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Dedicated 


to the town of Swindon,


a place that welcomes, embraces, adopts, adapts and survives. 


To my mother, Kathleen McCallum,


a Swindonian in the time this story is set,


who reflects these values in great abundance.


And to Prita Maitra,


without whom


not one word of this story would have been told.




EXHIBIT 


MEMORANDUM


From: Editor, Gaumont British News


To: Censorship Division, Ministry of Information


Date: 22 August 1943


FOR APPROVAL


Music: ‘The Yanks are Coming’


Images: American troops lining the side of arriving ship, waving and smiling. Tanks, etc. being unloaded. Ensure no insignia or signs enable the enemy to identify units, vessel or disembarkation point


Voice-over: Yes, they’re coming all right, and plenty more to follow!


CUT to Images: Empire and Dominion troops disembarking. See above


Voice-over: From the wide prairies and big open spaces of the West they come, and from the exotic East too! (Music: Elgar — Pomp and Circumstance) India send her troops to join in the build-up as preparations for the attack on Fortress Europe continue apace. Replace ‘join in’ with ‘support’


Images: Indian civilians, looking around them. Serious faces. 


Voice-over: And it’s not just soldiers and airmen. Say hello to the Boffins! Scientists, engineers, technicians, the brightest and the best they have to offer are coming to Britain’s aid. Replace with ‘serve their King Emperor’


Image: Cheering dock workers waving caps. Handshakes. Thumbs up. Arms around shoulders. Smiles. ??


Voice-over: And they can be sure of a warm welcome in dear old Blighty! Replace with ‘the Mother Country’


Approved for distribution, subject to the above.


RS, MoI 23/8/43
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‘Mr Rosario? Mr Ray?’


As the newsreel camera was being packed away, two figures walked cautiously down the gangway from the ship. The voice that had called their names had barely been raised above the conversational yet it cut through the fuss and bustle of disembarkation as effectively as a bellow. Well-modulated, overweeningly confident. It was a voice that they had both heard a thousand times back home in India. The pretence of exaggerated indifference. The voice of assured authority. The voice with a yawn in it. 


The speaker matched the voice. Tall, thin and with a long face capable of only three expressions: faintly amused, vaguely disappointed or studiously bored. ‘Ah, there you are. Not the “First of the Few”, more the “Last of the Lot”. The name’s Dawlish,’ he drawled, raising his hat but not offering his hand. ‘India Office. You two are presumably well acquainted after weeks at sea, what? No? Gosh, you surprise me. Well, Mr Rosario, of the Bombay, Baroda and Central India Railway. Mr Ray, of the Presidency College, Calcutta. Welcome to England.’


‘It’s doctor, in actuality,’ said the smaller and younger of the two new arrivals, looking down and removing his spectacles to clean them on his handkerchief. ‘Dr Ray.’


‘Really?’ said Dawlish, raising a doubtful eyebrow. ‘Well done, you. Now, there’s things that need to be done before we can send you on your way. Customs. Immigration. Tedious stuff, but there we are. Landing chits all properly filled out? Good. No one’s got any contraband I suppose? No? Oh, well. That’s a shame! Ha! Right, let me have your papers. Dump your bags and hang on here a tick while I see if I can pull a few strings and get you through the Services channel. I’ve got railway warrants for each of you – afraid both are for “Mr”s, Dr Ray, but never mind…’


As Dawlish strode off the two men studied each other. Rosario, the older and taller of the two, looked warily at his companion: so young, earnest and seemingly brimming with confidence. The younger man reached out a hand. ‘Akaash,’ he said with a smile. After a brief pause, the two tentatively shook hands. ‘Rosario,’ said the older man with the briefest of nods. ‘You didn’t want to be part of that circus either?’ 


‘The filming? No.’


‘Nor me.’ They looked at one another. ‘A doctor?’ Rosario asked doubtfully. 


‘Of philosophy. Mathematics, really. But it’s a PhD. Thus, a Doctor of Philosophy,’ the young Bengali replied. 


‘I know what a PhD is,’ Rosario assured him. ‘It means you’re not a proper doctor.’


Akaash Ray bristled. ‘I suppose that depends how you define proper. For a mathematician, proper has a whole range of meanings. There are proper subsets for example, but I assume you neither knew nor meant that. Then there’s proper fractions… Maybe you’re using the term “proper” to mean real or genuine? In which case, I have to correct you. I am a proper doctor. I even have a very beautiful piece of parchment to affirm the fact. If you narrow the term to its colloquial use to describe a medical practitioner, then no, I’m not, in your limited and inaccurate terms, a proper type of that doctor.’ He looked around. ‘It’s certainly not Bombay, is it?’ 


‘No,’ agreed Vincent Rosario, irritably. ‘It certainly isn’t.’


Their journey had been a steady progression from technicolour to monochrome. There had been times in the North Atlantic when it had been impossible to tell where grey sea became grey sky. Now, a transition arrival at Southampton on a dull autumn morning completed, drizzle hung like damp gauze in the air and the sea, oil-slicked and torpid, heaved itself against the harbour wall with a greasy slap and a tired sigh. 


The two men glanced out across the harbour as the destroyer which had shadowed them from Gibraltar sounded three cheery klaxon blasts and hauled off for Portsmouth. There was both fond farewell and self-congratulation in the rising cadence: another convoy escorted home without loss. They returned their gaze to the buildings and activity around them, the cranes and warehouses, the hoses and ropes criss-crossing the puddled dock, the barrels and tea chests stacked and shrouded in stained tarpaulin. The damp morning air reeked of oil, salt, paint and fish and echoed to hammering, the whump of sacks in net slings dropping onto awaiting trucks, shouted instructions, an alerting curse and the crash of wood against stone. Overhead, like white slashes against the grey, gulls screaming like souls in torment jinked, swooped and dived around bovine barrage balloons slowly turning on their mooring cables to each shift of the freshening morning breeze.


‘So, what do you do?’ Akaash asked.


‘I’m a railwayman,’ said Vincent Rosario. ‘A proper one. And I don’t need a piece of paper to prove it.’


Akaash looked the older man up and down. ‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you?’ he sneered.


There was an uncomfortable silence, broken only when another disembarking passenger approached. Taller than both Akaash and Vincent, the new arrival was bearded and expensively dressed. His hands were thrust into the pockets of a tweed overcoat and he wore a paisley patterned silk scarf and brown trilby hat. ‘Did I hear someone say railwayman?’


Vincent and Akaash turned to the beaming man. They had both seen him from the ship – he had been one of the first to disembark, and was only too happy to pose, posture and perform for the camera. In fact, his generosity with cigarettes and general bonhomie led to a late script change and the (Ministry of Information approved) addition of the line, ‘Although this cheery chappie seems to be making himself pretty much at home already!’


‘Khan, Gwalior State Railway,’ he boomed. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve seen a fellow called Lockyer around anywhere?’ His voice was deep, enriched by an expensive education. ‘Bugger was meant to be meeting me.’


Dawlish returned with permission to clear them through the Services channel. He studied the third man with a lazy eyebrow raised. ‘And this is?’


The Gwalior man introduced himself once more. Dawlish frowned, his attention seemingly fully engaged for the first time. ‘Not one of the Gwalior Mansoor Khans by any chance?’


The tall man chuckled and thrust out his hand. ‘Younger son of a younger son, so a mere rude mechanical, but that’s me. I’m impressed.’


‘Breeding will out,’ the Englishman purred. ‘Dawlish. Roddie. I was in Ujjain. ’36 to ’38.’ 


‘A pleasure, Roddie. Surprised we didn’t bump into each other. Call me Billy. Everyone does. Don’t suppose you can help a chap out here at all? The Maharajah’s man Lockyer was meant to meet me but…’


‘I’ll do what I can. Where are you headed?’


‘Swindon. On loan to the Great Western Railway, no less.’


‘As are these fellows. I tell you, lack of coordination will be  the death of us! I suppose HH forgot to mention your coming to the Res?’


‘Don’t think so. The Residency was immensely helpful…’


‘Excuse me,’ said Vincent. ‘Our papers?’


‘Yes, yes,’ sighed Dawlish peevishly. ‘Here you are.’


Vincent took the papers impatiently thrust towards him and glanced through them. Dawlish looked at him askance. ‘They’re all there, I assure you.’


‘I check everything,’ Vincent replied, scrutinising the stamps and signatures.


‘Good for you. Once you’ve satisfied yourself, take your bags over to the customs shed and join the line nearest to the dockside. No saaman, Billy?’


Billy Khan jerked his head back, indicating a porter standing a respectful distance away with four suitcases and a hat box stacked on a sack truck. 


‘Want me to sneak you through the Services channel too?’


‘Decent of you, old man, but no need. I think someone’s clearing me as we speak. Just need to sort out onward transport.’


‘There’ll be someone at the station who can handle that for you.’


Billy smiled as they watched Akaash and Vincent drag their bags towards customs. ‘Interesting pair,’ he observed. Taking out a gold cigarette case, he flicked it open and offered a cigarette to Dawlish.


‘Turkish?’


‘Balkan. There’s an Armenian in Bombay who can still get them. Lord knows how.’


‘Best not to ask.’


‘Absolutely.’


They lit their cigarettes, drew on them contemplatively and exhaled. ‘That really is fine tobacco. You must give me his details. So, the Anglo,’ mused Dawlish. ‘What do you reckon? Semi or Demi?’


Billy Khan sniffed. ‘Oh, at a guess, I’d say Demi. Yes, definitely Demi. You?’


Dawlish nodded. ‘You have to feel for them. Neither fish nor fowl. Salt of the earth, most of them. Couldn’t run the railways without them, that’s for sure. And their women can be very fetching. Blue gums, you know? If only they weren’t so bloody…’


‘Absolutely. Say no more.’


‘And the Bengali? Dr, supposedly, Ray?’ 


‘Brahmin would be my bet. Mind you, they all say they are. What are they here for?’


‘No idea, old chap. Here to help the war effort, apparently.’


Billy Khan frowned. ‘The best we breed, and all that? Things must be bad.’ 


Dawlish raised a significant eyebrow. ‘Keep an eye on them for me, would you? Especially the Bengali. I need to get back to town.’


‘Am I my brother’s keeper, as I think you fellows ask?’


‘Are they your brothers, as I think you fellows say? Just try to make sure they don’t actually make things even worse, there’s a good chap. We’ll speak again.’
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‘I tell you it is just not physically possible to get that number of trains across that number of points in that amount of time. It simply can’t be done,’ insisted the Head of Movements. Teeth gritted and face contorted with anger, he flung the sheet of statistics contemptuously on to the table. 


‘And I’m telling you for the umpteenth time it is,’ the Chief Mechanical Engineer chairing the meeting replied, exasperation exaggerating his rich, west country accent of extended vowels and over-emphasised consonants.


These meetings and this tetchy exchange were a depressingly frequent occurrence in the board room of the mighty Swindon Works. This morning the mood was particularly sour. Ten pale and ageing men in baggy suits sat on either side of a long table, at the head of which sat Hartshorne, the Chief Mechanical Engineer and senior company man. His secretary, Miss Jennings – the only woman in the room – was at his side to take the minutes. Most of the men were smoking cigarettes. Those that weren’t sucked on pipes, mostly unlit. A hazy fug hung over the table on which well-filled ashtrays smouldered like bomb craters. All the windows, criss-crossed with brown tape, remained firmly closed. 


‘With respect, Chief,’ snapped back the Head of Movements, his tone anything but respectful, ‘I’m speaking from over twenty years of experience of not building engines but managing train movement. Something of which, again with respect, great engineer though we all know you are, you have no experience. And I say again, it can’t be done.’


‘By you.’


‘By anyone. It simply isn’t possible.’


‘Care to put a bet on that? Because we’re going to put that refrain of yours to the test. Tomorrow morning I’ll be introducing you to a Mr Vincent Rosario from the Bombay, Baroda and Central India Railway.’


There was a groan. Hands thrown up in disgust. Shaken heads and a murmur of dissent. ‘And he’s supposed to be able to do what?’ the Head of Movements asked with a sneer.


‘The impossible, according to you,’ said Hartshorne airily. ‘As Movements Manager at Victoria Terminus in Bombay, this chap gets more trains in, unloaded, reloaded and out over a complex web of junctions quicker and safer than anyone else, anywhere else in the empire. As far as we know, faster than anyone else anywhere in the world. I’m told he’s got a particular flair for shifting personnel and materiel from harbours and docks,’ he added, with a raised eyebrow and a significant look unfortunately lost on the Head of Movements, who was fully absorbed in sighing and staring at the ceiling. 


Hartshorne took out a pair of half-moon spectacles, unfolded them and carefully curled the temple tips around his ears. He held out his hand to his secretary, who passed him a thin folder. In the voice he usually reserved for reading the lesson at Christchurch on Sunday morning, Hartshorne read out from the folder the statistics on the throughput and turnaround times of BBCI trains during morning and evening rush hours. The tonnage of goods unloaded in Bombay docks. The mean and median number of hours for their post-customs clearance transportation. He put the folder down and looked around. ‘Do I need to remind you of our current performance figures? I thought not. This man Rosario is here to help us achieve something like what he seems to have been able to do in Bombay. We all know tens of thousands of American troops are arriving at OUR docks in South Wales every week, being transported on OUR passenger trains to holding camps in OUR region. Yet more ships are offloading hundreds of thousands of tons of their equipment and munitions that OUR freight trains need to move. And when the invasion happens, perhaps a million men – Americans, Canadians and our own lads – and all the materiel a great army requires will need to be shifted in an impossibly short amount of time to ports, docks and harbours all over OUR region. All while we continue to run a full passenger and freight service whilst being bombed by enemy aircraft. What we are going to have to do is far beyond anything we or any other railway company has ever done before. And every single day this man manages to achieve far nearer to what we need to than any of you have ever done. So I’m bringing him here to show you how to do the impossible.’


There was an unhappy silence. Then a bald, short man sitting towards the bottom of the table said, ‘Bombay’s one thing. The GWR network is quite another.’


‘He has the same engines, same rolling stock, same points and crossings, same signalling equipment, same permanent way,’ recited Hartshorne, counting the similarities off on the fingers of his left hand. ‘He also has more extreme weather, more difficult terrain, far higher passenger numbers and much tighter frequencies.’ 


‘But he knows nothing of how we do things here! There’s a combined knowledge around this table of well over two centuries. He’s come from the other side of the world and he thinks he’s going to get to tell us how to do our jobs? Jobs we’ve done all our lives?’


‘From the other side of the world…just like the Americans, who, at this very moment, are unloading their own engines at Cardiff Docks and threatening to run them over our tracks if we can’t do better. Would you prefer to see that happen?’


‘The government would never allow that!’


‘Care for another bet on that?’


There was a mumbling around the table as several conversations sparked up about special circumstances, unique challenges, sacrosanct practices. The importance of maintaining standards. There being a proper way of doing things. Miss Jennings looked up from her note-taking but no one seemed inclined to speak on the record.


‘But he’s an…an Indian!’ a grey-haired pipe smoker with a strong Welsh accent spluttered above the muttering. ‘A native!’


‘Anglo-Indian, apparently, Mr Dadge,’ Hartshorne corrected him. ‘From several generations of railwaymen, just like your good self.’


‘Well, I’m sorry but I think that distinction will be lost on the men. We’re meant to be telling his lot what to do, not the other way around! My lads will never take orders from a coloured man. Or a half-caste. No self-respecting Englishman would.’


‘A Welshman might,’ murmured the Head of Movements under his breath, prompting a couple of smirks from those nearest him and a baleful glare from Dadge. ‘No offence, Taffy. Just kidding,’ 


‘They won’t need to,’ said Hartshorne, not hearing, or choosing not to hear, the exchange. ‘He isn’t here to give orders. He’s here to study, learn, suggest and advise. He’s to have free run of the place – except obviously the out-of-bounds parts handed over to the War Office – and full access to all files, registers and stats. On his arrival, Mr Rosario will be appointed GWR Chief Traffic Control Advisor. And he’ll make suggestions and he’ll give you advice. And you will be very well advised to accept and act on both. Because if anyone chooses not to do so I will want to know why immediately.’


‘Do we have any choice at all about this? Is there really no alternative?’


‘I thought you’d ask that, so I checked. And, yes, the Ministry of War Transport does have an alternative.’


‘Which is?’


‘To bring in the Movements Team from the London, Midland and Scottish Railway to replace the lot of you.’


Cries of disgust greeted this announcement.


‘Jesus Christ! Better a wog than the bloody LMS!’ declared Dadge. ‘Sorry, Miss Jennings,’ he mumbled contritely as Hartshorne’s secretary treated him to an icy stare. ‘Forgive my blasphemy. Forgot there was a lady present.’


Hartshorne leaned over and rested his hand lightly on Miss Jennings’ arm. ‘I think we’ll minute that last comment as “the meeting looks forward to Mr Rosario’s arrival and wishes him well in his new role”.’


‘Hopefully there’s no more of these “advisors” on their way?’ asked the Head of Movements.


Hartshorne smiled. ‘One or two more. But they will have nothing to do with you, so you just make sure this Mr Rosario gets everything he needs and let me worry about the others. Any other business? Thought not. Tomorrow, then.’ 


The disgruntled Movements men stood to a scraping of chairs on the wooden floor. Hartshorne took off his spectacles and folded them away. ‘What’s next, Miss Jennings?’ 


‘Elsie Coggins, Mr Hartshorne.’


‘Again?’ He sighed and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. ‘Is she represented this time?’


Miss Jennings nodded. ‘By young Cynthia. Although her father said he’ll come over if you’d prefer.’


‘No, I’m sure young Cynthia will do fine. There’s no need to call Abbot all the way over from the Carriage and Wagon side. There’s only one way this will end… I don’t suppose we could have a cup of our special tea before they arrive?’ he asked tentatively.


Miss Jennings frowned. ‘They’ll already be in your office. And it is only 9 a.m.’


‘You’re a hard woman, Miss Jennings.’


‘Hard but fair, Mr Hartshorne,’ she said with a tight smile as she gathered up the files that lay on the table in front of them both. ‘Just like you.’
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At the dockside railway station in Southampton, sappers, miners and engineers from across northern India rubbed uncomfortable shoulders with retiring colonial administrators returning with broken health. Resentful widows grumbled to cashed-in box- wallahs. The offspring of the Heaven-born, destined for good boarding schools, were honing their arrogance on the hungover squaddies and matelots heading inland on leave. Three women in capes led a crocodile of small children, paired up, neatly labelled and holding hands, through the crowd. Tired people, flushed and troubled people and many who looked, just like their surroundings, worn out and somewhat ground down. 


Akaash looked around at the stonework station. Even the posters were grey: he saw one with a monochrome image of a booted foot driving a spade into soil, proclaiming ‘Dig for Victory’, and another with a head-and-shoulders photograph of the prime minister in a hat and coat, chin thrust out resolutely against a background of a flight of Hurricane fighters and advancing tanks with the words ‘Let us go forward together’ in Times New Roman typeface superimposed. He was struck again that so few of those entering the station with him appeared at all interested or even aware of others around them. They seemed unwilling to engage with anyone or anything but themselves and their immediate requirements. How placid, anaemic, damp and really rather small everything appeared. He paused, feeling homesick and suddenly somewhat intimidated by what might await them. He glanced across at Vincent and wondered if he was feeling the same thing. 


‘You gonna stand there all bleedin’ day?’ asked a grizzled porter struggling with Billy Khan’s luggage. Of Billy himself and Dawlish there had been no sign since they’d left the customs shed. Akaash looked around, surprised to find there were several other people behind the porter who had also come to a sullen and resentful halt, waiting silently for him to move on. 


‘Sorry,’ he mumbled and moved forward, wondering why they didn’t just squeeze on past him if they were in such a hurry. 


‘I should think so,’ grumbled the porter. ‘These people haven’t spent weeks dodging U-boats and dive-bombers to gawp at a bleeding railway station, mate, even if you have.’ He looked around for support and approval but met only blank stares. ‘Acts like he’s never seen one before. Arsehole,’ he added, under his breath. 


A man in his fifties with a salt-and-pepper walrus moustache and thick white eyebrows under a black bowler hat approached them. He carried a battered attaché case and had a newspaper tucked under his arm. Akaash had spotted him earlier, striding up and down the lines of arriving passengers, stopping hopefully beside every vaguely foreign-looking individual. 


‘Destination Swindon?’ he asked, as he raised his hat politely. On confirmation he sighed with relief and shook hands vigorously with both of them. ‘Now, there’s meant to be three of you? Khan, Rosario and Ray?’


‘I’m Rosario,’ said Vincent. ‘Khan’s luggage is on the sack-truck behind us and this is… Ray.’


‘Excellent! I’m Mr Keenan, Deployment Supervisor, Great Western Railway. We’ll just wait for Mr Khan and then we can be on our way…’


Billy Khan arrived a couple of minutes later, smiling and waving a ticket. Dawlish was nowhere around. They followed Keenan in silence onto the platform, beside which stood a black 4-6-0 engine at the head of a train of a half-dozen brown carriages out of the steamed-up and grubby windows of which pale, tired faces gazed. Behind the carriages stretched a long assortment of freight wagons, each proclaiming their owner’s name and business in faded lettering. Vincent wandered along the platform, jotting down notes in a small book he took out of his jacket pocket until Keenan frowned and shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t be seen doing that if I were you. People might think you’re one of them fifth columnists.’ Vincent had no idea what that meant; some sort of undesirable trainspotter, he assumed. He looked around and indeed several people were watching him with evident suspicion. With a shrug, he put his notebook away. Billy had headed off in the opposite direction, towards the engine. He was staring at it intently. ‘King Class,’ he muttered, almost to himself, as the others caught up with him. 


Keenan nodded, smiling proudly. ‘No. 6021… King Richard II.’


‘Not a very lucky king, if I recall my schoolboy Shakespeare. Swindon-built?’


‘Naturally.’ Keenan looked along the platform, frowning at the motley collection of carriages and wagons. ‘Not seeing any of this at its best, I’m afraid. Those carriages are crying out for a refit and a lick of paint. This beauty should be in gleaming GWR company colours, not wartime black. Looks long overdue for a full Shop A strip down and rebuild too. But that’s what Make Do and Mend is all about, I suppose…’


Billy frowned. ‘Those driving wheels? Standard size?’ 


‘Well spotted!’ said Keenan, clearly impressed. ‘Two and a half inches smaller on the diameter. Allows a bigger boiler in this loading gauge and thus greater tractive power, although I’ve never been convinced personally. But then, what do I know? We’d better get on board…’


‘Was any of that even English?’ Akaash whispered to Vincent as they climbed into the first of the carriages and eased their way along the corridor in search of an unoccupied compartment.


‘If you’re a railwayman, yes,’ Vincent assured him with a superior smile, although he too hadn’t followed much of the conversation. The guard blew a sharp double blast on his whistle and raised the green flag he’d had tucked under his arm. Doors slammed along  the length of the train, the engine sounded two throaty blasts and the first great whump of steam announced their imminent departure. 


They found an empty compartment, once plush but now with threadbare seats that reeked of stale cigarette smoke and damp upholstery. 


‘This is first class?’ said Vincent uncertainly. 


‘I’ve got GWR rail warrants for all of us,’ Keenan told him, misunderstanding his disappointment for concern about their right to occupy the compartment. He flung his attaché case up onto the luggage rack and slumped into a seat by the window with a contented sigh. ‘We’ll have to up sticks if any paying first-class ticket holders get on. Otherwise, it’s all ours.’ 


Billy offered his ticket to Keenan. ‘That’s me! I’m a paying first-class ticket holder. Just bought it.’ 


Keenan sighed. ‘You want us to move?’


‘Good Lord, no! I was just saying…’


‘Shouldn’t have wasted your money, Mr Khan. Still, never mind. At least no one will be kicking you out. Right. All tickety boo?’ With that, he spread his newspaper out carefully on the seat opposite him. He then put his feet up on the paper, tilted his bowler hat forward over his eyes, crossed his arms and promptly went to sleep. 
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Three silent women sat in the Chief Mechanical Engineer’s office awaiting the conclusion of his acrimonious meeting with Movements. The oldest, Mrs Deakes, was a frequent visitor. She was in her early fifties, the widow of a GWR draughtsman who had been a contemporary of Hartshorne and had perished at The Somme. Her grey hair was pulled back in a tight bun; her face – with just a hint of powder – stern. She sat upright, knees together, hands resting on a Manila file on her lap, staring straight ahead. She wore a white blouse, black skirt and sensible shoes. Charged with special responsibility for the sudden influx of large numbers of female employees, Mrs Deakes was – sometimes several times a day – calling on the Chief Mechanical Engineer to raise issues of welfare, suggest adjustments to procedures and in general to promote the efficient use and best interests of this new and, to Hartshorne, wearisome group of workers. Hartshorne regarded their meetings with wary gratitude. A confirmed bachelor, he found women in general, and those in his Works in particular, a source of constant mystification. The memory of Mrs Deakes’s euphemism-rich attempt to explain to him the labour deployment implications of menstrual cycles would remain with them both for a long time to come. In Hartshorne’s world, machines were central, men necessary (although he dreamed of a day when that might not be true) and women, with the sole exception of Miss Jennings, creatures to be avoided if at all possible. In the present circumstances, they were a temporary intrusion into his empire – to be tolerated, managed and, as soon as possible, politely dispensed with. 


And in any list of all the women in the world he would most wish to be rid of, Elsie Coggins would feature above all others. 


Elsie sat now in the middle, like a prisoner escorted to court: Mrs Deakes on her left and her Union representative on her right. Elsie had wounded truculence down to a ‘T’. Although unspeaking, she couldn’t resist offering up the occasional, hard-done-by sigh, a resigned shake of the head or a disgruntled tut. She sat with her arms folded, her face a picture of resentful victimhood. Like her Union representative, she wore the steel-capped boots, overalls and headscarf of the women employed in the Sheds and Shops of the Works. She was secretive about her age, and looking at her it was hard to tell if she was in early middle age but had led a tough life or a much older woman, well-preserved. There was certainly a knowing world-weariness about her; she appeared as both an angry victim and a belligerent fighter. Indeed, it was that final trait that had once again led to this appearance before the Chief Mechanical Engineer. 


On Elsie’s right sat Cynthia Abbot. In her early twenties, Cyn Abbot was not only granddaughter, daughter, niece, cousin and sister of Swindon GWR men but also the newest, youngest and only female Shop Steward in the Works. She was no more fond of Elsie Coggins than was Mrs Deakes, but knew her responsibility as a National Union of Railwaymen official to a member in trouble as well as her duty to her class. She was also keenly aware that she too was on trial today at this, her first Disciplinary. Her dad, a convenor on the Carriage and Wagon side, had quietly suggested he handle this for her and when she’d refused, had offered to come along just to give her moral support. She’d declined, telling him that the Engines side looked after its own. She’s been rather proud of that. Secretly, so had he. Later, dewy-eyed over a second pint of Arkells 3X, he’d shared the tale, boasting of his little girl as a true trade unionist and a proper socialist. 


Elsie, sensing that the thoughts of the other two women were wandering and that she might not be the centre of everyone’s attention, took out a grubby handkerchief, loudly blew her nose and needlessly dabbed at the corners of her eyes. Mrs Deakes sighed and glanced at the ceiling. Cyn leaned over and patted Elsie’s knee encouragingly. Elsie reached out and took Cyn’s hand. Chin trembling, she nodded bravely, took a shuddering breath and gave a resolute smile. 
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There was nothing wrong with the heating in the carriage – except any ability to regulate it. The temperature in the compartment steadily rose as the three new arrivals and the dozing Keenan left the soot-stained and war-damaged warehouses and long rows of red-brick terraced houses of Southampton. Condensation formed on the window, obscuring the view of the countryside through which they passed. The warmth and the rhythm of the train worked on Akaash Ray and Billy Khan, and before long the former was nodding off and the latter snoring deeply. Vincent Rosario stepped out into the corridor, careful to close the sliding door quietly behind him so as not to disturb his dozing fellow passengers. He lit a cigarette, took out his notebook, checked his watch and noted down the time, duration and his best guess at the cause for the delay every time the train jolted to a stop on the journey up through halts and country stations to Newbury and on to Didcot. The excitement he had felt when arriving at Southampton returned as the double time of the train’s wheels over the tracks signalled that they had crossed the points on to the London-to-Bristol main line. He returned to the compartment to find Keenan awake and full of apologies.


‘Must have dozed off. Early start! Anyone peckish?’


He stood, retrieved his attaché case and took out two square packages wrapped in brown paper that had clearly been used several times before. He opened them both and offered around the limp white-bread sandwiches within. ‘These look like cheese. Processed. Those are paste. Fish, I think. Probably not what you’re used to at home, but they’ll fill a gap.’


They helped themselves. Keenan said there should have been a tea trolley in first class ‘But well, that’s the war for you. Still, not to worry,’ he added, through a mouthful of cheese sandwich. ‘We should be in Swindon before too long and we can get a cuppa there.’


‘We’re all going to Swindon?’ asked Akaash.


‘That’s what I was told,’ said Keenan. 


Akaash frowned. ‘I’d assumed I was heading for Oxford or Cambridge. I was told I’d be joining a world-leading institution in need of my special skills.’


‘You will be,’ Billy assured him, as Vincent rolled his eyes and reached for another sandwich. ‘God’s Wonderful Railway! And Swindon is the biggest railway workshop in the world, isn’t that right, Mr Keenan?’


‘The biggest and the best, Mr Khan!’ Keenan said with a proud nod. ‘Over 300 acres. 14,000 workers. Huge. It’s a world leader, all right.’


‘You work there?’ asked Akaash, clearly unconvinced.


‘Man and boy! I was apprenticed Inside – that’s what we call it, the Swindon Works, ‘Inside’ – before I was called up for the last lot. Got my job back after the armistice but couldn’t cope in the Foundry and the Machine Shops any more. Not after the trenches. Sounded too much like the whiz-bangs. So now I’m what you’d probably call an office-wallah! Collar and tie. Bowler hat. Proper gent!’


‘Do you know what we’ll be doing?’ 


‘No idea.’


‘I don’t think we should be talking about it, anyway,’ said Vincent. ‘I was told it was strictly confidential. Only to be revealed when we arrive.’


‘Me too,’ mumbled Billy, through a mouthful of sandwich. ‘I was just told we’ll all return heroes!’ He looked sceptically at the flaccid remains in his hand. ‘You said this was cheese? Odd…’


‘What about our living arrangements?’ Vincent asked, shaking his head at the offer of the last paste sandwich. ‘Accommodation?’


‘Oh, that I do know about! You’ll all be billeted together. We thought it would help you not to feel too homesick,’ Keenan assured him, with a patronising, understanding nod.


Akaash and Billy shared a silent look and a slight smile. It was clear that was precisely what the reserved Anglo-Indian hadn’t wanted to hear. 


‘Is it true all the jobs in the Works are now done by women?’ Billy asked to break the strained silence.


‘Well, not all. Management and specialist trades are of course still all done by men. Skilled railway work is supposed to be a reserved profession but thousands volunteered, and all the unskilled lads fit to fight have been called up. So all their places have been taken by women, and a few old codgers like me! Some of the machine operators are girls, too. Several thousand of them at the last count, so they say.’


Billy sighed happily. ‘The greatest railway workshop in the world and full of thousands of beautiful women! I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.’


Keenan chuckled. ‘I don’t promise they’re all beautiful. And most of them have husbands, boyfriends and fiancés fighting overseas, so they’re spoken for. I can see we’re going to have to keep our eye on you, Mr Khan! Bad as the bloody Yanks, pardon my French! I thought Mr Rosario here would be the ladies’ man.’


Vincent bristled. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Keenan put up his hands. ‘No offence! I just meant a natty dresser like you. Good-looking chap… ah, Uffington White Horse,’ he said, pointing out of the window to the low rolling hills in the distance. ‘You can’t see it now. Turfed over. Too much like a signpost for the Luftwaffe. But it’s still there, as it has been for thousands of years – prehistoric shapes cut out of the chalky Downland. This is an ancient land, full of history and mystery. And in a few more minutes, Swindon Junction and that cup of tea!’
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Miss Jennings entered the Chief Mechanical Engineer’s office with a steaming cup of tea, which she placed on the blotter of his desk. She wished the formidable Mrs Deakes a good morning, ignored Elsie and treated Cyn to an encouraging wink and mouthed ‘Good luck’. A minute later Hartshorne arrived and the three women stood up. He greeted them in much the same way as his secretary had and they all sat down. 


As Mrs Deakes recited Elsie’s latest offence – initial refusal to obey an instruction properly given, subsequent swearing, hair pulling and a bite to a restraining hand – Elsie buried her face in her handkerchief and wailed her muffled regrets. Hartshorne wondered how many of these hearings he’d sat through. He was a justice of the peace and chair of the local magistrates for the past three years, for goodness’ sake! On the bench he’d listened to countless tales of brutality, greed, lust and wanton viciousness. He’d considered the just repercussions for all the trivial, petty meanness and blind stupidity of everyday life in a factory town after one drink too many or one thought too few, and never once doubted his judgement. Why then did he find these female squabbles so difficult to deal with? 


Mrs Deakes summarised Elsie’s employment record and dismal history of previous breaches of discipline: recurrent tardiness, disrespectful language, an unproven allegation of petty pilfering and, just the previous month, a similar tussle which had resulted in a docking of pay and a final warning. Dismissal, she concluded, was now the only and inevitable outcome. 


‘Anything you’d like to say, young Cynth…Miss Abbot?’ Hartshorne asked, ignoring the sobbing Elsie.


Cynthia Abbot stood up. ‘Thank you, Mr Hartshorne. Just two things. Elsie Coggins was one of the first to volunteer to come Inside when the men went. She’s applied herself assiduously,’ she continued, using the word her dad had advised her to get in as early as possible, ‘and is a skilled rivet hotter and is well on her way to becoming a full riveter. She loves her work and even those foremen and supervisors who have criticised her behaviour on occasions have all said how good she is at her job.’


‘When she can be bothered to turn up, keep her mouth shut and her hands to herself,’ Mrs Deakes couldn’t resist adding, earning her a cool look from Hartshorne.


‘Elsie understands she has been very silly and promises not to ever do this again…’


‘Like the last time,’ Mrs Deakes muttered. 


‘And she’d like to volunteer to join the women working for the Indian gentleman everyone says is arriving soon.’


Hartshorne’s eyebrows shot up and he stared at Mrs Deakes, who shrugged and shook her head. Was it totally impossible ever to keep anything secret in this place for more than five minutes, he wondered? 


‘And if you agree,’ continued Cyn, ‘Elsie says she is sure she can bring at least another eight workers with her. Maybe ten.’


Hartshorne frowned and took a sip of his tea. That would certainly solve a problem which so far had seemed intractable. But he would be sorry to miss the opportunity to see the back of this ghastly woman…


Seeing that he was about to go into one of the long, silent contemplations for which he was renowned, Mrs Deakes interjected, ‘And your second point, Miss Abbot?’


Cyn took a folded slip of paper from her breast pocket. ‘Thank you, Mrs Deakes. This is a medical slip from Dr Falk at the Medical Fund Hospital. She diagnoses Elsie as being…’ Cyn stared at the note, looked confused and passed it across to Mrs Deakes with an apology. 


Cyn couldn’t quite hide the glimmer of triumph in her eyes as Mrs Deakes glanced at the paper then glared up at her. 


‘Well?’ asked Hartshorne. 


Mrs Deakes fumed. ‘Oh, very well! Dr Falk diagnoses Elsie Coggins as displaying behaviour consistent with being perimenopausal.’


‘It means her womb…’ began Cyn.


‘Aargh!’ cried Hartshorne, putting his hands over his ears. ‘Very well. One last chance, in view of the medical evidence, but only if, only if mark you, she can find twelve willing volunteers to join the… well, whatever.’


‘And perhaps,’ added Mrs Deakes with a sweet smile and a basilisk stare, ‘Miss Abbot should go with them to keep an eye on things.’


‘Excellent idea,’ said Hartshorne before Cyn could protest. ‘Right. Off you go. And er, Coggins. Um. Pull yourself together.’
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Cyn paused next to Miss Jennings’s desk in Hartshorne’s outer office as the other two trooped out – Mrs Deakes striding off down the corridor in a foul mood and Elsie, without a word to Cyn, heading back to Shop A with a swagger to flaunt yet another victory over the system. 


‘Did you play the “ladies problems” card?’ whispered Miss Jennings without looking up from her typing.


‘I did! I even pretended I couldn’t read “perimenopausal” and got Mrs Deakes to do it for me. You should have seen her face!’


‘Serves the old bat right!’


‘I’ve got to go with Elsie to work with the Indian gentleman though,’ Cyn added.


Miss Jennings looked up at her. ‘How do you feel about that?’


‘Don’t know really,’ Cyn admitted. ‘To be honest, I’m a bit bored with Shop L. It’ll be a change, I s’pose.’


‘But working for…’ Miss Jennings let the thought just hang in the air.


‘As long as they’re decent railwaymen and good workers, they’re no different from us,’ Cyn declared. ‘And should be treated that way. At least, that’s what our dad says.’


‘Sounds like you’ve done well today. Your dad will be pleased.’ 


‘Thanks to you, Auntie Pat. I owe you.’


‘Poor old Mr H! I’ll make him one of his special cups of tea now. He must be in need of it. Tell your mum I send my love.’ 
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In the front bedroom of No. 23 Ashton St, a two-up, two-down mid-terraced Victorian house in the shadow of the Railway Works, Sally Atkinson smoothed out a slight bump in the eiderdown on the double bed. Satisfied, she straightened up and looked around. She opened the window to give the room a final airing. Then, taking a soft yellow cloth from the pocket of her floral housecoat she quickly ran it over the bedside table, washstand and four-drawer cabinet, although she’d dusted the room thoroughly just an hour earlier. She checked the matching towel and flannel were folded neatly at the foot of the bed and was about to carry out a similar final check on the back bedroom when she heard a horribly familiar treble knock on the front door. 


The tallyman.


She instinctively stepped back, as far from the net-draped window as possible, although there was no chance she could be seen as he was almost directly below her. Equally illogically, she held her breath. She could feel her heart racing and a sick churning in her stomach. 


The knocking sounded through the house again, more urgent and impatient this time. If she stayed still, maybe he’d think she was out doing her chores? There was a pause. Maybe he would go away? Then a striking of a match. She caught the smell of freshly lit tobacco through the open window. 


‘I know you’re in there, Mrs Atkinson. I saw you open the window,’ he called up, his tone exasperated rather than angry. ‘You want the whole street to hear your business?’


She ran down the stairs, holding back a sob, and opened the door. The tallyman looked at her, feeling not for the first time that he could think of several things she could do to help settle the debt. In fact, he found himself thinking about that more and more. If only she wasn’t married to Derek bloody Atkinson, he might even have tried it on before now.


He licked his upper lip, then picked a bit of tobacco off his tongue as he looked at her. He looked up and down the street. ‘Not going to ask me in?’ 


‘I know I’m a bit behind…’


‘Four weeks behind.’


‘Well, I’m taking in lodgers. They’re coming today. I’ll sort it out.’


‘I hope so,’ he said, looking down at her cleavage. She shifted uncomfortably and tugged the neck of her housecoat up. He gave her a last, leering smile. ‘Interest is building up. Every day. Must be hard, you being all alone here…’


‘You’ll get paid. Tomorrow. Come back tomorrow,’ she said, shutting the door and slipping the bolt. 


The tallyman laughed. ‘Tomorrow then,’ he said. ‘Ta ta for now.’
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The train with the three Indian gentlemen arrived at Swindon Junction later than Keenan had estimated. There was a further delay a few hundred yards east of the station, and a flustered Keenan forgot his promise of tea as he was anxious to get to their already overdue appointment at the Chief Mechanical Engineer’s office as quickly as possible. 


Finally arriving, they left their luggage at the station and were hurried through a long, poorly lit tunnel under the tracks and into the Works – a vast estate of industrial buildings that had grown over time. Workshops, engine sheds, stores, offices and warehouses, all constructed, repurposed, extended or converted over decades to meet changing requirements and accommodate advancing technology. Almost all were built in red brick, with grey stone arches, rows of latticed windows and huge wooden doors. 


They half-ran after Keenan as he strode briskly through slabbed yards, where steam rose from vents on either side of them and soot-laden smoke dribbled down from chimneys high above. They skirted transversing bays where tracks ran across tracks. They went down dank, narrow passageways between towering blank walls and past a large turntable at which six sets of rails converged and on which a gleaming, reconditioned tank engine was slowly being revolved towards an awaiting shed. Everywhere, there was activity. The place echoed with the sounds of sawing wood, grinding metal and humming machinery. Chains hissed through creaking lifting gear, whistles sounded, sparks flew and beneath all this cacophony, the regular whump-whump-whump of the drop forge in the Foundry vibrating through the place like the heartbeat of some gigantic subterranean being. 


Keenan had to shout to be heard over the clatter and crash of the place as he pointed out the purposes and designations of the various buildings they walked among – springsmiths, chainmakers, tube cleaners, turners, fitters, erectors and boiler mounters. ‘Not much further now,’ he bellowed encouragingly. 


A moment later, turning yet another corner, he thrust out an arm to halt their progress and allow a four-wheeled truck piled high with scrap metal to cross their path. The truck was being dragged by a huge dray horse led by a slender young woman in the standard garb of overalls and heavy boots, her hair tied up in a floral-patterned scarf knotted at the forehead. 


‘Morning, Mr K,’ she said brightly. 


‘Hello there, Mollie. Off to Concentration Yard with that lot?’


‘That’s right, Mr K,’ she said, glancing at the new arrivals as she crossed in front of them. ‘These the Indian gentlemen?’


‘You shouldn’t know anything about that, Mollie Bowen,’ grumbled Keenan. ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives.’


Mollie rolled her eyes and Billy treated her to a beaming smile. She looked him up and down appraisingly then grinned back. Brazen, thought Vincent with a disapproving sniff. Very promising, thought Billy, who stepped forward with a broad grin to pat the horse. 


‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ Mollie warned. ‘Not unless you want to lose a couple of fingers. He’s got the ’ump good and proper this morning.’


Billy snatched his hand away. The girl looked back over her shoulder at him and gave him another smile as she continued on her way. Keenan sighed and shook his head.


The two-storey structure towards which they were being led was clearly built with pride and care and at some expense, unlike those which surrounded it. It was not merely to serve a function, but to celebrate, intimidate and impress. Dwarfed though it was by the vast noisy sheds stretching away on every side, the building looked like a Victorian manor house and exuded the quiet authority of a vicarage.


Bas-reliefs of early engines decorated its brickwork. It had fine, large windows, now taped over with a criss-cross pattern of parcel tape, and a slate-tiled roof topped with an elegant chimney. Once the heavy double door of the entrance closed behind them the surrounding industrial roar was muted and they entered a besuited world of hushed and worthy endeavour. 


They hung their coats in the hallway and followed Keenan up a broad flight of stairs to the Chief Mechanical Engineer’s waiting room. After a few minutes, Miss Jennings emerged, greeted them, had a brief, cheery exchange with Keenan and ushered them into a large panelled office. It was decorated with draughtsman’s drawings of engines in dark wooden frames and dominated by a broad dark-wood desk, behind which sat a man in his fifties, smoking a pipe. He rose and shook hands with each of the new arrivals. 


The Chief Mechanical Engineer had the short-back-and-sides haircut that the Indian men had noticed on every man they’d seen so far. His skin was pallid and he sported a neatly clipped little moustache. He was dressed in a somewhat crumpled three-piece suit with a pocket watch chain looped across his waistcoat, and looked like a man who did not waste time, words or thoughts on anything that would not advance the interests of his shareholders. Billy spoke up, saying his reputation was well known the world over. Hartshorne, with a puritan’s distrust of flattery, regarded him silently for a long moment, and then awkwardly patted his shoulder. 


‘Thank you, Mr Keenan. That will be all for the moment,’ he said. 


Keenan touched a finger to his forehead. ‘Fred,’ he murmured in acknowledgement and, nodding encouragingly at the three new arrivals, left the room.


‘Welcome, gentlemen,’ said Hartshorne, standing with his hands behind his back and speaking in a formal tone. This was clearly a speech he’d given some thought to. ‘Each of you has a vital role to play here over the next few months. It is no exaggeration to say that your contribution will be critical to the success of our great crusade to free Europe of the scourge of Nazism and restore peace and prosperity to the world. You all have very different jobs to do but each of those roles is vitally important, and we’ve been told you are each uniquely well-qualified to fulfil them. The best there is available, anywhere in the empire. That’s what we asked for and I’ve no doubt that’s what you are. Any questions? No?’ He paused, and before they could say anything, continued, ‘Good. Now, your status: you are not on official duty, and you haven’t been conscripted – although your selection, transportation and allocation to us has been carried out by the relevant ministerial departments and your time here will of course be covered by the Official Secrets Act, 1911, which you will shortly be signing...’


‘We already did that,’ Vincent said. ‘In Bombay. At least I did,’ he added, looking around at the other two, who both nodded.


‘Splendid,’ said Hartshorne after a pause, clearly less than happy at being interrupted. ‘Where was I? Oh, yes. You are from this moment servants of the Great Western Railway Company. Contracts of employment for each of you have been drawn up and my secretary has them ready for you to read and sign. Terms and conditions will be as for all other employees of the company. Pay and allowances have been agreed with the Remuneration Committee. Now, you must be tired from your journey so I suggest you go to the lodgings that have been arranged for you and settle in. You should also use today to register with the various offices necessary to get your ration cards and IDs. My secretary has prepared a list for you, and Mr Keenan can show you where you need to go. If you have any problems, one or the other of them will sort you out. Again, any questions?’


‘What arrangements have been made to accommodate our different religious needs?’ asked Akaash quickly.


‘We’ve thought of all that,’ Hartshorne assured them. ‘Mr Khan can say his prayers as necessary...’


‘Please don’t go to any trouble…’ said Billy. 


‘No trouble. And we’ve put aside a room for you to perform your ablutions,’ he added, rolling the last word around his mouth as though savouring it. 


‘I’m really not that bothered…’ Billy assured him with an irritated sideways glance at Akaash. 


‘No need to be embarrassed,’ insisted Hartshorne. ‘We may not be a big city but we’re not country bumpkins. Why, we even had a chap working here who taught himself one of your languages! Miss Jennings!’ he bellowed to his secretary. ‘What was the Indian language that fellow Williams learned?’ 


‘Sanskrit, Mr Hartshorne,’ a disembodied female voice called back. ‘I think it was called Sanskrit.’ 


‘That’s it! Sanskrit. Now, what do you think of that, eh? Don’t you worry, we’ll sort you out!’


He was interrupted by a long, deep, booming blast of sound which seemed to go on and on. He took out his pocket watch, checked the time, frowned and adjusted it slightly. ‘The Works hooter,’ he said with a wintry smile. ‘From tomorrow morning your life will be dictated by that sound, just like everyone else in this town. That was the start of lunchtime. You will hear it several more times today. And tomorrow morning at 6.45, 7.20, 7.25 and 7.30, as on every working day. Arrive even one minute after the 7.30 hooter and you lose half an hour’s pay. Be here at 7.25 tomorrow morning and I’ll present you to your various managers and colleagues. And we’ll make sure they know all about your special needs. Good day, gentlemen.’


‘Was that really necessary?’ asked Vincent as they left Hartshorne’s office.


‘Yeah, who appointed you God monitor?’ grumbled Billy.


‘It’s important a man doesn’t lose sight of his religion in a foreign land,’ replied Akaash. ‘And it’s important they know we expect our culture to be respected.’


‘Our culture?’ said Vincent.


‘In the future, you look after your cultural needs and leave the rest of us to take care of ours. Just because your religion is a big deal to you doesn’t mean it has to be to the rest of us,’ added Billy.


‘I’m not in the least religious,’ Akaash assured them airily. ‘I’m a communist. Ergo, an atheist. I was simply making a point.’


‘Ergo? What’s that? Bengali?’


‘Latin.’


‘Is arsehole Latin?’ asked Billy. ‘No? Well, that’s what you are. Do you think we’re ever going to see a cup of tea?’ 
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They did finally get their long-promised tea when they arrived at their lodgings. No. 23 Ashton St seemed to them indistinguishable from all the other red-brick, lace-curtained dwellings on the street, except perhaps for the two somewhat erratic rows of Brussels sprouts planted in the tiny patch of land beside the path to the front door. Keenan introduced them to their landlady, Mrs Sally Atkinson, proudly stressing the fact that Akaash was a doctor. 


‘Not a proper one,’ Vincent muttered as she enthused about having a doctor staying under her roof. 


Mrs Atkinson greeted them all nervously. She led them down the narrow hallway into the front room and offered them seats. Keenan and Vincent took the armchairs whilst Akaash and Billy sat side by side on the sofa. 


‘Kettle’s on,’ Sally Atkinson assured them, retreating to the kitchen. ‘Make yourselves at home. I’ll just be a moment.’


They looked around in uncomfortable silence. It was a neat, small ‘kept for best’ room with a loudly ticking clock over the mantelpiece of an empty fireplace. Black-and-white photographs were framed on the papered walls: a wedding group; a charabanc outing; some of the same faces in a church doorway; a younger Sally Atkinson cradling in her arms a baby lost in a long christening gown; and a studio photo, slightly tinted, of a soldier in a new uniform trying unsuccessfully to look martial. Lined up along the windowsill were a series of clay pots with cuttings of various plants, each identified with a name carefully written on a wooden stick. 


‘That’s her hubby, Derek. He’s a sergeant now. Got himself a medal. Regular hero, our Derek,’ Keenan said, but there was something odd in his tone, and his constant good humour seemed to have temporarily deserted him. 


‘Cigarette?’ asked Vincent, taking out a packet of Woodbines and offering him one. Billy quickly took out his cigarette case, flicked it open and thrust it towards Keenan. 


‘Spoilt for choice,’ said Keenan, reaching for one of Billy’s more exotic cigarettes. ‘No disrespect, Mr Rosario, but yours are made just over the road.’


‘Would you mind not smoking in here please?’ said Akaash. ‘I suffer from asthma.’


Billy shrugged and slipped his cigarette case back into his pocket, but not before Keenan had taken one and put it behind his ear. Vincent sighed heavily, laboriously taking the unlit cigarette from between his lips and replacing it in the packet. ‘Happy now?’ he asked.


‘I couldn’t help noticing the Chief Mechanical Engineer called you Mr Keenan but you called him Fred,’ Vincent observed after a pregnant silence. ‘I only mention it as I just want to make sure I understand how to address him.’ 


Keenan chuckled. ‘Fred and I were apprenticed together. Started on the same day. But he was always a clever bugger. Done well for himself. Not that he doesn’t deserve it. He should have been CME years ago. I know I should call him Mr Hartshorne like everyone else, but I like to remind him we went to the same school and come from the same streets. I respect him all right, make no mistake about that, and you should too. So he’s Mr or Chief or the CME to you, like he is to everyone else.’


‘Aren’t you taking a bit of a risk?’ wondered Akaash. ‘Using his first name?’


Keenan shrugged. ‘Not really. He’s also my brother-in-law.’


Sally returned with a tray and Billy jumped up to help her. She pointed out a set of occasional tables and he placed them so that she could set down the tray and pour out the tea. 


‘Shall I be mother?’ Billy asked, looking around the room proudly. Once they’d learned of his secondment to Swindon, the British Residency in Gwalior – after a flurry of huffy memos – had organised a rapid ‘Working and Living in Britain’ programme for him. The correct way to serve and enjoy afternoon tea, taught by the profoundly bored but rather fetching wife of the military advisor, had been his favourite. He’d enjoyed it so much he didn’t bother telling her that traditional English tea had been a 4.30 p.m. ritual strictly observed in the Khan mansion throughout his childhood.


‘Don’t be silly,’ chided Sally. ‘You sit down and make yourself comfy. Be mother, indeed! Whatever next! Milk and sugar for everyone?’ she asked, not waiting for a reply before ladling a heaped teaspoon of sugar into each cup and topping it up with milk from a slightly chipped commemorative coronation jug. 


She handed round the cups and saucers and offered around a plate piled with four baked dry lumps. 


‘Rock cakes. I made them this morning. There’s more in the oven. These should still be warm,’ she said. ‘No currants in them, I’m afraid. Can’t get them, you see,’ she continued, apologetically. 


They each took one.


‘Our Edie says the same,’ said Keenan, taking a first bite. ‘Mmm! Lovely. She thinks the government is hoarding them for Christmas.’ He studied the half-eaten cake. ‘Interesting colour…’


‘Grated carrot for sweetener.’


‘They’re…delightful,’ Billy assured her, enjoying himself immensely. ‘May I possibly have another?’


Sally smiled, clearly relieved, and headed back to the kitchen to refill the plate. Akaash took the opportunity of her departure to pour his tea into the saucer and slurped noisily. Seeing the other three watching him he paused, the saucer an inch from his lips. ‘What?’


Billy looked pained, nose wrinkled as though there was a bad smell in the room. ‘Don’t do that.’


Akaash pointedly, and even more noisily, drained the saucer. ‘This is how I drink tea.’


‘Well, stop it. It’s embarrassing. You look like a bloody villager.’ 


‘I am a villager. And proud of it. Who appointed you tea monitor?’


Sally returned, beaming, with more rock cakes. She had a kind face, which a smile lit up, Billy thought, and seemed so desperate to make them feel at home that she achieved precisely the opposite effect. She smoothed out her dress and fussed with her hair,  said she hoped they’d be comfortable with her and if there was anything they needed they should just ask and if anything wasn’t to their liking…


‘Our rooms?’ interrupted Vincent. 


‘Yes, of course. Sorry! You must be tired and keen to freshen up. There’re just the two rooms, I’m afraid, so only one of you can have a room to himself…’


‘That will be me,’ said Vincent, looking at the other two as if expecting an argument. 


‘You two won’t mind sharing, will you?’ Keenan asked hopefully, looking at Billy and Akaash sitting now some distance from one another on the sofa.


‘Not at all,’ Billy assured him. ‘It’ll be like being back at school! Do we get bed tea?’


Keenan chuckled. ‘You must’ve gone to a very different school to me! How about you, Dr Ray?’


‘Do I pay less if I’m sharing?’


Again, Billy looked pained. Sally explained the charges for room and full board. She turned away from them, suddenly finding the need to shift the clock on the mantelpiece a half-inch to the left. ‘It’ll be two weeks in advance, I’m afraid,’ she said quietly. 


Akaash pointed out that they hadn’t been paid yet. Billy sighed. He’d been brought up to find discussions about money dreadfully sordid. Taking out his wallet he offered up a selection of notes. ‘Will that suffice?’ he asked. 


Sally’s eyes widened as she saw how much he was holding out to her. ‘That’s far too much…’ Keenan began but Sally snatched the money and thrust it inside her blouse. ‘I meant a month in advance,’ she said quickly. ‘That will do fine.’


‘Excellent,’ said Billy, deciding that the brief glimpse of bra he had caught as she tucked the money away was worth every penny. ‘You chaps can pay me back when you get your wages.’


‘I can pay you now…’ began Vincent.


‘Now, your names,’ Sally interrupted, keen not to have any further discussion about the money. ‘Mr Khan and Dr Ray I can manage. But, Mr Rosario…’ she said, pronouncing it Rose-aah-ree-oow, ‘that’s a bit of a mouthful. Can I just call you Mr Rose?’


Vincent gave an exasperated sigh. ‘No, Mrs Atkinson, you cannot. I don’t see why Rosario is any more difficult to say than Atkinson…’


‘Well, Atkinson only has three syllables and Rosario has four, so by simple arithmetic it must be more difficult to say,’ offered Akaash unhelpfully. ‘Or at least involve proportionately more effort.’


Vincent glared at him. ‘Well, as we’re all going to be living together, must we be so formal? How does Vincent sound to you, Mrs Atkinson? That’s my first name. No problems with that? Easy enough to say? Jolly good. And these two here are… oh dear! Akaash and Imtiaz, wasn’t it? Hmm. Not so easy. A real mouthful, these foreign names.’


‘Everyone calls me Billy. Anyone can manage Billy.’


‘But Aaaaah-Caaash? Tricky. Perhaps we can call him Ash?’ 


Akaash shrugged. ‘If I can call you Vin.’


‘It’s still Mr Rosario to you.’


‘Then it’s still Dr Ray to you.’


‘Maybe Vin kaka?’ suggested Billy, with a mischievous wink at a clearly confused Sally. ‘More respectful. Him being that much older than us.’ 


‘I’m not your uncle!’ snapped Vincent. 


‘Sorry, Vin dada.’


‘Or your damned brother! Mrs Atkinson, could you please show me to my room now? Thank you!’
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Their rooms were comfortable, though small and overcrowded with furniture. Little bunches of dried lavender lay on the pillows, and the beds were heavy with blankets and shrouded in a thick eiderdown. A china chamber pot was discreetly thrust below the beds. Akaash and Vincent unpacked. Billy’s more voluminous baggage remained in the left luggage store at the station, so he decided to go and try to organise its delivery. Keenan told him that the man who lived next door at No. 21 had a cart that could be used to bring the bags to the house if the station sack-truck wasn’t available.


The afternoon was spent doing the rounds of the various offices with which they needed to register in order to legitimise their presence and ensure they could eat. Born, educated, apprenticed and employed in Gwalior State, this was all new to Billy, but it was depressingly familiar to the other two, both of whom were quietly surprised that such laborious registration seemed as much a part of life in Britain as it was in British India. The torches, gas masks and accompanying tin labelled ‘Poisonous Gas Ointment No. 1’ with which they were issued were a novelty to all three, but no one seemed to take the risk of a gas attack at this stage of the war terribly seriously. They were just told to carry the masks with them at all times and to read the leaflet inside its canvas holder to understand how to put them on. 


They were next directed to the Food Office to be registered for ration cards, and came away with temporary documents. They then returned to the Works to complete the necessary paperwork to become employees of the Great Western Railway and be issued with an array of chits, cards and passes, stamped by various departments in the name of numerous agencies, and given individually numbered identity discs. They received a bored briefing on the various benefits employment brought with it: healthcare, education classes and the opportunity to join seemingly innumerable clubs and societies. Vincent and Billy became members of a range of associated organisations: the Medical Fund, the Railway Benevolent Institution and the Widows and Orphans Fund – having been assured these were appropriate for true railwaymen. Akaash declined membership of anything that would involve a deduction from his wages. Billy asked if there was a Works hockey team and on being told there was, mentioned that he’d been a pretty fair player back home. ‘Ladies only’, he was told, with a doubtful look. All three agreed to be rostered for fire-watching duties, which they understood to be something to do with putting out any incendiary bombs the Germans might drop on the roofs of the Works. It sounded profoundly risky to them, but they were airily assured that they’d be fully trained and properly equipped 


They were taken around the huge, looming Mechanics Institute just outside the Works, where Akaash was near beside himself with joy to discover a lending library comprising tens of thousands of books, periodicals and papers for loan and reference. He immediately signed up as a member and promptly withdrew the maximum number of books that could be issued to him at one time. He then persuaded Vincent and Billy to register as well and, almost before the ink was dry on their newly issued reader’s cards, snatched them from their hands and borrowed four more volumes. 


Finally, there was a meeting with a Shop Steward of the NUR, which Billy and Akaash joined – Akaash as a matter of principle, enquiring too where he could join the Labour Party; Billy because the Shop Steward was female, fetching, and said her name was Cyn.


‘As in original or deadly?’ Vincent had quipped. 


‘As in short for Cynthia,’ the Shop Steward had replied in a decidedly chilly tone. ‘Funny, no one has ever said that before. Oh, yeah, I remember now. Loads have. Are you joining the Union or not?’


Vincent, dignity pricked, explained that as management, membership of any trade union would be inappropriate and he must therefore, with regret, decline. 


‘Good-looking girl, that,’ mused Billy as he inspected his newly issued Union card.


‘Really?’ said Akaash. 


‘Didn’t you think so? Very pretty nose, I thought. Pert.’ For no particular reason he could think of, that made him chuckle to himself. 


‘I didn’t see a woman, pretty or not.’


‘No?’


‘No. I saw a comrade. A sister in the struggle against capitalism and imperialism.’


‘Really? Gosh! Poor old you!’
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A long day that had started with their arrival at Southampton drew to a close with them returning to No. 23 Ashton St, loaded down with books. Akaash had slung his gas mask over his forearm so he could utilise the bag it came in to carry a particularly bulky work. When both Vincent and Billy lit cigarettes he pointedly donned his gas mask.


Vincent urged him to remove it. ‘You look ridiculous.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Billy. ‘I think it’s an improvement.’


A policeman on the corner of Farringdon Road beckoned them over, checked their papers, stared for a while at Akaash, who was struggling to see anything through the severely steamed up Perspex eyepieces of the mask, and asked if he was trying to be funny. 


‘Very slow learner, officer,’ explained Billy. ‘Bengali. Notoriously backward people. Still trying to get the hang of the thing.’


The officer smiled in a world-weary manner but grew a great deal more formal when he discovered the book that had replaced the gas mask in Akaash’s holder was a German–English dictionary. He took out his notebook, pointedly jotted down their names and walked them to their new address where he watched them hand over their ration cards to their landlady. 


Sally told them that they would eat in the back room at 6.30 p.m. Billy asked if it would be possible to have a bath first and Sally looked crestfallen. ‘Bath nights are usually a Friday or Sunday,’ she said, taking them out to the backyard to point out the tin bathtub hanging on a nail driven into the mortar of the brick wall. She explained that the bath would be placed in the kitchen and water would need to be boiled in saucepans on the cooker, and turns taken to bathe. She then brightened and said, ‘There’s always the public baths in Milton Road. Yes, that would be much better! Why, there’s even a Turkish bath and steam room and everything there! Just like the Ritz hotel!’ 


She paused, then continued, eyes averted, ‘Whilst we’re out here…’ and showed them to a narrow brick outhouse at the bottom of the long and narrow rear garden. It was a forbidding little structure with a plank door, on the back of which neat squares of torn-up sheets of newspaper hung threaded through a bent wire. They were shown in, one at a time. The interior, in permanent twilight, smelt of damp plaster and Jeyes Fluid. There was a wooden-seated toilet, its stained cistern high up on the wall behind it, operated with the pull of a rusting chain. They were told that this required a special technique – tug, hold for a count of two then suddenly release. Billy watched Sally show how it was done, thinking what an attractive woman she was and quite taken by the earnestness of the demonstration. He asked her to repeat the process – pretending to be interested in the potential causes of the faulty mechanism whilst surreptitiously admiring the sway of her breasts and the way the shape of her calf muscle changed as she reached up again – and then offered to fix the flush system. 


‘It’s the parts,’ she said, blushing slightly and running her fingers through her hair, aware of his scrutiny. ‘Can’t get them.’


‘When you live next door to the greatest, um, engineererie in the world?’ cried Billy, suspecting correctly that he’d just added to the English language. ‘And, although I say so myself, you have a pretty decent engineer in the house now. Leave it to me: I’ll have it right as rain in no time.’


‘Do you have to keep showing off?’ hissed Vincent. ‘Always the big shot. And stop looking at her like that,’ he whispered.


‘Decency monitor?’


‘No. Just decent.’


Akaash asked if they could have some water in the outhouse, perhaps in a small watering can or an old jug? Sally regarded him with a deeply concerned look on her face.


‘You can wash your hands when you get back into the kitchen…’


Billy sniggered. ‘I don’t think it’s his hands he’s thinking about washing, Mrs A.’


Sally Atkinson put a hand to her mouth. Vincent glared at Billy. ‘They can sort all that out for themselves, Mrs Atkinson. Just ignore them. Now, would it be acceptable if I hung up some family pictures in my room?’ 
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Things got no easier over their evening meal, which Vincent referred to as dinner but Sally corrected to tea. 


‘It’s a class thing,’ Billy explained in a whisper as the three of them sat around the table neatly laid with an array of stainless-steel cutlery, waiting for their first course. ‘The middle and upper classes call their midday meal “lunch” and their evening meal “dinner”. They might also have a light meal mid-afternoon. If they do, that’s tea. For the working class, dinner is the midday meal and tea the evening meal. Oh,’ he added holding up two spoons, ‘and this is a soup spoon and this one is for dessert, which, I’m reliably informed, the working class call pudding.’


He sat back, looking extremely pleased with himself.


‘Do you really think I don’t know the difference between a soup spoon and a dessertspoon?’ asked Vincent.


‘I didn’t,’ admitted Akaash. ‘Nor can I see the point of the distinction. A spoon’s a spoon.’


Vincent’s look made it clear he wasn’t at all surprised. ‘How do you know so bloody much about it?’ he asked Billy. ‘I thought this was your first time here too.’


‘Lessons before I left Gwalior. From the Resident’s wife and a few of her friends,’ he explained with a contented sigh. ‘You have no idea how much they taught a simple, innocent young native like me.’


‘You really are disgusting.’


Akaash took a handful of change out of his pocket. ‘Did they explain this to you?’ he asked, letting a cascade of coins fall onto the table. ‘Because it makes no sense to me.’


‘I thought you were some kind of mathematical whiz?’


‘Maths is based on logic and structure. And believe me there’s no logic or structure in this. Pounds, shillings and pence I understand. Although why it’s abbreviated to LSD and not PSP escapes me. But the basic system is easy enough. Just like rupees, annas and paise, but based on multipliers of twenty and twelve rather than sixteen and four.’ He spread out the money, finding the two smallest copper coins. ‘This is a halfpenny,’ he said, holding up the larger of the two. ‘But this,’ he said, indicating the smaller, ‘whilst its worth is half of a halfpenny, it isn’t a quarter penny – no, that would be far too sensible. It’s a farthing. What does that even mean? And why is a two shilling piece called a florin? Why is there a coin worth two shillings and sixpence that’s called a half-crown when there isn’t a five-shilling coin called a crown? Why isn’t there a five-shilling coin at all, irrespective of what it’s called? And what on earth is a guinea?’


Billy tried to recall all he had been told of the origins and oddities of British currency until Sally brought three soup plates to the table. She placed them carefully before them and all three picked up their soup spoons. ‘Cream of chicken,’ she said.


Akaash put his spoon down. ‘I’m a vegetarian,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sorry, I thought they’d told you that. I don’t eat meat.’


‘It’s not meat, Dr Ray,’ she assured him, sounding like a mother talking to a particularly dim child. ‘It’s soup.’


‘I don’t eat anything that’s made from meat or has meat in it.’


Sally put her hand to her mouth. ‘Not any meat?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘How on earth do you survive?’ she asked. ‘No wonder you’re so…’


‘Daal. Rice. Vegetable curries.’


‘I don’t know how to make any of those,’ she said, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Excuse me a moment.’


‘You’re a strict Brahmin now?’ Billy asked. ‘I thought you said you were an atheist. Ergo.’


‘I am indeed,’ Akaash assured him. ‘Religion is mere superstition the elites use to dissuade the disenfranchised from demanding what’s rightfully theirs. I’ve foresworn meat until the British release Gandhiji.’


Vincent rolled his eyes. 


‘So this is like a protest? A hunger strike?’ asked Billy, impressed.


‘Absolutely,’ said Akaash.


‘Except you never actually go hungry,’ pointed out Vincent. ‘What an excellent form of civil disobedience: all you manage to do is upset someone who’s trying to take care of you, piss off everyone around you and make no difference whatsoever to anything. Congratulations.’ 


‘I’m sure everything will be fine,’ Vincent reassured Sally when she returned, red-eyed. ‘Daal is really just what…’ – he looked around the table and sighed – ‘we Indians call lentil soup.’ He nodded dismissively at Akaash. ‘I’m sure he’s not going to starve to death if he just has whatever vegetables you’ve prepared for us tonight. Tomorrow you and I can work out a menu so his particular needs can be properly catered for.’


She nodded, with a tight smile. ‘Thank you, Vincent,’ she said. ‘I’ll give Dr Ray extra gravy with his veg. And the two of you can share his chop.’


A slow smile spread cross Vincent’s face. ‘That wouldn’t happen to be a pork chop by any chance, would it?’


Sally nodded again, sensing further problems.


Vincent raised an eyebrow at Billy, who gave a slight shake of his head.


‘And is there meat stock in the gravy, Mrs Atkinson? Perhaps it’s best if Dr Ray has his veg dry tonight. And I suspect Mr Khan might prefer to polish off Dr Ray’s soup and just have a few dry veg himself. You and I can share the pork chops between us.’ 
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