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I have a reputation for poking and prying, especially in this café. A well deserved reputation, I suppose. It must seem like that's what I do. Actually, it is what I do. Although I'm barely middle-aged I give the appearance of a nosy old woman, just because I have an urge to know people's problems. Not to amuse myself, not to gloat or have something to hold over them. Never that, though I do understand why some believed it. They wanted to believe it, those whose problems I couldn't solve, or who didn't want them solved, or didn't want to share or didn't even have a problem at all, though I thought they did.

I do have a problem, I see that. I can't pass anyone who's sitting and crying. People do usually sit to cry, have you noticed that? Or maybe they're just the ones I see. With head bowed into the shadows, hands covering their face, they could be anyone. When I lightly touch their shoulder, or sit opposite and wait, they'll look up eventually. And I could see dark brown eyes, a mascara streaked face, that the hands are tipped with fuchsia pink nails. I might notice that some of the dark shadows, into which their face had withdrawn, are caused by silky skeins of chocolate coloured hair. Straight hair. The straightness you only get after a long session with heated tongs.

That's not what I usually see though, when finally they look up at me. I see a different face. Sometimes one I know, usually one I don't. Usually they speak.

"What do you want?" is a common response. Or even, "What do you want, Amanda?" or "What do you want, now?" if it happens to be someone who knows me. What they say, how they say it doesn't matter, just as long as they give me an opening. The chance to say what I must.

Generally I'm alright then, or rather they are. Maybe it's the same thing. I try to tell myself it's the same thing.

"I want to help," I say. I always say that and it's true, I think. Yes, yes, it is true. 

"You can't, no one can." That's a fairly typical reaction.

"Would you like to talk about it?" I'll reply. Or "Try me," or anything else which seems appropriate, encouraging.

"No," or "Go away," often comes next.

"OK, but I'm just here if you want me." Then I stay close by, but not too close. 

Usually they don't come over, but it has happened so I always wait. I've heard people say I haunt this café, but it's not like that at all. The ghost here isn't mine.

Not everyone asks me to leave them alone. Sometimes people tell me their problem right away, or allow me to coax it from them. Sometimes just talking helps. I see it has, even if afterwards they wish they'd never told me they thought their husband was having an affair, that they can't pay the rent, or about the guilty secret from their past. They think I'll tell, I suppose. I never do. I never will. Worries, guilt and skeletons in the cupboard, we all have them, don't we? Sometimes it's better to get these things out in the open, but it's not my place to do that.

A few times there's been no problem, or none I've discovered. A piece of grit in their eye, or "I've just been chopping onions. You really are a daft bat, Amanda Higgins!"

I'm not sure about the grit, but the onions were right. That had been Sonia who owns the café now, and she'd been preparing a cottage pie. She does a good cottage pie, nearly as good as Mum's was when she and Dad ran the place. 

Sonia's one of those who thinks I poke and pry, but I don't think she condemns me. Maybe the people who she took over from told her what happened right outside the café, about the time the clocks went back, thirty odd years ago. Sometimes she lays a hand gently on my arm or sits opposite me and waits, but I never ask her what she wants. She might say she wants to help and I couldn't bear that. I can't be helped, don't want to be. What I want, what I need, is to help others.

If I'm really lucky the problem is simple, easily remedied. That happens.

"I can't get home," Lucy wailed, though I didn't know her name at the time. She uttered those few words, drew in a long, sob-laden breath and released a torrent. She told me about the long term boyfriend with whom she'd split up that night. About being stranded here where she knew no one. About her stolen phone and general poverty. Then about her mum who would be sick with worry and the dad who would kill her.

We talked for quite a time. I bought her a coffee. She wiped the mascara from under her dark brown eyes. She ran fingers through hair, which I guess had been perfectly straight when she'd left home that evening, and talked some more. That's when she introduced herself as Lucy, just after I'd seen she didn't have those dark eyes, that brown hair I remember. The girl was a stranger, but one I could help.

Lucy's boyfriend hadn't been any good. She told me she'd realised it at last and dumped him. Being no good, he'd yelled at her to get out of the car and then driven off, taking with him her bag and the phone it contained. She'd seen lights ahead and walked, in shoes as tight as they were tall and pretty, to the café. But then she was stuck without a way to get home, or to contact her parents. The parents who'd be concerned for the safety of their little girl. I could imagine them; worry, anger and love combined. For a moment I imagined those emotions destroying them and all around them. Then I did as so many others did when I offered to help them; I pulled myself together. 

It was nine o'clock, Lucy's parents wouldn't be frantic yet, they probably wouldn't even be concerned above the constant low level niggles about the unsuitable boyfriend. 

"There's a bus stop outside and a payphone round the corner. I'll lend you the money to get home, or call your parents." I'm not sure why I said lend, not give, as I didn't expect it would be returned and in any case I didn't begrudge her the small amount.

Lucy took a handful of coins. I waited, heart thumping as she stepped outside. It was OK though, she returned after a few minutes to say, "My dad's on his way."

She did give back the change, but not the coins she'd used. As I said, I'd not expected that. Something else I didn't expect was the card which came a week later. The envelope was addressed, in the large curly letters still popular with teenage girls, 'to Amanda c/o the café'.

"This must be for you," Sonia had said and dropped it onto the table in front of me. "Open it then," she eventually demanded.

That was just after the clocks had gone back. That's always the worst time for me.

I knew then how some of my victims felt. They wanted to be left alone with their misery and there I was
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