wake like a fairy-tale character chasing someone wearing seven-league boots. I skidded on squashed fruit. I dodged shopping baskets trailed by doughty old dears heedless whose shins they cracked. Little kids, in and out of buggies, littered my way ahead.

The man in white had led me round in a circle and we emerged, he still that tantalising distance ahead, into Camden High Street once more. Too late I saw his purpose. He ran across the road and disappeared into Camden Town Market. I realised he was clever and I’d been caught out.

In Camden Town Market space is at a premium and visibility down to only the immediate few feet ahead  and the stalls to either side. They effectively cut out the light. It is a maze of shadowy narrow alleys between packed merchandise, browsers, tourists and genuine shoppers. He had already vanished among the crowded stalls. I plunged after him although a sinking feeling told me I was probably wasting my time.

Obstinately I pushed on, stallholders’ cries ringing in my ears, people jostling me in their efforts to reach the goods. Loitering teenagers gathered before a jewellery stand blocked my way as they discussed the merits of strings of brightly coloured beads. Ahead of them I glimpsed a white baseball cap. There he was!

I thrust the teenagers aside ignoring the glare of the stallholder and the girls’ indignant protests. Brightly-coloured clothing exotic with sequins and glitter dangled from racks and swayed into my face bringing with it the acrid and musty smell of the dyes. Between the racks, from time to time, I glimpsed my quarry or thought I did. A flash of white baseball cap, was that him? Or was it someone else? To anyone watching from above our chase might have appeared as one of those computer games where one character pursues another through a maze strewn with dead ends, obstacles and booby traps. Then he was gone.

I had been so long in pursuit, sticking to the trail despite all my quarry’s tricks, that at first I would not believe I had really lost him. The realisation that he  had shaken me off struck me like a painful blow. I scurried round a few corners, scanned the alleys in vain for a gangling white figure or a baseball cap. People pushed past me. Music rang tinnily in my ears and chatter in half a dozen languages. But I was alone.

I guessed what he might have done. Probably he had snatched off the tell-tale cap. He had ducked down and cut through the middle of one of the clothing stalls, squeezing between the tightly packed racks out into the parallel alley beyond. He was probably already back in the High Street.

I retraced my steps there although I knew it was useless. I looked up and down it in both directions but there was no telling which way he had gone. Perhaps even back to the Underground station and even now he stood on some platform way beneath my feet. He knew his terrain and had used it well to outwit me. But it is my terrain too, and I was furious with myself for allowing him to do it.

In a teeming metropolis you meet and part from people all the time. Lives touch briefly and then, like the proverbial ships in the night, pass and in almost no time at all any sign of that brief interaction has been wiped away traceless. But I’d always remembered Edna and wondered what became of her. She was part of my first foray into detection, even providing me with a clue, and I felt an obligation towards her. So as  I stood there, panting, perspiring and hopping mad, I thought, Next time I’ll be ready! I’ll be looking out for you, chum, and I’ll know you! Edna knew you, too . . . and she was scared.

I’d have been scared, too, if I’d had any sense. But like I was telling you, bad situations draw me fatally towards them.




Chapter Two

The unexpected meeting with Edna had reminded me of what I had so recently left behind. I’ve travelled very little in a spatial sense, hardly ever leaving London.That in itself, I suppose, is a bit odd these days. But on the other hand I have done quite a bit of spiritual travelling as I’ve drifted from reasonable normality (if the patched together world of Grandma and Dad could have been considered that) into homelessness and back again.

For most ‘normal’ people the world of the homeless and kinless is a foreign land yet they only have to step out of their front doors to spot its inhabitants. If they wanted to see them, that is, and most people choose not to. They throw a cloak of invisibility over them and hurry on by.

This curiously distorted ‘other’ world follows a weird logic. It operates by its own rules, sets out its  own patterns and sometimes even keeps its own clock. Whole communities grow up and thrive in derelict properties with eviction hanging over them like the sword of Damocles, impermanence a way of life. Those who really have nowhere else to lay their heads but the street often choose to sleep by day when the thoroughfare is full of busy unheeding passers-by and pollution-spilling traffic. At night, when myriad dangers emerge from the shadows or spill from clubs and bars in drunken hostility onto damp flagstones glistening in the lamplight, the homeless prowl the streets in constant watchful wakefulness.

People in the ‘normal’ world should never kid themselves that it isn’t easy to slip through the porous boundaries into the world of the dispossessed. Sometimes, if you are very lucky or exceptionally determined, you can make the journey in the other direction and re-enter the lost Eden of acceptable existence, moving from rootlessness to a kind of security, however tenuous. I am one of those fortunate to have made that perilous transition. I’m never unaware of my good luck. I’ve never forgotten those who haven’t shared it.

 



‘I always wondered about Edna,’ I said to Ganesh that evening. ‘You know, where she came from, why she was living in that churchyard.’

‘Did you?’ replied Ganesh, turning up his jacket collar against the stiff breeze whistling along the Chalk Farm Road. The wind wasn’t cold, if anything it was warm and the air muggy, but it carried on it a cloud of dust and small pieces of debris that whirled around us like an urban sandstorm.

‘Yes, didn’t you?’

‘No,’ said Ganesh.

‘Come on, Gan, you must have done.’

‘You might not have noticed,’ said Ganesh huffily, ‘but back in the Rotherhithe days I spent my entire time selling spuds and onions for my dad. Just like now I spend my life running round on my Uncle Hari’s behalf. Am I appreciated? Am I, heck!’

I recognised the signs of a family dispute hovering in the background. ‘You’ve quarrelled with Hari,’ I said.

‘You can’t quarrel with my uncle,’ said Ganesh with scarcely suppressed fury. ‘It’s impossible. To quarrel with a person you have to get some reaction out of them, right? They listen to you and then they yell at you. You listen to them and you yell at them, right? That’s quarrelling.’

‘OK,’ I said doubtfully.

‘But I can’t quarrel with Hari because he never listens in the first place !’ Ganesh’s voice rose to a shout. ‘I put my point of view, politely. He ignores it. I repeat  it. He says, why am I standing there chattering when there’s work to be done? I ask, again very politely, can I have a little of his attention to discuss something? Oh, he is far too busy. Speak to him later, when the shop’s closed. Only, later, when we’re upstairs in the flat, it’s something else he’s got to take care of.’

‘What’s the problem?’ I asked sympathetically.

Ganesh stopped in his tracks and wheeled round to face me. ‘What’s the problem? You’re as bad as Hari. Isn’t what I’ve been describing problem enough?’

‘Yes, what I meant was, what is the problem you want to discuss with him and he won’t discuss?’

‘You wouldn’t understand. It’s a family matter,’ said Ganesh stiffly.

‘You know,’ I told him, ‘you won’t like me saying this but in your own way, you’re just like Hari.’

At this, Ganesh fell into a prolonged offended silence until we reached Potato Heaven.

All right, I know. It’s an awful name and both Gan and I tried to talk Jimmie out of it but without luck. Jimmie said it would attract the punters and perhaps he was right, because it was always busy these days and Jimmie was generally wreathed in smiles instead of cigarette smoke. He still puffed away doggedly but at least he managed now to keep the fumes out of the eating area.

When we first knew Reekie Jimmie, as he was  affectionately known to all, he ran a baked spud café which made not the slightest concession to customer preferences, pleasant décor, healthy eating or anything else. Then Jimmie decided to go upmarket and went into business with an Italian guy and opened a snazzy pizza parlour. I worked there for a while as a waitress (while rehearsing for a role in a never-to-be-forgotten production of The Hound of the Baskervilles.) There had been just a little problem with the pizza place and the law. But the cops decided Jimmie had been a hapless dupe, he just wasn’t bright enough for crime, and allowed him to go back to his first love: potatoes.

‘You know where you are with tatties, right, hen?’ he explained to me.

But just as living in a hostel had done something for Edna, running the pizza parlour had done something for Jimmie. He had acquired Style. He’d realised that surroundings do matter. So he’d kept on the pizza restaurant premises, complete with the beautiful tiled picture of Vesuvius on the wall, but gone back to spuds, only now they came with Bolognese filling (mince) and Milanese (ham) and one called Four Cheeses (mousetrap). See what I mean?

When Ganesh and I were settled in a corner with our potatoes, Bolognese for me and Four Cheeses for Ganesh because he’s vegetarian, I returned to the subject of Edna. It seemed safer than trying to talk to  Gan about his problems with his uncle. Anyway, Edna was what I wanted to talk about.

‘She was really scared when she saw the young guy watching her,’ I said. I’d told him all about it, even how the watcher had given me the slip.

‘How can you tell?’ asked Ganesh frowning. He wasn’t frowning at anything I’d said but because long rubbery strings of cheese dangled from his fork and he couldn’t break them. The more he twiddled the fork, trying to wrap them round the tines, the longer and thinner the strings became. He picked up his knife and chopped at them but they flattened beneath the blade.

‘What is this stuff?’ he demanded in exasperation.

At that moment the strings of cheese parted and he managed to get them into a manageable forkful.

‘How can you tell how Edna’s feeling?’ he went on when he’d swallowed it with an expression of distaste. ‘She’s not like other people. Her expressions aren’t like other people’s. She never liked strangers. She didn’t like having you stop her in the street. I expect just the crowd round her spooked her.’

‘It was him,’ I said firmly. ‘He frightened her. If he was innocent, why did he run?’

‘He didn’t actually run, you said.’ Ganesh can be annoyingly pedantic.

‘So he walked very fast! He deliberately gave me the  slip. He did it very professionally, too. He’s done it a few times, I reckon, given people the slip. He knew exactly what to do.’

‘If I didn’t know you and you were obviously following me, I’d give you the slip,’ argued Ganesh. ‘That’s your trouble, see? You’re always so set on doing just what you want - and generally that means the first thing to come into your head - that you never stop to consider how it looks to other people. I know you. I accept that you act like a lunatic sometimes. I don’t like it but I’ve learned to live with it. Other people just think you’re weird.’ He abandoned the cheese which had set like plastic now it had cooled, and stared at me thoughtfully. ‘Especially,’ he said, ‘with that funny-coloured hair.’

I was feeling sensitive about my hair at that moment and I thought it tactless of him to mention it. The rest of what he’d said I generally went along with. I am aware other people sometimes find me strange. But the way I see it, that’s their problem. The hair colour was mine.

‘The label on the box said the rinse was dark auburn,’ I defended myself feebly.

‘That,’ said Ganesh, jabbing his fork at me, ‘isn’t dark auburn. It’s crimson.You look like your head’s on fire.’

‘OK, I’ll buy another rinse and do something about  it. Only I can’t do anything about it now, can I? What about Edna?’

‘What about her?’

‘Gan!’ I couldn’t help my voice rising. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Nothing. Especially “we” are going to do nothing. I have no problem with any of this. It’s your overactive imagination and that drama training you had. Everything’s a big production with you. Everything is villains and plots and dark deeds and you, of course, cast as the heroine putting all that right.’

I was opening my mouth and trying to get a word of protest in but he wouldn’t let me and steamrollered on.

‘You don’t know anything’s wrong. You thought she looked frightened but with Edna that might mean anything. You thought the guy over the road was watching. All right, then, perhaps he was. It’s not illegal. It’s not even odd. When I’m waiting about for you I watch people going past. The guy was hanging about for whatever reason and watching you talk to a bag lady was probably as interesting as anything else, beats staring into space.’

‘But - but - but . . .’ from me, in vain.

Ganesh, who would have done well on a drama course himself even though he would have been inclined to nineteenth-century melodrama, raised a hand like an old-time traffic cop. ‘Then, then you  chose to chase after him and he decided reasonably enough to shake you off. What is more . . .’

He glared at me because I had taken refuge in a pantomime of elaborate yawns and hand movements before the mouth.

‘Even if there was the slightest chance you were even partly right, you couldn’t check it out. If you found Edna again and asked her about it, she wouldn’t remember, or she wouldn’t tell you or she’d tell you something quite untrue. She doesn’t know fact from fiction.’

Give Ganesh enough rope and he runs on that bit too far. He’d played into my hands. I put down my fork and pointed a triumphant forefinger at him. ‘That’s where you’re wrong, Ganesh, and if you think back to the Rotherhithe days, you’ll agree. Anything Edna ever said was true. It might come out sounding a bit odd. But she never invented anything. She told me after Terry was murdered that she’d seen someone hanging round the house and she was right, wasn’t she? She could even describe him after a fashion. Edna doesn’t miss anything. She might not choose to talk about it, but that doesn’t mean she hasn’t noticed. She told me today she’d been engaged to be married once and I believe her.’

Ganesh hooted with laughter, very rudely, I thought and said so.

He subsided. ‘All right. The old woman isn’t nearly as daft as she makes out. She probably was quite respectable long ago. Something made her flip. She dropped out and never dropped back in again. It happens all the time.’ Ganesh frowned again and added wistfully, ‘Only it couldn’t happen to me.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because my family would come after me and find me and drag me back to sell spuds or newspapers or whatever they’re into at the time. There’s no escaping  them!’ He eyed me again. ‘You, on the other hand, might end up just like Edna.’

‘Well, thanks a bundle. I’ll do my best not to. I am going to find out what’s going on, though, with your help or without it.’

‘First you’ve got to find Edna again,’ Ganesh pointed out.

‘All right, I will!’

‘No, no! I didn’t mean that, not literally. I meant, you won’t find her again,’ he back-pedalled hastily.

‘What do you bet I can’t find her?’ I was beginning to sound stroppy, I knew, but Gan has that effect on me.

He said gloomily, ‘Fran, you’re going to get into trouble again. Leave it alone.’

‘According to you, there’s no trouble to get into! If you’re right, and the bloke watching wasn’t interested in Edna after all, then I’m not getting into anything.’

Ganesh considered this argument and grudgingly admitted it made sense. ‘After all,’ he said, ‘what possible interest could Edna be to anyone?’

‘There you are,’ I agreed, even though it sounded as though I had accepted what he’d said and I hadn’t. I knew someone was interested in Edna.

I had hoped Ganesh would let it go at that but he was in lecturing mode. He couldn’t get Hari to listen to him so he was obliging me to do it.

‘The problem is,’ he began again, very unfairly I thought, ‘as soon as you start poking your nose in, there’s trouble all over the place. You sort of attract it. You make things happen. You’re a - a catalyst, that’s the word!’

That really got my goat. ‘If everyone was like you,’ I snapped, ‘no one would do anything! They’d all stand by and let awful things happen. Incidentally, I don’t poke my nose in; I am a public-spirited citizen. What should I do when I see something I feel is dodgy, run away?’

‘It wouldn’t be a bad idea,’ said Ganesh.

There was a silence. ‘You wouldn’t,’ I said at last. Because he wouldn’t, not if he thought someone needed help.

Ganesh pushed away the remains of the cheese-filled spud. He brushed back his hair which he’d regrown after cutting it for the play. It was now well  past ear-lobe length. I wondered if that was what Hari had been nagging at him about.

‘Fran, listen to me for once, will you? It’s great to help someone if you can. But if you can’t help and you’re just meddling, it makes things worse. That’s what you need to remember: there’s helping and there’s interfering and the line between the two is very fine.’

If he’d left it there, I would have shut up. But he overstepped the mark again and went on to say, ‘And as far as Edna is concerned, you’re onto a loser.’

‘Someone has to help the losers,’ I told him. ‘I’m not running away from Edna just because she’s wandering the streets wearing three layers of cast-offs and woolly hats in warm weather.’

‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ was all I got in reply.

‘OK, I’ll consider myself warned, all right!’ I growled at him.

 



I had told Ganesh I would find Edna and I would. I set about it first thing the very next morning. It would be no good hanging round the Tube station because she might not walk that way again for weeks. If she was scared of the man in white, she probably wouldn’t. But I knew she was living in a hostel. So the obvious thing to do was to visit all the hostels in the area and ask for her.

I hadn’t told Ganesh I meant to do this. It was a pretty sure thing that whatever I proposed doing, Ganesh would have objected and found a dozen reasons why a) I shouldn’t do it and b) it wouldn’t work if I did. He was only running true to form in all his doom-mongering, although I can’t say his argument hadn’t given me a moment’s pause for thought. Perhaps I was imagining things and meddling? No, I decided, it might be a good idea to run from this particular little problem, but I wasn’t going to do it. But when did I ever make a sensible decision?

Perhaps it’s something to do with never taking Ganesh’s advice.

Numerous hostels for the homeless or mentally afflicted exist in the capital. If Edna had been wandering around all day, she could have walked quite a distance from her hostel. I was aware that it need not be a local one. But I still thought it most likely she was living in the general area. Anyway, I had to start somewhere. To begin near to home and cast ever-increasing circles made the most sense.

What reason could I give anyone for asking about her, supposing I found the right place? I didn’t know her surname. Perhaps her real first name wasn’t even Edna.

As it happened I was again without work, either acting or any other sort. Usually, when there’s nothing  else on offer, I help out at the newsagent’s but they hadn’t needed me lately. Perhaps it wasn’t because he’d refused to cut his hair but because business was so slow that Ganesh and his uncle had quarrelled. Hari gets tetchy when receipts are down. Then, when he’s tetchy, he nags Ganesh about his hair. I ought to do something about my hair, too. The red colour was awful. But now I had business in hand and it would have to wait.
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