

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
Running Scared

 

 
ANN GRANGER

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 1998 Ann Granger

 



 
The right of Ann Granger to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 7725 1

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk


 
www.hachette.co.uk





Ann Granger has lived in cities in various parts of the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is married, with two sons, and she and her husband, who also worked for the Foreign Office, are now permanently based near Oxford.




To my son, Tim, who gave up his free time to help me in my research, with thanks




Chapter One

I’m not the sort of person who goes out of her way to find trouble. It’s just that trouble always seems to find me. Generally, I just try to make it from one day to the next and avoid hassle. I don’t know why it never works out like that. It’s so unfair, and especially as Christmas approaches and everyone’s looking forward to the holiday. But my luck being what it is, that’s when I ran into my latest set of problems. Because if you can be certain of anything in this world, it’s that you never know what life’s going to hit you with next.

It was a cold, rainy morning and I was helping out my friend Ganesh in his uncle’s newsagent’s shop when disaster struck. Ganesh not only works for his Uncle Hari, he also lodges with him over the shop. I don’t know whether Hari really is an uncle or some other kind of relative, but uncle’s what everyone calls him, even me. Hari is a nice man but nervous and fidgety and that gets Ganesh down. So when Hari announced he was going on an extended family visit to India, and in his absence Ganesh was to be left in sole charge of the shop in Camden, Gan just about danced round the place for joy.

I was pleased for Ganesh too, because it was high time he had a chance to run something without interference from his family. All his life he’s helped out in shops run by relatives. He’d helped his parents in their Rotherhithe greengrocery  until they’d been dispossessed by the council, who were redeveloping. Now they run a fruit and veg place out of town at High Wycombe. It’s very small and they don’t need Ganesh, nor is there any accommodation for him, so that’s why he’s currently with Hari. I sometimes ask Ganesh why he puts up with being passed round the family like this, filling in where needed, but he always says I don’t understand. Too right, I tell him, I don’t. Explain it to me. Then he says, what’s the point?

He’s really capable and if he could just get his own place, he’d be fine. I wish he’d give up the dream of being in charge of a dry-cleaner’s, though. He has a crazy idea he and I could run something like that together. Not a chance, I tell him. I don’t want to spend my life handling other people’s dirty clothes and I hate the chemical smell of those places, and the steam.

However, I didn’t mind giving Ganesh a hand in the newsagent’s while Hari was away, especially in the mornings, which is always the busiest time, though with Christmas coming up things would start getting really hectic pretty soon. Hari had given Ganesh authority to hire me as a part-timer and I needed the money. But I want to make it clear that one day I’m going to be an actress – I nearly finished a course on the Dramatic Arts and everything once – but in the meantime I take any legitimate work going, including being an informal enquiry agent.

So, off went Hari, leaving Ganesh three pages of minutely detailed instructions in a curly alphabet and I turned up on my first day bright and early at eight o‘clock. Ganesh had been there since six, but I have my limits. Everything went swimmingly for a bit and I was enjoying being a genuinely employed person. It was quite interesting in the shop and at  the end of the first week I got my pay packet and felt I was a regular member of the public at last. Only ‘last’ was what it wasn’t going to do. I should’ve known.

It was on the following Tuesday that things started to go wrong. The week had begun all right. Gan and I had spent Sunday putting up Christmas decorations in the shop. Ganesh’s idea of a decorative colour scheme is red, lots of it, and gold, even more of that, enlivened by an occasional flash of hot pink or vibrant turquoise. When we’d finished with the shop it looked fantastic – perhaps rather more Diwali than Christmas, but Gan and I were really chuffed with it.

All Monday we gloried in the compliments from customers. Then, on Tuesday, a postcard of the Taj Mahal arrived from Uncle Hari and the atmosphere changed. Ganesh stopped buzzing cheerfully and skulked around beneath the crepe paper chains. He’d propped the card on the gold tinsel-trimmed shelves behind the counter along with the cigarettes, and kept giving it hunted glances.

I’d already guessed that Ganesh was up to something because he’d been making furtive phone calls over the previous week and looking pleased with himself. I knew it wasn’t just the approach of festivities and seasonal sales. I could see he was dying to tell me, especially during Sunday when we’d been pinning up the decorations, but I wasn’t going to encourage him although I was longing to know. With the arrival of the postcard, he stopped looking smug and became clearly worried. Eventually, he came clean.

We were having our coffee-break. The early morning rush had thinned, there was no one in the shop for the moment, and the emptiness of the rainswept pavement outside suggested things might stay quiet all day until the usual early evening flurry of trade. We didn’t have to go upstairs to the flat to  make the coffee because we had an electric kettle downstairs which I filled with water in the washroom.

The building’s old and long ago converted from what must once have been quite a nice house. There are two ways up to the flat, one from the shop, using the former back stairs, and a separate one from the street. The downstairs washroom was at that time a museum of antiquated plumbing and fixtures, tacked on to the back of the building in what must have seemed at the time the height of modernity. It was all as clean as it could be kept given its general state, but that was terminal. The washbasin was hanging off the wall. The tap dripped. Any wall tiles were loose and cracked and the floor tiles had gaps between them. The vent for the extractor fan was clogged with dust and dead flies. The lavatory cistern was operated by a chain which had lost its handle. It clanked furiously whenever it was flushed and the cistern lid was loose so if you didn’t watch out, there was always a chance it would fall down and brain you. The loo itself was the piece de resistance. An original, no kidding, patterned all over with blue forget-menots. It had a wooden seat with a crack in it which pinched your bum. I tell you, anyone ventured into that washroom at his peril. I called it the Chamber of Horrors.

Ganesh, to be fair, had been grumbling to Hari about the state of the washroom ever since he’d moved there. But whenever Hari was tackled, he always replied that he wasn’t a rich man who could afford to replace everything just like that. ‘Besides,’ he’d declare, ‘look at such a beautiful lavatory pan. Where would I again get such a wonderful object?’ He usually ended up by promising to get a new tapwasher, but even that got put off indefinitely.

On this particular morning, I steered my way to the counter carrying a mug of coffee in either hand and said crossly, ‘The  least you can do, Gan, while Hari’s away, is fix that dripping tap.’

At that, Ganesh, who since the postcard’s arrival had been brooding darkly in a corner like Mr Rochester on a bad day, brightened up. He chortled, rapped out a rhythm on the counter with his palms and, just as I was deciding he’d gone bonkers, let me into his secret.

‘I can do better than that, Fran. I’m going to get the whole thing done out, ripped out, fixed up, everything brand-new, while the old bloke’s away.’

He beamed at me. I stood there, slopping coffee and gawping. I’d only set my sights on the new washer. Ganesh must have got Homes and Gardens down from the shelf and let it go to his head.

‘Hari won’t agree,’ I said.

‘Hari won’t know, not until he gets back and by then it’ll be a whatsit, fait accompli, that’s what they call it.’

‘They call it a screaming hysterics,’ I said. ‘That’s what Hari will have when he sees the bill.’

Ganesh took his coffee from me, stopped looking smug, and started to look obstinate. ‘He left me in charge, right? I’m empowered to sign cheques on the business and everything, right? So I’m going to get it done and he can make as much fuss as he likes. What’s he going to do, sack me? I’m family. He can’t. Anyway, I know the stingy old blighter. He always carps at spending money, but once it’s gone, he shrugs it off. When he sees how good it looks and how reasonable the cost was, he’ll get over it. It’s improving the property. That has to be good. And if he still argues, I’ll tell him Health and Safety at Work rules didn’t allow the old one. They probably don’t.’

‘It’ll cost a bomb,’ I said, playing devil’s advocate. Someone had to. He was too full of it.

‘No, it won’t. I’ve got a really reasonable quote. Dead cheap. Bloke can start work on Friday and he’ll be done, finished, gone in days, by the end of next week, certain.’

I perched on the stool behind the counter and sipped my coffee. It all sounded a bit too easy to me. ‘How come it’s going to be so cheap?’ I asked. ‘All the existing fittings will have to go, new ones put in. The extractor fan has never worked to my knowledge so that’s got to be replaced. The plumbing’s knackered. The walls will have to be painted, the floor retiled . . .’

‘It’s all taken care of,’ said Ganesh airily. ‘And he’ll take away the old fittings and rubbish for me and everything.’

‘Who will?’ I asked suspiciously.

Ganesh’s air of confidence slipped just a tad. ‘Hitch,’ he said.

I spilled my coffee. ‘Hitch? Are you mad?’

‘Hitch does a good job,’ Ganesh said obstinately. ‘And he’s cheap.’

‘He’s cheap,’ I said, ‘because all the stuff he uses has been knocked off from a builder’s yard somewhere.’

‘No, it hasn’t – or this won’t be. I checked that with him first. Think I’m daft? It’s all on the level. He’s given me the name of his supplier and everything. I can ring them up – and I will, before he starts. I’m not daft, Fran.’

I could have argued, and perhaps I should have done, but in the end, it wasn’t any of my business. I didn’t doubt Hitch had given Ganesh the phone number of a ‘supplier’. But I’d be willing to bet that, if Gan rang up, on the other end of the line would be some mate of Hitch’s, sitting in a lock-up garage filled with dodgy goods. Ganesh is stubborn and always wants to know best. He wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say. So why not let him get on with it? A new washroom would be  nice. But that Ganesh, of all people, should behave like this took me aback. He was usually so sensible, never did anything without examining it from all sides first, never acted rashly, never gambled and never did anything which would upset his family (other than befriend me, an act which had them dead worried).

I let it go and concentrated on my coffee. Ganesh obviously thought he’d won the argument so that put him in a good mood. An air of truce hung over the shop.

That’s when the door opened. At first the only thing I was aware of was a cold draught which ruffled all the magazines on their shelves and sent the crepe chains threshing. A red one and a turquoise, twisted together, fell down. A squall of rain spattered the tiled floor. More tinsel fell off the shelves. We both looked up. Silhouetted in the open door was the figure of a man. He stood there briefly, steadying himself with one hand on the doorjamb, then staggered towards the counter and grabbed at it for support. Ganesh stretched out a hand towards the jemmy he keeps under the counter for opening boxes and fending off drunks. I stood there rooted to the spot, horrified and fascinated.

I faced a Halloween mask – gaping mouth, bulging eyes, streaked scarlet with gore which poured from a cut above one eyebrow, filling the eye-socket beneath. More blood dribbled from both nostrils. I knew I should do something, but I couldn’t move. The clutching fingers scrabbled at the wooden surface, inarticulate sounds issued from the mouth and, with a last throaty gurgle, the intruder slid beneath the counter and disappeared from sight. A strand of silvery fronds floated after him, undulating gracefully in the disturbed air currents.

His disappearance jolted both of us into action and we raced round the other side. He was sitting on the floor, back to the  counter, legs splayed, bloodied head grotesquely crowned with the tinsel strand.

‘Cripes,’ said Ganesh. ‘Get a cloth, Fran.’ He ran to the door, looked up and down the street, twisted the notice on the glass to ‘Closed’ and locked us in. Whoever had done that to the man on the floor, we didn’t want them joining us.

We divested our visitor of his tinsel crown, got him to his feet and propelled him into the storeroom. He stumbled along between us, gasping, but, apart from the obvious, apparently not otherwise injured. We propped him on a chair and I ripped open a box of Kleenex to mop up the blood.

‘Haven’t you got something else?’ hissed Ganesh, who even in a time of stress realised he had to write off that box of tissues as no-sale. ‘Couldn’t you have used loo paper?’

‘Make him some tea!’ I snapped.

Our patient gurgled and seemed to be regaining his wits. His nose wouldn’t stop trickling blood so I wedged wads of tissue in both nostrils and told him he had to breathe through his mouth.

Ganesh came back with a mug of tea.

‘Thag you,’ mumbled whoever-he-was.

‘What happened, mate?’ asked Ganesh. ‘Was it a mugging? You want me to call the cops?’

‘Doh!’ cried the other in great alarm, sloshing tea around.

‘Keep still!’ I ordered. ‘You’ll start bleeding again. Perhaps he ought to go to casualty, Gan. He could have broken his nose.’

‘Doh, doh! I dode want dat!’ The stranger decided he couldn’t communicate with both nostrils bunged up, so removed the blood-sodden wads and threw them in the waste-paper basket. I waited for a fresh scarlet waterfall, but it didn’t come. My first aid had worked.

‘No police,’ he said firmly. ‘No hospital. I’m all right now.’

‘Please yourself,’ said Gan in some relief. He didn’t want the law in his shop. That sort of thing puts customers off. Nor did he want to take time to drive the guy to the nearest casualty unit. ‘So long as you’re OK, right? You were unlucky. It’s safe enough round here in daylight, usually.’

The victim mumbled agreement. ‘Yeah, I had a bit of bad luck.’

I wondered if he was going to give us any details, but apparently not. He was patting the inside pocket of his coat and progressed from there to the side pockets. Eventually he pulled out a handkerchief and passed it gingerly over his bashed features. When he took it away, it was freely smeared red. He studied it with interest.

Ganesh was getting restive. ‘Look, mate, I’ve got to reopen the shop. I can’t stay closed much longer. I’m losing trade. You can sit here as long as you need. Take your time, right?’

‘I’m really sorry about this.’ Our visitor looked stricken. He thrust away the handkerchief and began to fumble again at the inner pocket of his overcoat. ‘I realise this is costing you money. Let me make it up.’

Now up to that moment, neither Gan nor I had doubted our friend had been mugged. So we were a tad surprised when out of the pocket came a wallet and out of that came a tenner. It wasn’t alone in the wallet. It had some company, as I could see – a couple of fivers and a twenty at least.

I met Ganesh’s eye. He was thinking what I was thinking. This wasn’t a mugging. If muggers had had time to dish out that amount of facial decoration, they’d have got the guy’s wallet for sure. Come to that, he still had his wristwatch and a gold signet ring. I couldn’t make out the initials on the ring,  which was a pity. They were sort of swirly and tangled up but one might have been C.

Our visitor was looking anxiously from one to the other of us. He’d misunderstood our exchange of glances. ‘Not enough?’ he asked and made to add another note.

‘No, I mean yes, that’s fine!’ Ganesh took the tenner. We had shut up shop, after all.

I took a more critical look at our guest, who’d suddenly become very interesting. He was in his thirties, a biggish chap, wearing a dark suit under that charcoal-coloured overcoat. His white shirt was blood-spattered and his tie askew. The damaged eye was swelling shut. He wasn’t looking his best, but even so, he wasn’t bad-looking. Still, there was something about him I couldn’t quite fit together. He was dressed like a business type but didn’t look like a man who spent his life in an office. There was a faint odour of nicotine about him which suggested he was a heavy smoker and offices tend to be smoke-free zones these days. You see the exiles, lurking unhappily in the doorways at street level, puffing furtively as they try to keep out of the rain.

On the other hand, he wasn’t particularly an outdoor type, though he sported a recently acquired tan. Perhaps he’d been on holiday. It wasn’t fair to judge in the circumstances, but to my eye his suit and coat weren’t quite right. They were too well worn and unfashionable, the sort of clothes someone might keep in the wardrobe for the odd occasion when he needed to impress, but didn’t wear day to day. His trousers weren’t kept up with the snazzy braces they hand out to high-fliers with their business diplomas, but by a tooled leather belt with a fancy brass buckle which was definitely leisure-wear.

You see why I consider myself to be quite a good detective. I notice these things. You know my methods, Watson. Here, I  deduced, was a youngish, fit man who normally dressed casually but left home today tricked out to look prosperous and businesslike. Why? To impress someone. Not a woman. Not in that coat. No, a bloke, the sort who’d be wearing a snappy suit and wouldn’t be impressed by chinos and a leather jacket. He’d set off to do a bit of serious business, but whoever he’d met had duffed him up. It suggested more than one person, because our new friend here looked well able to handle one assailant. For my money, he had set up a meeting with someone dodgy, perhaps even someone who’d had a minder with him, and it hadn’t turned out as he’d wished. He shouldn’t have gone alone. Unless, of course, he had good reason for keeping his business private.

Eat your heart out, my old violin-scraper.

‘I don’t want trouble,’ Ganesh was saying. ‘So, whoever’s after you, do you think they’re still out there, looking around? Will they come in here?’ Before the other could speak, he added, ‘Look, I’m not prying, but it wasn’t a mugging, was it?’

I chimed in with, ‘One mugger would’ve thumped you while the other grabbed your jewellery and dosh. Ganesh and I mean, if you’ve got a private fight that’s your affair. But we don’t want the shop damaged.’

‘Don’t suppose the insurance would cover it,’ Ganesh added, ‘seeing as we didn’t call the police.’

The stranger took his time thinking about his answer to all that and I didn’t blame him. ‘Take your point,’ he said at last. ‘Truth is, I don’t know who’s out there, if anyone. I’m pretty sure they don’t know I came in here. They might be still scouting around for me, I suppose.’

He began to struggle up out of his chair. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ he said. ‘I’ll take my chances.’

He sounded brave and doomed, like that chap who went with Scott to the Antarctic and walked out into the snow when the rations ran low. It seemed to call for some responding gesture on our part. Not for the first time I spoke up when I should’ve kept quiet.

‘I tell you what,’ I said, ‘I’ll slip out the back way, stroll round to the front as if I was coming here to buy something, and see if anyone’s hanging around.’

‘Take care,’ Ganesh said, worried.

I had a question for the man. ‘Who should I be looking for?’ (Yes, I know it should be ‘whom’ – I went to a good school where they fussed about that kind of thing – but I was under pressure.)

‘They’re in a car,’ he said. ‘A silver-grey Mercedes. They stopped at the traffic lights down the block. I got the door open and rolled out into the road.’

‘They’, were careless, I thought, and they’d lost their man. Whoever was paying them wouldn’t be pleased. They’d be moving heaven and earth to get him back.

‘Nearly got run over by a bloody bus,’ said our visitor, aggrieved.

‘Is that when you smashed your nose?’ Ganesh asked sharply.

‘Do me a favour. Look, if you can see the car, two guys in it, one small, one big with a ponytail, that’ll be them. But I reckon they don’t know I came in here. My bet is, once they saw I’d got away, they burned rubber getting out of here.’ He was quite perking up. I had a suspicion this wasn’t the first tight corner he’d been in and squeezed out of. Curiouser and curiouser.

I had to ask. ‘Why’d they do it?’

‘Misunderstanding,’ he said, and that was as much as I was going to get. I hadn’t really expected more.

‘You watch yourself,’ muttered Ganesh to me.

‘It’ll be all right,’ said our guest, not altogether gallantly. ‘They won’t be expecting a girl.’

 



I hoped they weren’t as I let myself out of the back door. I pulled up the collar of my fleece-lined denim jacket to keep out the rain and hide my face, made my way along the alley at the back of the shop, into the side street and back to the main road again.

There was a bus stop there, so I lingered by it, scrutinising the traffic as if waiting for my bus. The street was fairly busy – taxis, vans, cars, one or two motorcyclists. No Mercedes. Double yellow lines precluded legal parking for most of its length and the only stationary vehicle was a red Post Office van.

I turned round and leaned nonchalantly on the metal post. The people passing along the pavement were the usual mob, mostly women at this time of day, some with kids. One or two of the men who passed looked scruffy but none of them like a minder. No ponytails. This was an open bus stop without a shelter and I was getting wet. I put up a hand to wipe water from my hair. A split second later, there was a growl of tyres behind me. Intent on the pavement, I’d failed to observe the arrival of a double-decker. A woman got off. The bus throbbed expectantly and I realised I was meant to board it.

‘You getting on or what?’ the driver shouted at me. I waved a negative at him. ‘You hailed me!’ he bellowed.

‘No, I didn’t!’ I shouted back.

‘You bloody did. You put your hand out.’

‘No, I didn’t. I was rubbing my head.’

‘I gotta schedule to keep, you know!’ he informed me.

‘Well, go on and keep it, then!’ I’d had enough of this.

He gave me a dirty look as he accelerated away. There was a man who lacked the Christmas spirit.

If anyone had been watching, that would have blown my cover, so I might as well go back and report all clear as far as I could see.

I strolled up to the shop. Ganesh, framed in gold, was standing on the other side of the glass door, peering between a sticker advertising Mars bars and one advertising Rizla cigarette papers. At my nod, he flipped the closed sign to open, and unlocked the door.

‘Can’t see anyone,’ I said, wiping trickling raindrops from my face. ‘All I got was into a barney with a bus driver. Where’s our friend?’

‘Cleaning himself up in the washroom.’

‘Hope he doesn’t leave it smeared all over with blood. Just think, when Hitch has done it all up for you, you’ll be more fussy who you let go in there.’ (Yes, ‘whom’, same excuse.) ‘Did you warn him about the loose top on the cistern? It’d be a pity if he came out more injured than he went in. He might sue. He’d want his tenner back.’

‘I told him!’ said Ganesh testily.

There was a clanking from distant plumbing and the stranger reappeared. He’d got rid of all the blood, brushed his coat, and, swelling apart, no one would have noticed at a casual glance that he’d been in very recent trouble. I told him I’d been unable to see any Mercedes or ponytailed heavy.

‘That’s all right, then,’ he said. ‘I thought they’d have cleared off. They wouldn’t have seen me come in here. I shouldn’t worry.’

He’d now completely regained composure and was well up to dealing with his problems. I still wished I knew what they were.

‘Thank you very much,’ he said to me, nice and polite. ‘I appreciate everything.’

With that, he opened the door and slipped out. He looked quickly in either direction and then set off rapidly.

Another crepe paper chain fell down.

‘So much for that,’ said Ganesh. ‘Breaks up the morning, I suppose.’

‘I wish I knew what it was all about,’ I said wistfully. I gave Ganesh a quick rundown of my ideas about the visitor, adding, ‘It’s all very well deducing things, but you like to know if you got it right.’

‘You would. Leave me out of it. I’m sure it’s better we don’t know anything.’ Ganesh opened the till, extricated two fives, put in the tenner and closed the till. He handed one of the fives to me and tucked the other in his pocket.

‘We earned it,’ he said.

We? As I recalled, I was the one who went outside in the rain and made myself a possible target for aggro. Ganesh stayed inside and made the tea. But never argue with the man who’s holding the money.

‘I don’t suppose we’ll ever know,’ I said, pocketing my fiver.

But I was wrong and Ganesh, as usual, was right. I mean, we were to find out what it was all about – and it would have been better if we hadn’t.




Chapter Two

I walked out of the shop at just gone one o’clock. Things had stayed quiet after our visitor left, the rain either keeping people indoors or sending them scurrying past, anxious to reach dry destinations. As we pinned our now somewhat battered decorations back into place, Ganesh and I had rehashed the morning’s main event. It remained a riddle and we went on to talk about Hari, whose postcard seemed to watch us accusingly from behind the counter. We wrangled about the washroom and Hitch’s imminent arrival on the premises and half a dozen other things. Just as I was leaving for home, Ganesh presented me with a Mars bar. Perhaps he thought I was owed a bonus for going out in the rain to spy out the land, or possibly he felt guilty for letting me do it. I put the chocolate in my pocket.

There was a supermarket on my way. I called in there and used some of my fiver to buy a packet of tea and some pasta and a jar of pesto. Memories of the morning’s events were beginning to fade. It had been just one of those spurts of activity which occur from time to time. Like a pebble thrown into a pond, they disturb the surface, create a few ripples, and then everything settles down again.

‘Have you got any change?’

I heard the voice, though the question wasn’t addressed to me. The voice came from a doorway just ahead of me and the  request was made of a prosperous-looking elderly gent.

‘Have you got any change, sir?’ She emphasised the last word. She sounded pathetic. The old guy wavered, wanting to stick to his principles and walk on. But he couldn’t do it, not with that childish desperate voice echoing in his ears, a young girl’s voice. If that had been a man begging, he’d have told him to go and get a job. What he did now, as I knew he was going to do, was give too much. A small blue note changed hands. 


 The old gent huffed a bit and said, ‘You know, my dear, you really oughtn’t—’ But he couldn’t finish the sentence because he hadn’t a clue what to say. He hurried away, distressed and angry, already regretting parting with the five-pound note.

I approached the doorway carefully. There had been something about that voice which rang a bell. I peered in.

She looked wet, cold and miserable, and was stick-insect thin. No wonder the old fellow had coughed up. Talk about Little Nell. Rain had plastered her straight fair hair to her head. Her eyes were huge and tragic in a face which had the matt, pale complexion of the heroin user.

I said, ‘Hullo, Tig.’ Truth was, I’d hardly have known her if I hadn’t heard her voice first, she was so changed from our last meeting.

She jumped and her eyes blazed in her waif’s features. I thought she was going to take a swing at me.

‘Take it easy,’ I said hastily. Those frail-looking ones can catch you a nasty swipe. ‘It’s Fran, remember me?’

I hadn’t seen her for the best part of a year. She’d passed through the Jubilee Street squat when I’d been living there. I’d got to know her as well as you get to know anyone in that sort of setup, which is always as well as they’ll let you. She hadn’t stayed long, a week or two, and had been no trouble. A  cheerful, plump, happy-go-lucky fifteen-year-old who hadn’t long been in London, she’d hailed from somewhere in the Midlands. She’d left home, she said, as a result of some family dispute, the old story. We’d rather missed her when she’d moved on, but I hadn’t expected her to stay long. The feeling I’d had then was that she was trying to give her parents a scare, get back at them for some real or imagined injustice. When she reckoned she’d done that, she’d go home. If asked, I’d have guessed she’d have returned there long before now, when cold, hunger and street violence ceased to sound adventurous and just got real and frightening.

But I was clearly wrong. The change in her shocked me deeply, even though I’d seen kids like Tig before. They arrived from out of town, full of optimism, although I couldn’t think why. What did they think they were going to find in London? Other than a whole community of people like themselves with nowhere to go and a host of sharks ready to prey on them? They learned quickly if they were lucky. The unlucky ones came to grief before they’d time to learn.

The thing that really stuck in my mind about her from Jubilee Street days was that she’d brushed her teeth after every meal, even if she didn’t have toothpaste. There are a lot of people who think that being homeless means being dirty. That isn’t true. Whatever the practical difficulties, homeless people try to keep themselves clean. Cleanliness means there’s still fight in you, circumstances haven’t ground you down. You still care about yourself, even if others appear to have written you off. When a cat ceases to groom itself, you know it’s sick. People are no different. With them it’s also a sign of a sickness, either in body or in spirit. The sickness in spirit is the more difficult to deal with. Looking at Tig now, I wondered which kind of sickness afflicted her.

We’d had a no-drugs rule in the squat and if she’d had the habit then, she’d concealed it very cleverly. But I didn’t think that was the case. She couldn’t have been that smart. I guessed the habit was recent. Actually, she wasn’t that smart. Belatedly, I remembered that, too. Naïve, perhaps, but a bit dim also.

‘Yeah, Fran,’ she said eventually. Her eyes slid sideways, past me. I remembered her gaze as it had been, bright, full of good nature. Now it was dull and hard. ‘Got any spare change, madam?’ she wheedled of a motherly woman with a bulging plastic carrier. The woman looked concerned and parted with twenty pence. Tig put it in her pocket.

‘How are things?’ She seemed to be doing well begging, but there was a quiet desperation about her which made me wary because when they reach that stage, they can really freak out.

‘All right,’ she said. Her gaze shifted past me again, this time nervously.

I still had two pounds left from my fiver and I gave her one of them. She looked surprised and then suspicious.

‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘I had a bit of luck.’

At those words, misery welled up in her face, and was immediately wiped away. Luck had been avoiding her. She no longer expected any. But on the streets you hide your feelings. They make you vulnerable and God knows, you’re vulnerable enough without the enemy within.

‘Good for you,’ she said bitchily and shoved the pound coin away in her pocket with the rest.

I persevered nevertheless – the memory of the old Tig made me do it. ‘You heard what happened to the Jubilee Street house? They knocked it down.’

‘Yeah, I heard. It was going to fall down anyway.’

That hurt. I’d been fond of that house and it had sheltered  her, as well as me, for a time. She owed it better than that.

‘It was a good place!’ I said crossly.

‘Look,’ Tig said, ‘you’re really in my way here, you know? How’m I supposed to ask people for bloody change with you standing there nattering about sod all?’ Her voice was aggressive but her eyes were flickering nervously past me again. She hissed, ‘For Chrissake, get lost, Fran!’

I got the message. ‘Here,’ I said, and handed her my Mars bar. She needed it more than me.

She snatched it away and I walked on without looking back. I was too busy looking elsewhere and sure enough, I spotted him almost at once. He was a big bearded bloke, in his twenties, wearing a plaid wool jacket, jeans and a woolly hat. He was loafing in the angle formed by a building which jutted out on to the pavement and under the shelter of an overhanging first-floor balcony. It kept him nice and dry and out of the draught. That dark little comer would be a mugger’s haven in the evening and I wouldn’t have seen him if I hadn’t been looking for him. He wasn’t a mugger, of course. He was Tig’s protection, amongst other things.

I’d come across these street partnerships before and as far as I was concerned, the woman was scarcely better off in them than out of them. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve known some really good partnerships which have started out there on the street, but it’s rare for them to last, even the good ones. The fact is, you can’t let yourself become dependent on anyone out there. You’ve got to stand alone, be able to take care of yourself, sort out your own problems. The street’s a family of sorts, but it’s a family of loners. Once you can’t hack it any more on your own, you’re lost.

Still, couples form, split, make new partners, just as they do in the world of the nine-to-fivers. There’s the old man/woman  thing, of course. But there’s also a practical side to it. Tig’s man might be an idle lout who hung around in warm corners while she stood out in the cold wind. But he was on hand if things got rough, either while she was begging, or at any other time. Mind you, he probably also took most of the money, if not all. He’d see she had enough to keep the drug habit going because as long as she was on that, she’d have to beg, steal, sell her body, do whatever was necessary to get the money to feed it. He might even have got her on to it in the first place. He’d look on it as a business investment. People were far less likely to give him money had he been standing in that doorway with his hand out. From the brief glimpse I’d had of him, he didn’t look as if he’d been going hungry lately. Unlike Tig, who looked as if she hadn’t had a square meal in days. But the worse she looked, the more she earned. He couldn’t lose, really.

I felt a spurt of hatred for him, whoever he was. I’d never let myself be used like that, but then perhaps Tig’s situation had got so bad that whoever he was he’d seemed like a good idea at the time.

I was feeling pretty angry by now. One morning can only hold so much hassle. I stomped on homewards, ready to take on the next person to cross my path. Fortunately, no one did, at least not until I got there and then the encounter made me more inclined to laugh than spit fire.

At that time I was living in a basement flat in a house owned by a retired lady librarian called Daphne Knowles. I’d come by the flat through the intervention of an old gent called Alastair Monkton, whom I’d helped once. The flat had given me more security than I’d had in years. I’ve been on my own since I was sixteen and I’m twenty-one now. The trouble with security, when you’re not used to having it, is that you don’t  really believe in it. I somehow knew that flat wasn’t going to be permanent, but I meant to make it last as long as possible. I was never going to get so lucky again, that was for sure.

It had stopped drizzling by the time I got to the street where I lived, and a feeble sun had crept out. The pavements looked clean and washed. As I passed the basement railings of the house next door, I saw coming towards me a sight which made me grin.

There were two of them, alike as peas in a pod, walking side by side, in step. Both were short, tubby, middle-aged and smug-looking. The one on the left wore a green tweed jacket and the one on the right a brown tweed jacket. Both had pale fawn trousers and polished brogue shoes. The green jacket carried a bunch of flowers and the brown jacket a bottle wrapped in paper. Tweedledee and Tweedledum, I thought, and wondered who they were, where they were going and what on earth they were going to do when they got there. They looked, with their gifts, as if they were going courting according to some out-dated ritual. I hadn’t seen them around before.

Perhaps they were wondering the same thing about me, because they inclined their heads together, keeping their eyes on me, and whispered. We reached the steps to Daphne’s front door at the same time and stopped by mutual consent.

‘Well, well,’ said Green Jacket. ‘What have we here, eh?’ He gave me a jovial smile which was so fake I could have ripped it off his face like a piece of Elastoplast.

I could have made a number of pithy replies but instinct told me to avoid this encounter.

‘Excuse me!’ I said, and made to pass them and run down the steps to my basement door.

I wasn’t to get away so easily. Brown Jacket chimed in with  his pennyworth. ‘Now, let’s see, eh? I believe you must be the young woman who lives in Aunt Daphne’s basement flat.’ He shook a podgy forefinger at me and looked pleased with himself.

Aunt Daphne? Were these two fat creeps Daphne’s family? I felt sorry for her and glad, not for the first time, I didn’t have anyone. I suppose my mother might be alive somewhere, probably is, but since she walked out on Dad and me when I was seven, I’d long since cut her out of the picture. I was brought up perfectly well by Dad and my Hungarian Grandma Varady but they’re both dead now. No one could replace them.

‘Yes,’ I said bleakly, eyeing the pair. I’d never seen them call on Daphne but that didn’t mean they hadn’t been to the house. The basement flat was totally independent. There was no reason why Daphne should know who visited me, nor I who visited her, unless – as now – we met on the pavement.

‘Our young friend is a trifle farouche, Bertie,’ said Brown Jacket. ‘A product of our unsettled society.’

That was asking for a punch on the nose and he might have got one if there hadn’t been an interruption.

Daphne must have been watching out for their arrival from a window, because now the front door opened and she stood at the top of the steps, peering down at our small group. She wore, as usual, jogging trousers and hand-knitted Fair Isle socks with leather soles attached. But she sported a new sweater and had been to the hairdresser. Her grey hair was waved and primped, and from beneath two sausage curls over her ears dangled long earrings. Daphne had dressed up.

My landlady is in her seventies but is twice as alert as many younger people. I’d got to know her quite well and felt rather protective towards her. Not that she normally needed protecting. She could look after herself. But she appeared  anything but sure of herself just now, unhappy and perplexed, as if she didn’t know what to do about the situation.

‘Oh, Bertie – Charlie . . .’ she said unenthusiastically. ‘How nice. Oh, hullo, Fran dear.’ She brightened when she saw me.

Bertie and Charlie climbed the steps as if they were joined at the hip, and threw out their free (outer edge) arms in a sort of token joint embrace, Bertie (the green jacket) his left, Charlie his right. At the same time they clasped their gifts to their chests with their other hands. ‘Aunt Daphne!’ they cried. Bertie thrust out his flowers and Charlie, at the exact same moment, his bottle of wine. You’d have thought they’d rehearsed it.

‘How kind,’ said Daphne without enthusiasm. ‘Do come in, boys.’

Boys? But perhaps it wasn’t so unsuitable a term. There was something about them which suggested a bad double case of arrested development. I suppose it’s cute to dress twin babies alike. It’s just about permissible to dress toddlers so. But middle-aged men ought to have outgrown the desire to look exactly like someone else. If you couldn’t help it – i.e. you were identical twins – you could at least develop an individual clothes style. But there’s no accounting for the way people behave. I went downstairs and let myself into the flat.

I still hadn’t got used to coming home and knowing that this was my place and it was private, I hadn’t to share it with anyone and I hadn’t to defend it against intruders who wanted to take it from me or the council who wanted to throw everyone out. It was early afternoon and I hadn’t had any lunch. I put on a pan of water for the pasta and when it boiled, and before I put the salt in, poured off enough to make coffee.

I took my coffee into the living area and sat down on my old blue rep sofa. I started thinking again about the man who’d  come into the shop. I don’t like puzzles I can’t solve and this time I had a strange feeling we hadn’t seen the last of him. The pasta was ready. I strained it, stirred in the jar of pesto, and sat eating it before my aged, flickering TV set. The ghosted picture, as wasn’t unusual, gave the viewer a sense of double vision and I couldn’t help being reminded of Daphne’s ‘boys’.

There wasn’t much to watch, no old film this afternoon, always my favourite viewing. I must have dozed off. I was awoken suddenly by the sound of voices and the clatter of feet on the front steps above my head. It was already dark on this wintry evening and the blue light from the screen was the only thing illuminating the room.

I ran to the window and peered out and upwards. I was just in time. A taxi had parked outside and the footsteps which had awoken me had been those of the driver, running up to the front door. Now he came back and in his wake came two pairs of pale trousers and some very thin female legs beneath a drooping skirt, all lit by the yellow lamplight. I’d never seen Daphne in anything but jogging pants, but obviously, wherever they were going, it was the sort of place you dressed up for. I wished I could have felt pleased for Daphne, having a night out. But I didn’t. Wherever it was to be, I was sure she didn’t want to go – at least not in that company.

I returned to my sofa and wished I knew where they’d taken her. I recalled the unhappy look on her face as she’d greeted them earlier. It made me feel uneasy and fuelled my misgivings about the tweeded pair. No decent restaurant would admit me nor could I have afforded its prices, but I could’ve lurked outside and kept an eye on things. I looked out of the window and saw that rain pattered down again on the pavement up there. I’d done enough hanging around in bad  weather today. Daphne was with her family and if you can’t trust your family . . . Let’s face it, I thought. You can’t. You can’t trust anyone, it’s a fact.

 



The taxi came back at about nine thirty. The headlights strafed the front of the house; there was a slam of a car door. I was still watching TV in the dark. It was the film version of Death on the Nile with Peter Ustinov. I liked the scenes of hot sands and sun-baked temples, a contrast to the cold dank outdoors. I hoped Daphne had taken her coat. Voices called out ‘Good night!’ One set of lightweight footsteps began to climb the front steps, hesitated, turned and came back down again. They began to make a tentative descent of my basement steps. I hurried to switch on the light and open my door, letting the glow flood out into the basement well. I didn’t want Daphne crashing head first down the rain-wet steps.

But she’d already negotiated her way safely to the bottom and was standing outside, clutching her coat lapels together against the chill air and peering at me.

‘Oh, Fran,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry to bother you, but I thought there was a chance you might be in. I thought I could see the TV screen flickering. I wondered, if you’re not doing anything, whether you’d like to come upstairs and join me in a glass of wine?’

 



‘My nephews brought this,’ she said a little later in her kitchen. She was wrestling with the corkscrew and eventually surrendered the task to me. The cork came out with a satisfying pop.

‘The one good thing you can say for Charlie,’ said Daphne, ‘is that he brings a decent bottle when he comes. He fancies himself as a bit of a wine buff, you know.’

Wine bore, more likely. ‘I haven’t seen them before,’ I said, pouring us out a glass.

Daphne rooted about in a cupboard and produced some savoury biscuits which she shook out on to a dish on the table. ‘Help yourself.’ She raised her glass. ‘Cheers!’ She was beginning to look much happier than she had when her visitors had arrived. A couple of curls in the brand-new hairdo had come adrift and her lipstick was smudged. She’d kicked off her smart shoes and donned her Fair Isle sock-slippers and looked much more the old Daphne.

‘I don’t encourage them,’ she said, sounding rather as though she was talking of stray cats. ‘They mean well, you know. I don’t want to be unkind. But I don’t like being bothered by people who know better than I do what I want. They think I need looking after.’ An indignant note entered her voice and her long purple glass earrings bobbed in sympathy. ‘Me! Do I look as if I need looking after?’

‘You’re fine,’ I said robustly. ‘And if you need anything, I’m here.’

‘Yes, dear, I know. But Bertie and Charlie don’t see it like that. They’re my brother, Arnold’s, sons. Arnold was older than me and he’s been dead twenty years. He was a solicitor. The boys joined the firm as soon as they were able and took over when Arnold retired. Neither of them is married.’

That didn’t surprise me. ‘Are they retired now?’ I asked.

‘Oh no, dear. They’re only fifty-one. I think they look older and they’ve always been quaint. I mustn’t be nasty about them. They took me out for a slap-up dinner. Of course,’ she sighed, ‘they really wanted to talk business. They always do.’

She took off the purple earrings and laid them neatly side by side on the table, next to her wine glass. ‘My mother’s,’ she said. ‘Amethyst.’

I should have known they wouldn’t be purple glass. But then, Daphne was probably fairly well-off and it sparked an unpleasant notion.

I asked, rather alarmed, whether Bertie and Charlie handled her business, i.e. financial affairs, because I wouldn’t have liked that idea at all. But fortunately it seemed not.

‘Oh no, because they’re my principal heirs, you see. It wouldn’t be proper. But naturally, they have an interest. They’re worried about death duties.’

It was unlikely I’d ever have anything to leave but the clothes on my back and who’d want those? However, the thought that the duo stood to gain by her death made me, if possible, even more uneasy than the idea they might handle her money during her life. I knew I wasn’t being fanciful because Sergeant Parry, my old CID foe, once told me that a person’s still most likely to be murdered by a relative or close acquaintance. ‘And it’s pretty always sex or money,’ he’d added. I didn’t want to pry into Daphne’s affairs but perhaps some outsider without an axe to grind ought to know more about what was going on. Besides, she obviously wanted to talk to someone.
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