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Chapter One

Six of us huddled together for warmth upstairs in The Rose pub. None of us said a word. Our attention was fixed on a large dusty wicker laundry basket. It had a faded label on one side reading: RETURN TO THE HOTEL ROYAL, YARMOUTH and on the opposite side, another label reading: PROPS. DO NOT REMOVE.

‘Right,’ said Marty at last with forced heartiness. ‘Let’s see what’s inside!’

The Rose was an old-style London tavern. It had brown glazed tiles on the outside walls and smoke-stained anaglypta on the internal ones. The original saloon and public bars had long since been knocked together, making one big room at the far end of which was a small dais. On this, Freddy, the landlord, invited singers and comics to entertain his customers. Those desperate enough to break into show business accepted his offer, and stood up there as vulnerable as the coconuts at a fairground shy, while the customers whistled and shouted rude remarks.

Upstairs, where we found ourselves in suspicious contemplation of the laundry basket, there was a proper - if small - stage with curtains. This, besides being what Freddy called ‘the functions room’, was also his private  theatre, where he put on bigger shows. Freddy was inordinately proud of his record as a theatrical entrepreneur. The shows didn’t take place often but when they did, they were acknowledged locally as being unmissable and the seating a sell-out.

Not a man to throw money around, he put a modest amount into the production of the shows and always got it back at the door. He knew how to sweat the maximum effort out of a production while getting someone else to do all the work putting the show together. As an organiser, Freddy was unrivalled. But his natural stinginess showed in our surroundings. The functions room hadn’t been redecorated in years and the faded velvet curtains on the stage looked about to collapse under the weight of their years and accumulated grime. There was a lingering background smell to the place to which every bit of the pub’s one-hundred-and-twenty-year history had contributed.

The reason for our presence there was that on this upstairs stage, at Freddy’s invitation, we were to perform a dramatic adaptation of Conan Doyle’s novel The Hound of the Baskervilles. It was Freddy’s latest shrewd idea for entertaining the masses and making a few quid at the same time. It had been adapted by our director, Marty. He was a playwright himself, and would dearly have loved to be putting on one of his own plays. But Freddy wanted traditional entertainment and what Freddy wanted, Freddy got.

‘Perhaps,’ Marty had said optimistically, ‘if we do this really well, he’ll let me put on one of my own plays next time.’

This was extremely unlikely, but creative artists and writers are fragile souls, and Marty needed all the encouragement he could get.

For those of you who don’t know the plot of Conan Doyle’s yarn: the Baskerville family is threatened by a supernatural hound because of some ancestor’s crime. Sir Charles Baskerville has been found dead and near his body is the imprint of a hound’s paw. His heir, Sir Henry, has just arrived in England from Canada to take up his inheritance. The family doctor goes to Holmes because he’s afraid the hound will get Henry, too. So Holmes sends Watson off to Devon to guard Sir Henry, and himself hides out on the moor. Then there’s a butterfly hunter called Stapleton and his sister (who’s really his wife), and an escaped convict (related to Sir Henry’s housekeeper), and it all gets a bit complicated. The climax, of course, is the appearance of the ghastly hound in pursuit of poor old Sir Henry, who is rescued by Holmes and Watson and the mystery revealed. There are a few other characters in the original story but Marty had cut them out. You’ll understand why.

I was cast in the female lead, Miss Stapleton, the woman Sir Henry Baskerville falls for. Marty himself was playing Sir Henry. He couldn’t play Holmes because he wasn’t the right shape. Everyone who thinks Holmes thinks along the lines of Basil Rathbone in those wonderful black and white movies, or Jeremy Brett in the old television series. Marty was short and dumpy with a plump face, receding fair curly hair and spectacles. He bore a strong resemblance to a teddy bear. I wasn’t sure myself that he was right for the role of Sir Henry Baskerville but perhaps I didn’t look  right for the part of an exotic beauty like Miss Stapleton, so I couldn’t criticise. I am on the short side and my hair is clipped close to my head, except in front where it’s longer and sticks up like a bushy tiara. I was persuaded to have this style by a trainee hairdresser with ambitions.

Marty had found someone called Nigel, who was tall and thin, to play Sherlock Holmes. My friend Ganesh was playing Dr Watson. I know Dr Watson in the stories isn’t Indian, but I’d felt strongly that Gan would be good in the part. Ganesh had been difficult to persuade, never having had any particular interest in the stage, but we’d kept on at him because Marty had taken strongly to the idea of having Ganesh in the role. Even with two of us working on him he held out, but finally it was his Uncle Hari who settled it for us. Hari has a secret romantic streak which normally finds its outlet in watching endless videos of Bollywood films. He was convinced that to have Ganesh playing Watson at The Rose pub was the first step on the stairway to the stars. Hari’s enthusiasm for the whole project of the play was alarming. He was even prepared to allow Ganesh to leave the shop early to get to rehearsals - provided he didn’t do it too often.

We had been reading through the play over at my flat. This hadn’t proved as straightforward as it sounds. Marty, who had printed it out, was mildly dyslexic and deciphering his script in the nature of an adventure. We had all become somewhat short-tempered by the time a chunky frizzy-haired girl asked about costumes.

As she was to play two roles (Sir Henry’s housekeeper and Holmes’s landlady, Mrs Hudson), she had a special interest. Marty told her he’d decided she was to pad herself  out with foam rubber to be plump for Mrs Hudson and wear a mob cap to cover her hair. For Sir Henry’s housekeeper, she’d be thin again and wear a pince-nez. Marty himself had made a pince-nez out of wire and the mob cap was actually a large shower cap he’d borrowed from his landlady. He produced both articles from a plastic bag with an air of modest triumph.

It didn’t have quite the effect he’d hoped for. The frizzy-haired girl was particularly unimpressed. Had we to make all our own costumes, or could we run to hiring them from a proper theatrical costumier? she demanded with some asperity. No need, Marty assured us. Apart from the fact we didn’t have any money, costumes were supplied by Freddy.

Encouraged by this, we’d progressed from the reading to the pub for a pint. After that, we went upstairs to inspect the costumes left over from other productions Freddy had put on, a Victorian music hall among them.

Marty opened the lid of the laundry basket, releasing a powerful musty smell.

Nigel said, ‘Whew! It whiffs a bit, doesn’t it? Are you sure someone didn’t hide a body in there?’

Marty plunged in his hand and withdrew the first item. It was a dusty bowler hat. ‘There we go!’ he exclaimed, buffing it up with his sleeve and then holding it out to Ganesh.

‘Forget it!’ said Ganesh, rearing back. ‘I am not wearing a bowler hat.’

‘It’s all right, mate,’ said Nigel consolingly. ‘I’ve got to wear a deerstalker. Freddy’s borrowing one from somebody. There’s no way anyone can look anything but a prat in a deerstalker.’

‘That,’ said Ganesh stiffly, ‘is because you are Holmes. I am only Watson.’

So that was it. It wasn’t the bowler at all. Despite his professed unwillingness to act in our play at all, Ganesh was secretly miffed at not playing the lead. We were into our first episode of artistic tantrums.

The cold was getting to us by now. Freddy didn’t believe in switching on radiators which weren’t going to earn their keep. If anyone was rash enough to hire the room, he’d switch on the heating. By then, of course, the room was like a morgue and the radiators had no chance. I could imagine our audience for the play, if we ever got to our first night, sitting there in overcoats. The really wise ones, who knew the venue, would bring hot-water bottles. We, on the stage, would shiver our way through. Only the frizzy girl, whose name was Carmel, would be warm as Mrs Hudson in her foam padding.

‘Get on with it, Marty,’ I begged. ‘Before we all freeze solid.’

We all dived in, pulling things out, putting them on one side or tossing them back. We tossed more back than we put aside.

‘Yuk,’ said Carmel, ‘it all stinks.’

‘It just wants airing,’ said Marty, in a vain attempt to head off our criticism.

‘I’m not wearing any of it,’ said Carmel. ‘I reckon it’s all got fleas.’

‘Well, take it home and wash it, whatever you want to wear,’ persisted Marty.

‘I don’t run a bloody laundry,’ she snapped.

‘You don’t have to. Just take it down to the launderette  round the corner and bung it in one of the machines.’

‘Marty,’ I felt I had to say, ‘I don’t think many of these things would stand being churned around in a washing machine. They’re all as old as the hills. They haven’t been looked after and the sweat has rotted the cloth.’

‘See!’ screeched Carmel.

‘It’s Victorian period,’ said Marty desperately. ‘All you and Fran need are long skirts and blouses with sleeves. Can’t the pair of you rustle up a couple of long skirts? Try Oxfam.’

‘I thought we were supposed to make a bit of money out of this play, not spend our dosh on costumes,’ she sulked. ‘And I need two. I can’t wear the same thing in both parts, especially if I’m fat in one role and thin in the other!’

I pulled out a striped skirt and matching jacket top with leg-of-mutton sleeves. ‘I’ll take this home and have a go at washing it by hand,’ I said. I pushed it into a Tesco carrier bag.

Marty cheered up. ‘That’s the spirit. Come on, Carmel, the show must go on and all that.’

‘This ain’t the bleeding Palladium,’ she retorted. ‘I’ll borrow some things from my mates - if I can.’

We left it at that. There’s always one grumbler in any group tackling a joint project. We’d pretty well all got the measure of Carmel. She’d groused like mad about everything from the start and would go on grousing to the moment the curtain went up. But, in the end, she’d rally round and fix herself some sort of costume. She was just stroppy by nature.

Some people would tell you that I am, too. But I was trying to be supportive of Marty because I could see his  nerves were getting frazzled. He was investing a lot of hope and personal commitment in the play; however even single-minded dedication turns blue with cold.

We reached an unanimous decision. If we lingered, we’d be carried out suffering from hypothermia. We pushed everything back in the basket except the things we were taking home. Ganesh reluctantly put the bowler in a bag. Then we all clattered downstairs into the bar to be greeted by a welcome blast of warm air.

Business was brisk down there, even though they didn’t do food except peanuts and crisps. Freddy had a system with the crisps. He opened a carton, for example cheese and onion flavour, and everyone had to have that sort until the box was empty and then he opened another which, if you were lucky, might be barbecued beef or salt and vinegar - or it might just be cheese and onion again. Those were the only three flavours Freddy sold. He didn’t sell them all at once because he reckoned there wasn’t room behind the bar for effing packets of crisps lying around all over the place.

No one argued about this with him. Freddy was a formidable sight, not particularly tall but with meaty arms and a torso like a beer barrel on legs. The regulars of The Rose held him in hearty respect and, since he was backing us as regards the play, we had to be especially nice to him. He and a muscular, shaven-headed barman were working flat out that night. Even Denise, Freddy’s wife, had been called in to help. I say ‘even’ because on principle Freddy didn’t allow women behind his bar. Denise was the only one for whom an exception was made, and that only in emergencies. Denise was herself a well-built woman so  that together with Freddy and the beefy barman, there wasn’t much room behind the bar. The three of them kept getting in one another’s way. Freddy, I could see, wasn’t in the best of tempers. But you don’t go to The Rose if it’s old-world charm you’re after.

The downstairs dais was empty tonight, yet despite the absence of live music and dying comics, the place was packed. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of spilled ale. No one, yet, had started a fight. To be fair, unruly patrons got quickly ejected from The Rose. That was one of Freddy’s reasons for not having barmaids. Muscle, he reckoned, was what you needed behind a bar, not glamour.

‘I’ve got to go home,’ said Ganesh. ‘I need to get up in the morning to take in the newspapers at six.’

Marty said he had to go home, too, and work on the script.

‘Don’t change anything!’ we all begged him. We’d only just managed to decipher the lines he’d given us and start to commit them to memory.

He said it was a matter of working on the technical side of it. We let him go. Nigel and Carmel sloped off towards the bar, followed by Owen, who was playing the villain, and Mick, who was playing Sir Henry’s butler and any other role not accounted for. I said I’d walk as far as the shop with Ganesh. However, as it turned out, before I’d reached the door I heard my name being bawled across the room in a female voice.

‘Fran! Don’t go! I’ve been waiting here for you for the best part of an hour!’

I turned and saw Susie Duke teetering towards me on  her four-inch heels. Daywear, for Susie, is jeans and trainers. But if she goes out anywhere she likes to dress up. She wore a very short skirt and a tight purple sweater with spangles on it. Her blond hair was scraped up and secured at the back of her head with one of those giant spring clips. From her ears dangled hoop earrings the size of bracelets.

‘I’m off!’ said Ganesh immediately and disappeared.

‘I saw you come in with your mates,’ said Susie, seizing my arm and hauling me back towards where she’d been sitting. ‘I thought you were never coming downstairs. What were you all doing up there? That play, I suppose. Hurry up, or we’ll lose the table.’

Actually, we were in no danger of losing the place she’d been keeping. It was a banquette in a window recess and, as soon as she’d got up to run after me, Freddy’s dog had scrambled on there and stretched himself out. The dog was normally kept out back in the yard. It was a solid, muscular, bullet-headed mutt with yellow eyes and an unfriendly disposition. No one had tried to move it from the seat and its expression let us know we’d better not try.

Susie, however, wasn’t put off. ‘Go on, Digger, get down from there. You’re not allowed!’

Digger rolled yellow eyes at her and growled.

‘Shouldn’t try it, darling,’ advised a man at a nearby table. ‘He’ll have you.’

‘Freddy!’ yelled Susie towards the bar. ‘Get your dog out of our place!’

Susie in top gear has a voice like a banshee. There was no ignoring it. Freddy whistled and Digger jumped down and strolled off.

‘Right,’ said Susie, banging the seat vigorously with the flat of her hand to remove dog hairs and succeeding in raising a cloud of ancient dust. ‘Sit down, Fran, and I’ll get you a drink. What d’ya want?’

‘A half of lager,’ I said. I knew I wasn’t being offered this drink for nothing. Susie was struggling to keep afloat a leaky boat called the Duke Detective Agency and I had a feeling it was to do with this. I had a good idea what proposal she was going to come up with - and privately resolved to have nothing to do with it.

Susie tottered off to the bar to fetch our drinks. I settled down and watched her. I couldn’t help remembering the first time I’d seen her. She’d been standing in the doorway of her flat, rather the worse for gin, grief and anger. She’d had good reason. She’d been in mourning. But remembering that brought to mind another image and an unpleasant one: that of her husband, Rennie, slumped in the driver’s seat of his car, a length of twine wrapped tightly round his neck, cutting into the red, swollen flesh. I shook my head slightly to dispel the picture. I can’t say my liking for Susie had been extended to the late Rennie, a seedy little PI who had not had a great talent for making friends. But my liking for his wife didn’t mean I wanted to work for or with her, which is what I suspected she was going to suggest. She’d already mentioned it to me once before.

‘Cheers!’ said Susie when we were nicely settled under the watchful eye of the resentful Digger. She raised her glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to crime.’

‘I can think of things I’d rather toast,’ I said.

She shook her blond head and the hoop earrings swung. ‘One man’s meat is another man’s poison. I mean, like,  one person being dodgy makes legitimate work for me. Now, then, Fran.’

Here it came.

‘Have you thought any more about what I said?’

‘Yes, I have,’ I told her. ‘Don’t take this wrong, Susie. But I don’t think I’m cut out for your sort of work.’

‘Don’t give me that!’ she snorted. ‘You love poking your nose into any funny business that comes your way.’

I didn’t see my own detective efforts in that light and was mildly insulted. ‘Only if it involves me directly,’ I said.

‘Who are you trying to kid?’ asked Susie. ‘You can’t resist it.’ She leaned on the table between us and I inhaled a noseful of some strong cheap scent. ‘I need you, Fran. I can’t manage the business on my own.’

‘Do you have to stay in the business?’ I asked her, stupidly, I knew.

‘I haven’t got any other bloomin’ business, have I?’ she snapped. ‘What other job would I be offered if I went down the Job Centre? I’m too old. You gotta be sixteen or they won’t take you on anywhere.’

‘You look great,’ I assured her.

‘For my age, yeah,’ she mumbled. ‘Which, if you’re interested, is thirty-nine. On the open market, that’s well past the sell-by date. You’d better remember that.’

I pointed out to her that I wasn’t yet twenty-two. She gave me a sardonic look. ‘Time won’t stand still, you know, Fran. The rules aren’t different for you than for the rest of us. You want to get your act together. And I’m not talking about that play you and your mates are putting on.’

I had to defend the play and my own participation in it. ‘You know I want to make acting my career,’ I said crossly.  ‘The play may not be the best show ever put on stage, but we mean to make it as good as we can. Why don’t you come and see it, instead of knocking it? You might be surprised.’

If I sounded annoyed with her, it was because she’d hit on a tender spot. We do all have dreams and I was hanging on to mine because I didn’t have anything else. I certainly wasn’t going to throw in the towel and go and work for her.

‘Besides, I have a job!’ I added loftily. ‘At the new pizza place, the San Gennaro, and business is booming, I can tell you.’

She was unimpressed. ‘Yeah, sure. How long is it going to last?’

It was something I’d been asking myself. ‘Why?’ I asked her sharply. ‘Have you heard something?’

‘No!’ she retorted a shade too quickly. ‘But I know a fly-by-night operation when I see one. You’ll turn up for work one day and find the restaurant’s closed and, more than likely, the place full of rozzers. Here today and gone tomorrow, that place.’

‘Between you and me,’ I confessed, ‘I’ve been thinking along the same lines.’

‘See?’ She was triumphant. ‘You’re smart, Fran. You’re a natural for the private detection business. You’ve got the nose for it.’

‘But not the stomach. I know the kind of work Rennie took on. I’m not spying on wives or husbands who’re playing away from home or snooping out people’s credit-worthiness. I’m not shoving summonses in the hands of people I don’t need to offend. I’m not slogging all over  London looking for witnesses who don’t want to be found.’

‘You’d be good at that,’ she urged. ‘You know people out there on the street. They’d talk to you.’

‘Sure, they’d talk to me and tell me where to go. They know better than be witnesses to anything. It’s called survival, Susie. See, hear and speak no evil. I know I’ve done some investigating in the past, but only because it’s been forced on me. It’s been because something’s happened that I couldn’t ignore. I’ve looked into things I’ve considered have mattered and I’ve done it in my own way. That’s a whole world away from the sort of work you’re talking about.’

Susie looked thoughtful. But she hadn’t really listened to what I’d said. She was still fixed on persuading me and was about to change tactics. Out of the blue, she asked, ‘You got a driving licence?’

I shook my head. ‘Ganesh started to teach me when he had the greengrocer’s van, back in the Rotherhithe days. But he hasn’t got any transport now so that was that.’

‘I’ll teach you,’ she offered.

‘Why?’ I demanded.

‘I owe you,’ she said. ‘You found out who killed my Rennie. I owe you big. Let me teach you to drive. Get yourself a provisional licence and I’ll get us some L-plates.’

I was attracted by the idea but there was a big drawback. ‘What sort of car have you got?’ I was really asking, did she still own the car in which Rennie had been found dead. Because I wasn’t getting in that car, no way.

She understood me. ‘I got rid of the Mazda,’ she said. ‘I got a nice little Citroën. I told you, Rennie had insurance. I found the certificate hidden in that china cat he gave me  one Christmas. He was funny like that, Rennie, kept secrets.’ She tugged at her purple sweater. ‘The insurance company paid up, though, sweet as anything. See? I got new gear and everything.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said. ‘Right now I’ve got the rehearsals as well as my job—’

‘No, don’t think about it, do it.’ She pushed herself away from the table and stood up. ‘I gotta go. I’ll be in touch, Fran.’

As I watched her teeter away I reflected that Susie was pretty smart herself. She’d caught me off guard with her offer of driving lessons. Whatever I’d been expecting, it hadn’t been that. I hadn’t refused her outright which meant, in her book, I’d accepted. It would now be difficult to wriggle out of it without seeming churlish. Besides, I fancied having my driving licence. But in between the three-point turns and the hill starts I suspected I’d be hearing a lot about the career opportunities offered by the Duke Detective Agency.




Chapter Two

I was feeling jittery around this time and problems arising from the play weren’t the only reason. Have you ever felt you’ve made a big error of judgement? I’m sure you have. Don’t feel bad about it. It’s human. ‘Make your mistakes and learn from them!’ my grandma used to say to me. I didn’t listen, of course. At least, not to the bit about learning from them. But though I’ve made lots of mistakes in my life, I’ve generally made them one at a time. That way, events have remained just about manageable. Now I was beginning to get an uncomfortable feeling I’d made two misjudgements at the same time. There was just the faintest hint in the air that things might spin out of control. I’d begun to wonder if I was losing my touch.

Don’t get me wrong. Life was certainly not all bad news. Before I’d started worrying about making bad decisions, I’d been feeling pretty buoyant. For a start, I’d recently moved into a ground-floor flat belonging to a charitable housing association. Previously I’d spent a period dossing in someone’s unused garage, so to have a decent roof over my head was bliss. Before the garage, I’d had a basement flat and been flooded out. Before that  again, I’d lived in squats. So you can see, my accommodation history has been chequered.

My name is Francesca Varady, known as Fran. Permanence hasn’t played a great role in my life. My mother walked out when I was seven and didn’t walk back in again for fourteen years. I was brought up by my father and grandmother. I lost them both in the same year, the year I turned sixteen, and I’ve been on my own ever since. Dad died first and because Grandma was the tenant of the flat we lived in, when she died, the landlord was able to throw me out. Continuing with the drama course I was on hadn’t been an option either.

I can’t tell you how wonderful it was to have a proper roof of my own over my head at last. I was getting into the swing of normal existence quite well. I’d got used to not having all my possessions in a bin bag. My dog, Bonnie, liked my new place because there was a garden she could potter round. Everyone who visited the flat said how lucky I was. I knew it. The nomadic progress of my adult life seemed over at last. This was as permanent as it was likely to get. Even Ganesh approved. Provided I didn’t mess things up, my life was all going to be upwards and onwards. Once you start thinking like that, it’s asking for trouble.

Ganesh and I have been friends since I lived in a squat in Rotherhithe and he lived with his parents who ran a greengrocer’s shop round the corner. Redevelopment had moved us all on. Ganesh’s parents had gone to open a new shop in High Wycombe. Because there wasn’t room for him, he’d gone to live with and work for his Uncle Hari, who ran a newsagent’s in Camden. I had drifted up to  Camden, too, and the big plus was that we were not far from one another and still friends.

Just to prove how normal a person I was going to be from now on, I had also been offered and taken a new regular job. But that’s where I was now beginning to suspect I’d made my first mistake.

As I’d reminded Susie, I was working as a waitress in a pizza place called the Pizzeria San Gennaro. Before that it had been the called the Hot Spud Café and run by one Reekie Jimmie. Then Jimmie had gone into partnership with an Italian who wanted to start a chain of pizza parlours. Jimmie had been kept on as manager and I’d been hired as one of the staff.

I didn’t mind serving up pizzas. I didn’t mind, not really, the naff uniform of peasanty-type skirt and a red waistcoat. I got on all right with my colleagues. But I was uneasy about Jimmie’s role and the whole set-up behind the restaurant. Because something was going on, I felt it in my bones. That was why I’d reacted so sharply to Susie’s hints. She was drawing on experience and so was I.

When you’ve lived on your wits for nearly eight years as I’d done, you develop a sense for these things. You need it. Every time I set foot in the restaurant, I had the feeling I was the audience in some kind of magic show, the sort where the magician shows you the girl in the cabinet. The cabinet looks solid, the magician walks round it tapping the sides and the floor. The girl is real enough. But then, hey presto, she’s gone. Nothing is what it has seemed to be, and scratch your head though you might, you can’t work out what’s going on. That’s how I felt about the San Gennaro.

The business was doing well, mind you. It was in Primrose Hill, beyond Camden High Street, going towards the Regent’s Park Road. It’s a pretty name for a nice area of early Victorian houses, forming an urban island, inhabited by well-heeled media and showbiz types and other top professionals. Jimmie’s Hot Spud Café had always been an anomaly in the area and the pizzeria was much more in tune with local demand.

The San Gennaro wasn’t just any old pizza place. The old café had been transformed by Silvio, who’d bought in as Jimmie’s partner and was very much the controlling force. We had a gleaming new kitchen and the restaurant area was fantastic. The walls were covered with beautiful tiles imported from Naples. They formed murals showing an Italian garden landscape overlooking the Bay of Naples and complete with Vesuvius. Even the restaurant’s toilets had been given the tile treatment and the customers washed their hands amid the ruins of Pompeii. The tiles were greatly admired by the customers and some asked where they could be obtained. This gave Silvio the chance to refer them to an import company which, I suspected, formed another of his business interests.

Our pizzas were good and needed to be, considering they cost a third more than a pizza anywhere else. We also kept a good selection of Italian wines, not just house plonk, because our clients were the sort who reckoned they knew their wines. Several customers had become regulars and we were instructed to welcome these with particular enthusiasm. It looked all very cosy. So, what was wrong?

For a start, Silvio was undoubtedly a shrewd businessman. Anyone could see that. But why should such a man  risk putting someone like Jimmie in charge of an enterprise with such good prospects? Jimmie was a nice man, mind you, a friendly chain-smoker without, as far as anyone could see, any natural aptitude for cookery or the restaurant business. We all wondered how he ever got into it in the first place.

When he told me he was giving up the Hot Spud Café, I wasn’t surprised. I knew he’d thought about a pizzeria, but I didn’t really think he’d go in for it, not seriously. I expected him to go off and do something more suited to his abilities. Don’t ask me what. He must have something he’s good at. Everyone has something, be it ever so unlikely. But there was Jimmie, in the pizza business, just as he’d said he’d be and, from the cash-in-pocket point of view, doing very much better. He’d got himself a whole new set of flashy clothes and taken to wearing dark glasses, even in the winter. The outfit made him look like one of those spivs in fifties films. All he lacked was the snap-brim hat. He even tried, for a couple of days, using a cigarette holder. I think he must have seen pictures of Noël Coward. However, thank goodness, he couldn’t get on with it and the cigarette holder disappeared. All the same, he looked like a man who was doing all right.

So why did it niggle at me? Why not just be happy the poor bloke was doing well for once? Yes, of course I was pleased he had his financial worries behind him. Wouldn’t we all like that? But money has a way of blinding you to other concerns, some of them important. It’s tempting to say, ‘Hey, I’m doing all right so don’t rock the boat.’ Who needs bad news and awkward questions, especially when everything should be looking rosy? But if I took my eye off  the money Jimmie was making, the landscape took on a very different and darker hue.

Ganesh said I was being a pessimist. He got quite cross about it. ‘You’ve got to have more than your gut feeling about it,’ he kept saying. ‘Where’s your evidence? Give me some facts.’

I pointed out to Ganesh that installing Jimmie as manager was in itself an odd fact. What was more, although he was called the manager, he didn’t appear to have anything to manage. He didn’t keep the accounts because someone came in and did that. The same accountant, a taciturn, middle-aged, toad-like type, giving the impression he was as broad as he was tall, handed out our pay packets at the end of the week. Mario, who was in charge of the kitchen, and Luigi, who was in charge of the bar, told Jimmie what to order by way of supplies and whom to order it from and Jimmie happily did it.

Pietro, the accordionist who supplied the music of an evening, and Bronia, Po-Ching and I, the waitresses, all got on well together in a low-key way, as I said. But there was something about the place which had got to us all. We never discussed anything to do with the pizzeria, not even a casual remark one workmate might make to another. We talked about the sort of stuff you do when you want to avoid committing yourself to the wrong opinion: pop music, what’s been on the telly and Bronia’s sure-fire Polish cure for colds which involved eating a lot of onions and drinking pints of camomile tea. It was rather like working under the old East German system, I suppose, when you never knew which of your workmates might grass you up to the Stasi. We didn’t trust one another. We were all  keeping our heads down. We did our jobs. We never showed any interest in anything but taking and fetching orders and clearing tables. We got paid on time and on the surface everything was hunky-dory. But underneath it all we were each as jumpy as a cat who’s strayed on to another cat’s territory.

The other two girls appeared to accept it more calmly than I did. Probably they regretted the job wasn’t more fun but that’s as far as it went. As for me, who was more attuned to danger than Bronia or Po-Ching, I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as soon as I got near the place. I knew I shouldn’t be there at all and that, at any moment, the resident tomcat would shoot out from behind a dustbin and duff me up.

Pietro, who’d done time and whose defensive instincts were also well honed, was equally uneasy. I knew it from his body language. But we never said anything. I waited tables and Pietro hunched over his accordion as if it stood between him and whatever bad thing was out there. When he wasn’t playing his Neapolitan medleys he sat with the accordion on his knees and stroked it, caressing the stops, murmuring to it as if it had been a living creature.

If I’d only had all this to worry about it would have been enough. But I’d rashly committed myself to the play.

Although, as I explained, I was never able to finish my drama course, my determination to break into acting one day has never left me. So when Marty, an old friend from college days, showed up and said he was putting on a play at The Rose pub, of course I jumped at the chance to be in it. Not only was it an opportunity to act before a proper paying audience but I am a real Sherlock Holmes fan so  when I heard it was to be The Hound, I was well and truly hooked.

Since then, my original enthusiasm had taken a few knocks. I’d begun to suspect that Marty was to the theatre what Reekie Jimmie had been to the baked potato. We’d get a production all right at the end of rehearsals, but goodness only knew what it was going to be like.

 



By the next morning I’d made a firm decision to take up Susie’s offer of the driving lessons. It seemed foolish not to. I stopped off at the post office on my way to work and collected an application form for a provisional driving licence. I filled it in during my coffee break, trying not to be put off by the box which asked if I wished to donate any of my body organs in the event of my death. I didn’t think lessons with Susie would be that dangerous.

Jimmie came in while I was doing it and took a great interest, telling me his entire motoring history, every car he’d ever been in since the age of six, or that’s what it felt like. Then Luigi found out and I got his golden oldie memories of his first car, his second car . . . What is it with men and cars?

Jimmie asked me how much the licence was going to cost me. I told him, twenty-nine pounds. He asked if I had that much spare cash. I could just scrape it together, I explained, if I lived carefully. (When don’t I?) He sucked his teeth, went away and came back with thirty quid from the petty cash.

‘Call it a loyalty bonus, hen. You’ve worked hard here, and before this you and that boyfriend of yours were good customers of the old spud place.’

A wistful note touched his voice when he mentioned his former establishment. Perhaps the gloss of being manager was starting to wear off. I wished he hadn’t used the word ‘loyalty’ when I’d been harbouring so many suspicions about the pizzeria. I also wished he hadn’t called Ganesh my ‘boyfriend’ because he isn’t, not in the way Jimmie and a lot of other people think. I could have told Jimmie Ganesh was ‘just’ a friend, but that’s an expression I never use. It makes it sound as if friendship isn’t important, but it outlasts lots of other relationships. Ganesh is the best friend I’ve ever had or am likely to have. I suppose we could let it turn into something else, but we both know that would be a mistake. Don’t tinker with something that works. Besides, Ganesh’s family probably have other plans for him, not including me. This is something Ganesh won’t discuss.

I didn’t get a chance to explain this to Jimmie because that’s when Luigi turned up with his motoring reminiscences. I doubt Jimmie would have understood, anyway. Luigi certainly wouldn’t and I wouldn’t have made the mistake of letting Luigi know anything about my private life. Our barman was a youngish man with cold black eyes and always reminded me of those lean cats you see padding along the pavements close to the wall as night falls.

I took the money and my completed application form and got out of there.

You’ll know the old joke about London buses: that you wait for one for ages and then three come along at once? Other events in life happen like that too. You jog along nicely for weeks, it seems, with nothing breaking the routine, then it’s as if an unseen hand has thrown a switch somewhere and things begin happening.

I count the day I sent off my application for the provisional licence as the day things started to happen. The pot that had been simmering was coming to the boil, although I didn’t realise it at first.

Perhaps in a sense the unseen hand belonged to Susie. Her intervention in my life, though apparently harmless enough, had set wheels in motion. Some people are like that. When they’re around, things happen.




Chapter Three

As it turned out, it was the following week before the next incident occurred. The weekend had been pleasant, cold but clear and sunny. On Sunday afternoon Ganesh and I decided to take some exercise. We strolled along the canal from Camden Lock towards Regent’s Park where it runs right through the zoo. We could hear the animals, the birds fluttering in their aviaries just on the other side of the boundary, and see the ibex wandering about their compound right above the canal on the farther side. There were families out walking. Little children in colourful jackets and woolly hats ran along jumping the puddles on the towpath. People walked their dogs. I thought how nice it was and how much better things look on a sunny day. Why was I worrying about the pizzeria and Jimmie? There was nothing wrong. It was only the short grey winter days which had brought on my suspicions. I decided I was suffering from a variety of Seasonal Affective Disorder, what they call SAD Syndrome, when lack of sunlight causes you to see everything in the darkest hues and being miserable is just a way of life.

But not today. Today everything was going right. Even Ganesh seemed to feel the effect of the false, forty-eight  hour spring. He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and said diffidently, ‘I’ve written some new poetry.’

Ganesh is a good poet but it had been a long time since he’d read me any of his work.

I said, ‘Great, I thought you’d given it up.’

‘No, I just don’t have the time. Hari never lets me stop. Serve that customer, watch those kids, open those boxes, stack those shelves, sort the newspapers, go to the wholesaler’s . . .’ Ganesh heaved a sigh. ‘Now I’m in the play as well.’

Dismayed, I apologised. ‘That’s my fault, Gan. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise—’

‘No, no, it’s not your fault, Fran. It’s nice to have something different to think about. Although Hari’s so keen on the play, he’s beginning to get on my nerves with it. He keeps talking about it. You’d think it was a top West End show!’

‘He’s proud of you.’

‘Hah!’ said Ganesh. ‘If he gave me some free time so I could learn my lines, it would be something. Do you want to hear my poetry?’

He read it out to me as we walked along. The water rippled in the canal and the houseboats rocked at their moorings. I thought, if every day was like this, life would be wonderful, just to be with a good friend, talking about things which really mattered to us, and pretending, almost, that we were in the country and not in a great city.

‘Thank you for reading it to me,’ I said when he stopped and tucked the paper away. ‘I’m glad you’ve written some more. It’s a gift and you ought to use it.’

I thought about Susie and wondered if now was the moment to tell Ganesh about the driving lessons she’d offered. I decided not to. Ganesh had reservations about Susie Duke and I suspected he might not be best pleased she was to teach me to drive. There was no point in spoiling this lovely day with a squabble. Besides, I hadn’t yet received my provisional licence.

A distant voice from my early years echoed in my head. I identified it as belonging to Sister Mary Joseph and had a brief mental image of her, black baggy skirt, navy cardigan and veil. She wore round rimless spectacles of the John Lennon variety and, when the light caught them, you couldn’t see her eyes at all, just two shiny discs. She suffered with bunions and her brown lace-up shoes were distorted into amazing bumps so that her feet looked like a couple of Jerusalem artichokes. She was a great one for not speaking unless you had something important to say.

‘Let your speech be silver, but your silence golden!’ she informed us.

We gazed at her, six-year-olds, totally unable to fathom what the words meant but entranced by them. I repeated them to myself all the way home and for years had an image of Sister Mary Joseph saying ‘something important’ and a shower of silver coins falling from her mouth.

Today I would let my silence be golden, and keep the news of my prospective driving lessons for another occasion.

 



On Monday, life returned to normal with a vengeance. You would think the sunny weekend had been a dream. I awoke in the early morning to hear raindrops pattering on the  window. The temperature had plummeted. Bonnie huddled beside me on the bed. Well, it was February and what could we expect? But even so one’s entitled to complain about it. Bonnie certainly thought so. I had to push her out into the cold wet dark garden. She came in again so quickly I wondered whether she’d managed to perform the necessary task she’d been sent out to do.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘But I’ve got to go to work and you’ll have to hang on till I get home.’

She gazed at me with reproachful brown eyes. I wrote a note to my neighbour across the hall, asking him to let Bonnie out when he got up. He had a key to my flat for that purpose. I slid it under his door and set off.

It must have rained all night because the uneven pavement was dotted with puddles. Bus queues huddled under the overhang of the shelters. The buses were crowded with soaked passengers and the interiors smelled like wet bread. I didn’t even try to get on one. I walked to work with pedestrians who scurried along, hiding beneath umbrellas. I didn’t have an umbrella. I turned up my collar, jumped flooded gutters and splashed through puddles, grateful for my strong boots. I carried my uniform in a plastic carrier along with my trainers, as Doc Martens with a peasant skirt weren’t quite what the San Gennaro wanted. Trainers and a peasant skirt looked pretty weird, too, but so far I’d got away with it.

The rain let up for a bit during the morning and by mid-afternoon turned to a steady fine drizzle from a steel-grey sky. As it was February, darkness set in early. Today the weather conspired with the season to give us twilight at four. By five night had fallen. Inside the San Gennaro it  was warm and cosy and looked bright and cheerful with all the lights switched on. The tiled picture of the Bay of Naples reminded us of a kinder, warmer climate. The air smelled enticingly of pepperoni and cheese. We’d done a roaring trade at lunchtime and it was just beginning to ease off. I cleared a couple of tables and took the dishes out to the kitchen.

As I walked in I was met with a blast of cold air from the open back door. Mario the cook stood there talking to someone who was outside. I couldn’t see who the other person was and from what I could hear it was a pretty one-sided conversation. Mario was telling the other person to clear off in a series of expletive-dotted phrases. He might be named Mario but he was born and bred in south London.

Mario put in long hours at the San Gennaro, working both the busy periods, lunchtime and evening. Generally he took the quiet afternoon period off. At this time he was replaced for a couple of hours by an elderly Greek named George. When not required to cook anything, George studied the racing fixtures in the sports pages of his tabloid newspaper, carefully marking the horses which were to gallop off with his money. It was only because we’d unexpectedly been so busy that Mario had sacrificed his mid-afternoon break, and it hadn’t improved his temper.
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