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Chapter One

I was sitting on one of those red metal benches on Marylebone Station concourse when I first met up with Alkie Albie Smith. Not that Alkie Albie would have been my choice of companion. A cup of coffee brought about our acquaintance.

I was miserably aware how cold it was that morning. I wasn’t wearing my usual jeans, but a daft mini skirt and useless tights which wouldn’t have kept out the mildest breeze, let alone the draught straight from Siberia that cut through the open-arched station entry to whistle around my ankles.

I was waiting for the train from High Wycombe to arrive, and for Ganesh Patel, who’d be on it. Just for the purpose, all the trains were running late. To fight off the cold, I’d bought coffee from the Quick Snack stall, and settled down to wait. The coffee was in one of those green-with-white-polka-dot polystyrene beakers and scalding hot, so I put it on the vacant seat beside me until it cooled down. A simple thing like that can cause so much trouble. If I’d kept hold of the beaker. If I’d worn warmer clothing. If the train hadn’t been running late. When all these things come  together and then events turn out as they do, you have to believe in Fate – or Sod’s Law, as you may prefer to term it.

Ganesh, by the way, is a friend of mine. His family used to run the greengrocery that stood on the corner of the street in which was the house where I shared a squat. Re-development flattened our whole area and displaced us all. We straggled away like a bunch of refugees carrying our belongings to find somewhere else and start all over again. I had less to lose than the Patels. I’m an aspiring actress who has yet to get her Equity card and hasn’t done anything yet but street theatre. But what little the squat was it had been a roof over my head, and then it wasn’t there, captured by the council after a long, spirited and ultimately doomed defence.

Yet others fared worse. The Patels lost their shop, which was their livelihood, and the flat over it, which was their home. That’s to say they pretty well lost everything. Compensation doesn’t necessarily make that good. How do you compensate someone for years of hard work? For their plans and dreams for the future?

They hadn’t been able to find another similar place to rent – or which they could afford to rent – in London and had moved out to High Wycombe. There they could stay with their married daughter, Usha, and her husband, Jay, while they searched for premises they could afford. That’s why Ganesh was coming in on that particular train. He’d been to see how they were getting on.

Ganesh wasn’t living in High Wycombe, as there wasn’t room for him. He was lodging with and working for Uncle  Hari. Working for Hari had advantages and a rather greater number of disadvantages. The big advantage was that Hari’s newsagent’s and tobacconist’s shop was just round the corner from where I lived. I’d just moved into a basement flat in Camden, of which I’ll tell you more in a minute. The move was thanks to an old fellow called Alastair Monkton for whom I’d done some detective work. (And done it, I may say modestly, rather well.)

It was a bit of luck for me, having Ganesh nearby. Ganesh thinks clearly in straight lines. Sometimes it’s irritating, but sometimes it helps. At least I knew he was there. I could count on Ganesh and we all need someone we can count on. It was good for him, too, because the job was cleaner and easier than the greengrocery – no hauling sacks of spuds and crates of fruit and veg around – and his family hadn’t to worry about him.

But on the other hand, Uncle Hari was by way of a grade-one neurotic, one of those people who live on their nerves. Everyone who came into his shop was, in his mind, a potential shoplifter, which meant that after they’d left, he’d rush to count the remaining stock of Mars bars and peanut brittle. If anyone bought a magazine, he leafed through it suspiciously to make sure the customer hadn’t slipped another mag inside it. Either that or he worried that some juvenile had got hold of one of the adult mags on the top shelf. If the customer asked for a packet of ciggies from the shelves behind his counter, Hari’s head swivelled like an owl’s, right round, to make sure the customer hadn’t palmed something from the counter while his back was turned.

He was, in fact, the most worried man I’d ever met. He worried about everything, not just the business overheads and rates and things like that. He worried about the state of the pavement outside the store and the unreliability of the streetlighting and lack of litter baskets. He fretted about his health, Ganesh’s health, my health, anyone’s health . . . Chiefly, however, he lived in fear of some unpleasant surprise being sprung on him.

He did have reason for this. Ganesh told me Hari had had a traumatic experience that had marked him for life. A kid had come into the shop one day and bought twenty cigarettes. He was a big tough-looking kid, perhaps not quite sixteen, but big enough to be sixteen. Anyway, as Hari tried to explain to the magistrates, he was the sort of kid who, if he’d been refused the cigarettes, would’ve come back that night with his mates and kicked in the windows. So Hari sold them to him.

Only moments later, when he’d hardly had time to put the money in the till, a woman representing some trading standards agency rushed in, yelling at him for selling cigarettes to an underage customer. She was followed by a guy with a camera and another with sound equipment. The whole thing had been a setup by one of those TV programmes which like to make sure the consumer is being protected, or getting his rights. Never mind protecting poor Hari against that element of local youth which didn’t care about anyone’s rights. Hari found himself star of a show he hadn’t volunteered to be in. He nearly had a nervous breakdown and was still swallowing a fearsome array of herbal remedy pills, all supposed to enable you to Cope.

Now he worried every time he sold a packet of ciggies to anyone who didn’t qualify for a bus pass, and worried more when he didn’t sell any, because business was down. Chief among his current crop of obsessions were: that the traffic going past the shop was shaking the foundations of a very old building; that the air pollution was bad for his sinus problems; that the new council parking regulations had put double yellow lines outside, which put people off pulling in to the kerb and nipping in to buy something.

Ganesh is a practical sort of person but even he was getting jumpy, being with Uncle Hari all the time. The way things were going, he would be trying the herbal pills soon. Visiting his parents that day would have given him a break, though not exactly a restful one. But even a change of problems is something, and the way life goes, sometimes it’s the best you can hope for.

The display screens above the access to the platforms flickered and informed us that the delay, which was due to a unit failure at Wembley, was likely to last another half-hour. I wasn’t going to sit there for thirty minutes more slowly petrifying. I’d take my drink and find somewhere warmer. So I reached for it and that’s when I became aware that I had company.

The immediate impression was of a looming presence, hovering over me, and a whiff of sour booze dregs. There he was, no more than an arm’s length away, with his eyes fixed on my coffee. He was wondering whether it belonged to me or whether some traveller had abandoned it to sprint for a train. He reached out tentatively and asked, ‘That yours, dear?’

I told him it was and snatched it up protectively. Disappointment crumpled his face, which was already creased in folds like a bulldog’s. He was a good sixtyfive, or so I judged, with long greasy grey hair and pepper-and-salt stubble on his chin. He wore a tattered, dirty army greatcoat teamed oddly with clean, newish, stone-washed jeans. Some charity that hands out clothes to the homeless had probably given him those. It was a pity they hadn’t also given him a pair of trainers as the ones he was wearing were about to fall apart. Inside all these clothes he was so thin he looked as if the keen breeze might bowl him over and back down the escalators to the tube, up which I guessed he’d just come.

Partly to get rid of him and partly because often enough myself I’ve not had the price of a cuppa, I took pity on him. I fished out a fifty-pence piece and told him to go and buy himself a coffee.

He brightened up. ‘Thanks very much, dear!’ He grabbed the money and padded off in a curiously light-footed way, actually making, rather to my surprise, for the coffee stall. I’d have guessed he’d have put my contribution towards something in a bottle, but it was a cold day.

I know I should have ignored him, but when have I ever acted wisely? I soon knew I’d been unwise on this occasion, because, having got his coffee, he came back and chummily sat down beside me.

‘You’re a good girl,’ he said. ‘Pity there ain’t more like you.’

That was a first. I don’t remember getting such generous, unqualified approval, not since Dad and Grandma Varady  died. My mother walked out on us when I was only a kid, so I was brought up by my father and Hungarian Grandma Varady. They were the best family anyone could have asked for, so I didn’t miss my mum. Things started to go wrong, as far as I was concerned, my first day at primary school. There was a mishap with the fingerpaint and the teacher stood over me – like a twenty-foot-tall ogre in a fairytale – shaking her finger and intoning, ‘I see you’re going to be a naughty little girl, Francesca Varady!’

She must have been a witch because that really put the kibosh on it. I never did get the hang of pleasing adults. After that, it was downhill all the way until the fatal day, just before I was sixteen, when I was asked to leave the private dayschool I attended.

That school was a meeting place for upwardly mobile entrepreneurial types and downwardly sliding impoverished professionals clinging on by their fingertips. The two groups collided there via their daughters. One group of pupils was collected by sharp-faced, bottle-blonde mothers driving flash cars. The other set of girls was collected by plain, vague women in sagging skirts, driving old motors. Occasionally, when it was raining hard, one of the first group would let down the car window and bawl at me as I stood at the bus stop, ‘Jump in, love, and I’ll run you home!’ The others never offered me a lift and acted as if I were contagious.

I couldn’t blame them. The fact was, I belonged to neither group. They didn’t know what to make of me. I didn’t have a mother in skin-tight designer wear nor in a Barbour. I had Grandma Varady, who’d turn up on Open  Day in a rusty black velvet dress and a crooked wig. They treated me like a freak so I began to behave like one and it stuck. My family had slaved and saved to send me to that school. I wasn’t sorry to leave it but I was desperately sorry for Dad and Grandma, who sacrificed so much for me. I was also sorry I dropped out of the Dramatic Arts course at the local college which followed my swift removal from school. I did seem to fit in there. But my leaving was due to circumstances beyond my control, as they say: Grandma dying about a year after Dad died, and my becoming homeless and all the rest of it. One day I’ll make it as an actress, you see if I don’t.

In the meantime, even the approval of an old wino like my companion rang comfortingly on the ear. So easily are we flattered.

I said, ‘Thanks.’

He was prising the plastic lid off the beaker and he had a touch of the shakes, so I added a warning that he should take care. I doubt he had much sensation left in his fingers, which were white beneath the dirt, due to lack of circulation, and tipped with ochre-coloured overgrown nails.

‘It’s all right, dear,’ he said. ‘What’s your name, then?’

‘Fran,’ I told him.

‘I’m Albert Antony Smith,’ he announced with something of a flourish. ‘Otherwise known as Alkie Albie. They call me that but it ain’t true. Slander, that’s what it is. I like a drink like anyone does, don’t they? Dare say you like a drink, glass of wine, mebbe?’ He belched and I was engulfed in a souvenir of his last encounter with the grape.

I shifted smartly along the metal bench and told him that yes, I liked a glass of wine, but this wasn’t one of the occasions and if he thought I was going to buy him anything alcoholic, he could forget it. The coffee was as far as it went and he should make the most of it.

His crinkled, grey-stubbled face was a mesh of open-pored skin dotted with blackheads, which gave the impression he looked at you through a spotted veil, like the ones on hats worn by forties film actresses. These damaged features took on a shocked expression. He denied vehemently that he’d had any such idea in mind.

Then he slurped up the boiling coffee in a way that suggested he couldn’t have much sensation left in his mouth either. I sipped mine cautiously and it was still almost unbearably hot. Why do they do that – serve it so hot? They know you’re waiting for a train and have only got so much time to drink the stuff.

‘I’ve been down the tube,’ he said, confirming my guess. He indicated the entry to the Underground a little way off, by the ticket windows. ‘It’s nice and warm down there. I spend most of the day down the tube this time of year, till the transport coppers throw me out. They’re miserable buggers, them coppers. I sleep rough mostly, in doorways and such. Bloody cold it is, too.’

I knew that. But I said nothing because I didn’t want to encourage him, though I’d left it a bit late for that and he didn’t need encouragement anyway.

He rubbed his nose on his sleeve and snorted noisily. ‘Cold gets you terrible on the chest.’

‘Have you tried the Salvation Army hostels?’ I asked.

‘I never go to hostels ’less I has to,’ he said. ‘They’re very keen on baths in them places. Don’t do you no good, bathing. Washes away the natural oils.’ Slurp. Sniff. Snort. ‘You got a job, dear? Or you on the dole?’

‘I haven’t got a job at the moment,’ I said. ‘I was waitressing but the café burnt down.’

‘Shame,’ he sympathised. ‘Protection geezers, was it?’

‘No, just the chip pan.’

‘Nasty,’ he said.

‘I want to be an actress,’ I told him, though goodness knows why. Perhaps to stop him sniffing.

‘They always want girls in them bars in Soho. Bit of waitressing, bit of stripping. Do all right.’

‘Acting, Albie!’ I snapped. ‘A-C-T-I-N-G, all right?’

‘A thespian!’ he said grandly. ‘I know what that is. I ain’t ignorant. Ter be or not ter be, that’s the ticket!’

‘That is the question, Albie!’ I wasn’t sure why I was bothering but I sensed there was a good-natured sociability under all that grime. It made me feel I couldn’t just tell the poor old devil to push off.

‘I had an act once.’ He leaned back on the metal bench and gazed dreamily at the Quick Snack stall. People had cleared away from all around us and we sat there together in cosy isolation.

I thought he’d got a pretty good one now, considering how easily he’d conned me out of a cup of coffee. But his next words cut me down to size.

‘I was on the halls,’ he said. ‘Don’t have variety no more. All that tellyvision, that’s what killed it. We had some marvellous acts on the halls.’

‘Go on, Albie.’ I was surprised and really interested. Poor old fellow, He’d been someone once. Just shows you shouldn’t judge. And, oh God, look at him now. Was I going to end up like that? As a bag lady, mad as a hatter, and with all my belongings in a couple of sacks?

‘I had some poodles,’ he said. ‘They’re very intelligent, are poodles. They learn very quick. Three of ’em I had. Mimi, Chou-Chou and Fifi. They done tricks, you know. You wouldn’t think how clever they were. They played football, walked on their hind legs, played dead. Mimi pushed Fifi along in a little cart, done up like a nursemaid in a frilly cap and Fifi with a kid’s bonnet on. But Chou-Chou, he was the smartest. He could count numbers and read ’em. I’d hold up a card and he’d bark the right number of times. I had to give him a bit of signal, of course, but the audience never saw it. He was the best dog I ever had, Chou-Chou, and dead easy to train. He was very partial to a glass of stout. He’d have done anything for a nip of stout, would old Chou-Chou.’

‘I’d have liked to have seen the act,’ I said honestly. I didn’t ask what happened to kill it off because I didn’t want to know. Perhaps it had just been the down-turn in the variety scene, but I guess the bottle had done it. Albie’d shown up once too often, too drunk to do the act, or made a fool of himself on stage and that had been it. I wondered what happened to Mimi, Chou-Chou and Fifi.

As if he could read my mind, he added. ‘I couldn’t feed’em, after that. I couldn’t feed meself. They was clever little dawgs. Woman took them as said she could find ’em homes. I hope she found ’em good homes. I asked her to  try and keep ’em together. They were used to being together. But I reckon she split ’em up. No one would want all three of them. Reckon they pined.’

Not only the poodles had pined, I thought.

He seemed to pull himself together with an effort. ‘What else you do, then?’ he asked. ‘When you’re resting, as we sez in the business?’ Clearly he now saw us as fellow professionals.

‘I look into things for people. I’m a sort of enquiry agent – unofficial.’ I tried not to sound self-conscious.

He put down his beaker and stared at me. ‘What, a private eye, like?’

‘Not a proper one. No office or anything. I’d have to keep books and pay tax and stuff if I set up properly. I’m unofficial. Anything legal.’

‘Are you now . . .’ he said very slowly and, when I thought about it later, very seriously.

I should have got up and run then, but I didn’t.

‘You any good at it?’

‘Not bad,’ I said with just a twinge of conscience because I’d only had one case. But I’d managed it pretty well, so my failure rate was nil and there’s not many detectives can say that, can they?

He was quiet for quite a while and I was just grateful for it. A few people had come through the gates from the platforms and it looked as if a train was in. They must have fixed the broken-down train or shunted it away.

‘You see funny things when you sleep rough, like I do.’

What?’ I was watching for Ganesh and only half heard Albie.

He obliged by repeating it. ‘Only I keep my head down. I don’t want no trouble. It’s like anyone what’s out and about at night, on the streets. You see a lot of things and you say nothing. Fellows what work on the dustcarts, going round the restaurants and so on, clearing away, early hours of the morning – they see all sorts, but they never say anything. That way, no one bothers the dustmen and it’s the only way they can work safe, see?’

He peered into the bottom of his empty cup but I wasn’t obliging with another fifty-pence piece. I’d just got my giro but it didn’t stretch to supporting Albie as well as me in the style to which we had the misfortune to be accustomed.

But he had other things on his mind. ‘I saw something the other night, though, and it’s been really buggin’ me ever since. I saw a girl. Nice young girl, she was, not a tart. She wore jeans and a little denim jacket over a big knitted sweater. She had long fair hair with one of them things what keeps it tidy.’

He put his hand to his head and drew a line from ear to ear over the top of his skull, meaning, I supposed, an Alice band. I knew about them. The daughters of the mothers with the baggy skirts had been keen on them.

‘About your age, mebbe a year or two younger. Not very old. Pretty. Running like the clappers. She had a good turn of speed, too.’

‘Running for the last train,’ I said idly. I don’t know why, perhaps because we were in a station.

‘Naw . . . I told you. I was in the porch, over at St Agatha’s church. You know St Agatha’s?’

I did know it. It was a quarter of a mile or so from where I lived, a red-brick Gothic lookalike with wire over all the windows to protect them from missiles, like stones or Molotov cocktails. Churches attract that kind of attention these days.

‘She wasn’t running for no train. She was running from two fellers. Only they was in a car, so it didn’t do her no good. They come screeching round the corner, pulls up by my porch. Out jumps these two blokes and grabs the girl. She starts kicking and yelling, but one of ’em put a hand over her mouth. They shove her in the car and whoosh, off they go.’

This story was beginning to worry me, always supposing that he hadn’t simply made it up. But it had a ring of truth about it. I thought of a possible explanation, not nice, but possible.

‘St Agatha’s runs a refuge,’ I said. ‘For battered wives and so on. She might’ve come from there, or been on her way there, and her husband, or boyfriend, and one of his friends grabbed her.’

‘She didn’t look like no battered wife,’ Albie said. ‘She looked like one of the Sloanes, what they call ’em. I seen it clear. Right by me. Only they didn’t see me. I squeezed in the back of the porch, outa the streetlight.’ He paused. ‘They weren’t no amateurs,’ he said. ‘They were heavies. They weren’t no husband or boyfriend. They knew what they were about. He’d got a bit of a cloth in his hand.’

‘Who had?’ I was getting more and more worried. At this rate I’d be needing some of Hari’s pills.

‘One of the fellers. He put it over her face. It smelled,  like a horspital. I could smell it, even from where I was. She stopped kicking, sagged a bit, and he shoved her in the back of the car. She went in limp and just lay there on the back seat in a heap. I could just see her shoulder in that woolly sweater. Knockout drops.’

‘Did you report this, Albie?’

‘Course I didn’t!’ He sounded reproachful as if I’d suggested something mildly indecent. ‘Think I want my head bashed in? They’d come looking for me, they would, them fellers. I’d be a witness. I see their faces and their motor. It was blue, or I think it was. The lamplight plays tricks with colours. It was an old model, Cortina. It’d got a bit of damage along one side, a white scrape, like he’d had a run-in with a white car and it’d left its mark, know what I mean?’

I knew what he meant. I also reflected that the fact he’d noticed so much was remarkable. However, on the whole, I thought so many details made it unlikely he was making it all up.

‘Albie, you’re saying you witnessed a serious crime! That girl could be in real danger. You ought – ’

‘Fran?’

I’d been so engrossed with Albie’s story that I’d failed to see that Ganesh had arrived. He was standing in front of me, hands shoved in the pockets of his black leather jacket, and frowning. The wind whipped up his long black hair. He took a hand from his pocket to point at Albie and asked, ‘What does he want?’

‘Who’s this, then?’ asked Albie, and it was clear he was offended. ‘Friend of yours?’

‘Yes, I was waiting – ’ But I didn’t get any further.

Albie got up. ‘Ta for the coffee, ducks.’ He began to pad away in that surprisingly nimble way he had.

‘Wait, Albie!’ I called.

But he’d gone, through the main arch and out into the road.

‘For goodness’ sake, Fran!’ (I could see Ganesh hadn’t come back from High Wycombe in the merriest of moods.) ‘What do you want to sit talking to him for?’

‘He’s a witness!’ I exclaimed, jumping up.

‘To what? How to live on an exclusive diet of whisky?’ Ganesh asked, making an impatient move towards the exit.

‘To a kidnapping!’ I shouted and it was then, as the words left my mouth, that I fully realised what I’d said.

Ganesh was staring at me. With more than a touch of despair I repeated, ‘He witnessed a kidnapping, Gan, and I’m the only person he’s told or is ever likely to tell about it.’

Ganesh dropped his holdall to the ground and made a violent gesture of dismissal. ‘Why must you always do this, Fran?’

‘Do what?’ I babbled, taken aback by the vehemence in his voice. Ganesh gets sarcastic and he gets censorious but he doesn’t generally lose his cool.

‘Mix in such bad company!’ he retorted. ‘You know it always brings you trouble!’




Chapter Two

Before I go any further, I ought to explain that, despite what you may be thinking, life wasn’t going too badly for me at that time. At least I had a decent place to live and that was definitely an improvement on my previous situation.

Immediately before moving into my present flat I’d been living in short-term council accommodation in a tower block. The lets were short term because the whole building was scheduled to come down. Half of it already stood empty, boarded up and vandalised. Drug addicts broke in and indulged their various habits and insalubrious ways. Kids sniffed glue and various down-and-outs dossed. The council cleared them out at intervals and boarded the flats up again. Back came the junkies the next night and so it went on, with the occasional suicide plunging past the window on his way from the roof, muggers lurking in the entry hall, and Leslie, the neighbourhood pyromaniac, sneaking round trying to start his fires.

People like me were moved in there because the council had nowhere else to put us, or that it wanted to put us. We had low or nonexistent priority on the housing list and we  were desperate enough to be prepared to put up with the squalor and the danger. It wasn’t the first such place I’d lived in. I’d been vandalised out of an earlier one. That second one was even grottier than the first one, something I wouldn’t have considered possible. But it’s a fact that no matter how bad things are, they can always get worse. Beggars can’t be choosers, they say, and I bet ‘they’ are comfortably housed.

There’s only so long anyone can stand living like that and I’d got to the point where I was considering asking Leslie if I could borrow his matches. Things Had To Change. But if I walked out, the council would have said I’d made myself homeless intentionally, and they were under no further obligation towards me.

I’d have been prepared to settle for almost anything else. I had been enquiring without much hope about a place in another squat when Alastair Monkton got in touch.

The last time I’d seen Alastair he’d promised to see what he could do to help. I’d taken it as his polite way of saying farewell, like people you hear bawling ‘we must have lunch’ at someone they clearly mean to avoid like the plague.

But Alastair had come up trumps, being a gent of the old school, man of his word, etc., etc. Besides which, since I’d almost got killed trying to help him out, he owed me a favour. He told me about his friend in Camden. She was a retired lady librarian by the name of Daphne Knowles, whose house had a basement flat that she was willing to let to the right person.

I foresaw a problem in that. As you’ll have gathered,  few people would consider me ‘the right person’ for anything, much less to have lodging under the same roof. Any lady librarian of advanced years, and certainly any known to Alastair, would, I imagined, be rather fussy about the company she kept and fussier still who lived in her basement flat. I knew Alastair had put in a good word for me, but I wasn’t counting on it being enough.

Still, worrying what she might think of me was jumping the gun. Without money one can do nothing and I had to establish my financial position before I approached the librarian. Without much optimism. I set out for the council’s benefits office. If I could at least persuade the woman I’d be able to pay the rent, it’d be something. Though what poor old Alastair and the lady librarian might consider a reasonable rent, would probably fall way outside my budget. I was undergoing one of my frequent jobless spells.

It was a quiet morning when I got to the benefits office, just a student with his head in a book, an out-of-work dancer, and a man with a cardboard box on his knees. The box was bound with string and had airholes punched in it. From time to time, a scrabbling sound came from inside it.

The student’s number was called first, so off he went and I sat talking to the dancer who’d been out of work because of medical problems. She had consequently got behind with the rent and received notice to quit. She told me all about her stress fractures and asked me whether I thought she ought to accept a job she’d been offered abroad.

‘Some of these overseas dancing jobs are a bit dodgy,’  she explained. ‘When you get there, the sort of dancing they want isn’t the sort of thing I trained for.’

I commiserated, knowing how hard it is to get a living from the performing arts, but suggested she check out the job offer carefully.

The student had gone off in a huff. It was the dancer’s turn at the counter and that left me with the man with the cardboard box. By now, he was talking to it in a furtive whisper. I had to ask what was in it. I’m human.

He was happy enough to untie the string and open it up. It turned out to contain a large white Angora rabbit with pink eyes. It wouldn’t have surprised me if the box had been completely empty or held an old boot, because you meet a lot of people like that out on the streets.

‘I’ve got to leave the place we’ve living at,’ he explained. ‘It’s got a rule, no animals. Plain stupid, I call it. I mean, it’s not like a rabbit is a dog, is it? Winston’s got his own little hutch and everything. I keep him clean. He don’t smell. Cats is worse than rabbits. Cats go roaming around. Winston don’t do that. But the landlord’s downright unreasonable. He reckons if he lets me keep Winston there, next thing he’ll have to allow pet snakes and things what more rightly oughta be in the zoo. So we’ve got to go. I mean, I couldn’t part with Winston. He’s all I’ve got.’

Winston twitched his nose and crouched quivering in his box. He looked like a nice enough rabbit, as they go, but it was a depressing thought that anyone could be left with no living friend but a rabbit. Whenever I get too smug  about my own lack of strings attached, I try to remember people I’ve met like this.

The man leaned towards me, his face creased in worry. ‘I never leave him behind when I go out. I always bring him with me in his box like this. He don’t mind. He’s used to it. There’s people living where I am now that I wouldn’t trust if I left Winston all alone. When I came back, I’d find the kids had got him out of his hutch, taken him round the back somewhere, and chucked him to a couple of dogs for a bit of fun. I’ve seen a couple of dogs with a good grip, one either end, tug a small creature like Winston here, clear in two. ’Course, that’d be if someone else hadn’t turned him into rissoles first.’

I said sincerely that I hoped he found them both somewhere else safer to live.

After this, it was my turn at the counter.

I explained I’d been told of a vacant flat. Before committing myself. I needed to know what kind of help I might hope for with the rent, being out of work.

After I’d answered all the questions – and there were a lot of them – about my personal circumstances and where the flat was and what it was like (which I didn’t yet know), there was good news and bad news.

The good news was that I would probably qualify for maximum benefit. The bad news, before I got too euphoric, was that in my case this would be based on what the council considered a reasonable rent for the sort of accommodation suitable for me in the area where I intended to live. Here we hit a snag. The accommodation the Rent Officer seemed likely to consider suitable for me was probably something  a little bigger than Winston’s hutch. Since Daphne’s flat was likely to be quite a bit roomier, and was located in an area where vacant bedsits were as rare as hen’s teeth, and landlords could name their price, whatever I got by way of benefit wouldn’t nearly pay the rent. I’d have to find the difference myself.

‘Or find a cheaper place,’ suggested the woman behind the counter, smiling kindly at me.

It was much as I’d expected and I couldn’t grumble. But it did seem that even going to view the flat would be a wasted journey. I went all the same, because I felt I owed it to Alastair.

I must say the first view of the area served to confirm my fears that I’d be considered the wrong person. It was depressingly genteel. Coming from where I was living, it was like being beamed down to another planet. The house itself was tall and narrow in a long curving terrace of such houses, all white-washed, with freshly painted doors and sparkling windows. One flight of steep steps ran from pavement to front door and another down into the basement. The road seemed unnaturally quiet. One or two householders had put shrubs in ornamental containers outside their doors.

That sort of thing wasn’t recommended on the balconies of my tower block. The tub and plant would disappear inside five minutes, very likely pitched over in a light-hearted attempt to brain someone on the ground below. What I saw in Daphne’s street was life, all right, but not as I knew it.

One oddity struck me. At intervals along the pavement,  before each house, was a round brass disc like a small manhole cover. Before Daphne’s house the brass disc had been replaced by a circle of opaque toughened glass similar to the glass skylight in subterranean public toilets. Strange.

Before I announced myself, I crept down into the basement and took a look around. The entrance area was cramped because part of it was taken up with a newly constructed wall which ran between the house and the pavement above. I couldn’t see the purpose of this and it had me puzzled. There was a window by the front door and taking a look through it I saw a large room brighter than many basements because additional light was admitted through a window at the far end, which appeared to be an outlet on the garden. It was furnished with quite decent furniture. Through a half-open door, I glimpsed a kitchenette. Even this first sight revealed the place to be clean, newly decorated and highly desirable. I was amazed it was still empty.

I was already certain I wasn’t the sort of person who got to live in flats like this, even with the council’s help. Daphne Knowles would probably press an alarm button or something the moment she set eyes on me. I might find a job, at some future date, that would pay a decent wage and enable me completely to transform myself and my life-style, but as of that moment I had neither job nor money and this place was right out of my league.

I’d come this far and Alastair would be asking Miss Knowles whether I’d been in touch, so I climbed back up both flights of steps, and rang her doorbell.

After a moment I heard a regular padding footfall. The  door opened and there stood a tall, very thin woman with wiry grey hair. She was wearing jogging pants and a sweat-shirt. On her feet were brightly patterned Fair Isle socks with soft leather soles attached. I was prepared for her to say, ‘Go away, I don’t give at the door!’ But she didn’t.

‘Hullo,’ she said cheerfully.

‘I’m Fran Varady,’ I introduced myself. ‘Alastair sent me.’

‘Of course you are,’ she replied. ‘Do come in.’

She shut the front door behind us and set off ahead of me down the hall at a brisk pace. I scurried along behind her, trying to get a look at the place as I went.

What I saw only convinced me more that I had no chance. The house oozed respectability. The furniture was old but polished and probably valuable. We were talking antiques here. Narrow stairs with carved wooden balusters ran up to unseen regions. The stair wall was lined with early French fashion prints. There was a lingering smell of coffee brewed fresh at breakfast time, lavender wax and fresh flowers.

We arrived in a large, airy sitting room overlooking a scrap of garden. The sun beamed in and lit up the spines of rows and rows of books. This was a librarian’s home, all right. There was a table by the window and on it, a cumbersome old-fashioned manual typewriter. A sheet of paper was sticking out of the top and a pile of other paper was stacked beside it. It seemed I’d interrupted her at work. That would probably also count against me.

Daphne Knowles seated herself in a cane-framed rocking chair upholstered with bright green and pink flowered  cretonne, and indicated I should take a seat on the sofa. I sank down into feather cushions and sprawled there, trapped, and feeling at a considerable disadvantage. Daphne, beaming at me, began to tip back and forth in her cane rocker, which groaned a teeth-grinding protest.

‘So you’re Alastair’s girl!’ she observed.

For one dreadful moment I thought there had been a mix-up, and she imagined I was Alastair’s granddaughter, who was dead. I tried to lean forward as I hastened to explain, ‘No, I’m only Fran who – ’

‘Yes, yes, I know that.’

She waved a hand at me and I sank back again. Getting out of this kind of sofa was always more difficult than collapsing down on it. I couldn’t get leverage from my legs and it was a question of grabbing the arms and hauling oneself up and out.

‘It was such a sad business, but life does go on. I’m a firm believer in reincarnation.’ The rocker creaked and I could see why she preferred it to this sofa or either of the matching armchairs.

‘I’ve a friend who believes in that,’ I told her.

She leaned forward, serious. ‘It isn’t the dead, you see, who have the problem. The problem is for the living who have to go on, well, living when they’ve lost a dear one. I’ve told Alastair he mustn’t worry about Theresa but he took it all very hard.’ She sighed, then perked up. ‘He tells me you want to be an actress.’

‘It’s what I dream about.’ I added apologetically, ‘We all dream about something. I did start a drama course, but I had to drop out.’

‘Ah, yes,’ she said and her eyes drifted towards the typewriter. I wondered whether it was in order to ask what she was working on. Before I had a chance, she asked, ‘Would you like to see the flat?’

Jangling a bunch of keys she led me out of the house and down to the basement steps.

‘As you see,’ she said. ‘It’s completely separate down here, quite self-contained. There’s no longer any communication through from my place. It’s been bricked up.’ She unlocked the front door and we went in.

She seemed to think I’d want to look around by myself, so she stayed by the door and waited.

I could see now that the furniture consisted of a pine rustic-style table and four chairs, and a large old-fashioned sofa covered in blue rep. There was a small television set on a low pine occasional table. The floor was newly carpeted wall to wall in dove grey.

I opened a door and found a small bathroom, also newly equipped. I inspected the kitchenette glimpsed from outside. Like the main room, it had a small window admitting light from the garden. It would be at ground level outside, but here it was halfway up the wall. There was a dinky little cooker and a fridge.

She must be asking the earth for this place. I was grateful to Alastair, but he just didn’t realise. I knew I could never afford it.

Out of curiosity, I went back to the main room and asked, ‘Where does the new brickwork you can see from outside come in?’

‘It’s a corridor leading to the bedroom.’ Daphne led me  to a door to the left of the basement window. She opened it and sure enough, the new brick wall outside created a narrow corridor inside that led into a small square windowless room. Windowless, that was, in the normal sense. Light permeated through from a round skylight above and I realised that we stood beneath the pavement. Eureka!

‘Victorian coal cellar,’ explained Daphne. ‘These houses had all the mod cons of their day. The coal was tipped down a chute through one of the brass manholes you probably saw in the pavement as you came along here. Straight into the cellar, no need for the coalman to invade the house. Most houses still use the cellars as junk rooms. One or two, like this one, have made an access from the basement flat. Previously the only access was in the well of the building, completely detached from the house.’

She switched on the light. A pine bedstead and wardrobe more or less filled the space. It gave you an odd sort of feeling in there and wouldn’t do if you were at all claustrophobic. It was reinforced by the sound of footsteps passing over our heads. I wondered if this might be a bargaining point when it came to fixing the rent. Not everyone would fancy the setup.

‘No one can see through the glass,’ Daphne said reassuringly, perhaps thinking my silence meant I was worrying about that. ‘And not many people go past. It’s a very quiet street.’

It was confession time. I owned up. ‘It’s all very nice, but I couldn’t afford it. I’m sorry. Thank you for taking time to show me around.’

She put her head on one side like a tall thin bird. ‘If you really like it, and it would suit you,’ she said delicately, ‘we can discuss mutually convenient terms.’

My heart hopped. I sternly ordered it to calm down and not start getting excited about what wasn’t going to happen.

Daphne led me back to the sitting room and we both sat down on the blue rep sofa.

‘I should explain,’ she began. ‘I’m seventy-one now.’

I expressed surprise because she didn’t look it. She waved my words away.

‘My friends and relations, who mean well but will interfere, say I oughtn’t to live quite alone. I can’t see why not. I’m perfectly fit and not a bit gaga. They keep nagging at me. So I had the basement flat done up and the cellar turned into extra living space and joined on as you saw. I was playing for time with the alterations. I didn’t really intend to let it. I hate the thought of strangers living in my house, even detached strangers down here. But eventually the work was finished and then they all began asking, when was I going to advertise the flat?

‘Never, was what I told them. I’d wait until someone was recommended to me. So then they began recommending people and none of them was at all sympathique, as the French say. There was absolutely no rapport between us. My family said it didn’t matter because I needn’t ever see the tenants. But then, what was the point of them being down here? The idea was, if there was an emergency, I could get hold of someone quickly. But if there’s an emergency you don’t want to get hold of people  you don’t like, do you? So I kept making excuses not to let.’

She paused to look at me anxiously, her eyes asking whether I understood. I told her I did. It was her privacy and her independence all those well-meaning people were intent on chipping away at. Knowing how much I valued my independence, I knew exactly how she felt. I tried to explain this.

She beamed and nodded enthusiastically. ‘I thought you’d understand. Alastair was pretty sure you’d be just the person but I was cautious. I wanted to wait and see. But I think you are sympathique and so, if the flat would suit you, we can fix a rent you can pay.’
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