

  





  [image: ]





  Copyright ©2011 by Serena Fairfax




  www.serenafairfax.com




  





  


  [image: ]


  XinXii Edition


  eBooks from indie authors


  www.xinxii.com




   




  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, place and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.




   




  The right of Serena Fairfax to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, digital, cyber, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner.




   




  





  





  





  

    


  




  

    ISBN: 978-09569748-8-4


  




  

    


  




  

    


  




  

    


  




  

    Cover design: Paridhi Rathore


  




  WHERE THE BULBUL SINGS




  





  WHERE THE BULBUL SINGS 2




  CHAPTER 1




  CHAPTER 2




  CHAPTER 3




  CHAPTER 4




  CHAPTER 5




  CHAPTER 6




  CHAPTER 7




  CHAPTER 8




  CHAPTER 9




  CHAPTER 10




  CHAPTER 11




  CHAPTER 12




  CHAPTER 13




  CHAPTER 14




  CHAPTER 15




  CHAPTER 16




  CHAPTER 17




  CHAPTER 18




  CHAPTER 19




  CHAPTER 20




  CHAPTER 21




  CHAPTER 22




  CHAPTER 23




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  WHERE THE BULBUL SINGS




  
CHAPTER 1




   




  ‘A ripened peach and just seventeen, man. She’ll be heartbreaker and trouble stirrer, yawl see,’ the railwayman muttered to a workmate their gaze locked on Hermie Blake as she propped up her black Raleigh bicycle against a betel-stained wall of Ajeemkot’s two-storied mustard and red brick station building and un-looped a basket from the handlebars. Then, tucking her broad brimmed khaki solar topi under one arm, she hurried, her bronze tumble of hair lit by sunlight, up the dusty, stone steps to the arched entrance. After a humid night that promised the monsoon, the temperature had climbed. That June day in 1939 was cloudless with a slight heat haze and above the raucous bustle of the station the chimes of the town’s Victoria Jubilee Memorial clock danced across on a spice-spiked breeze.




  Eight o'clock! Hermie – christened but seldom called Hermione - glanced across for confirmation to the station clock - accurate to a second - courtesy of its German manufacturer, and gave a gusty sigh. She wiped her damp forehead, grimly conscious that she was late again for work and mentally hurled invective at Bishu, their absent chokra.




  'Girlee. Wait! That jungly boy has hopped to the bazaar forgetting Pa’s tiffin as usual.' Hermie’s mother, Noreen, had buttonholed her as she was about to leave home. 'And mind, yawl know Pa’s a picky eater. So drop this in for him on your way.'




  Noreen was pin thin, her frame that of a distant forebear – an English infantryman in the pay of the East India Company, once a mighty London based commercial venture with its own private army. Three hundred and fifty years ago in a battle waged in Bengal mangrove swamps against a local ruler, he’d survived to marry his Indian village sweetheart and stayed on, never to return to the green meadows of home. To cement allegiance the Company tossed a gold mohur coin to every India born child of an Indian mother and European father and from such beginnings the hybrid Anglo-Indian Community evolved. This was the Community to which the Blakes belonged, its distinct genetic footprints leading back to European ancestors in the male line of descent who’d flocked to India to seek fame and fortune – and found love.




  Anglo-Indians were English speaking and Christian; skin tone ranged from fair to swarthy, hair colour fair to black, they bore European names and adopted the customs and traditions of the British. Most inter-married within the tight – knit, mixed-blood circle; few married Indians.




  After a scandal-busting probe the Company, whose trading crusades had led to terror-ridden land-grabs, was ousted by the British government – the Raj - who gained direct rule of India - its jewel in the Crown. Applying divide and rule, it accorded Anglo-Indians preferential treatment in subordinate jobs on the railways, tea and coffee plantations, mines, hospitals, schools, post and telegraphs, customs, the police and government service. The Raj turned India into its very own treasure-trove, and the Community- a buffer engineered by the Raj between itself and its Indian subjects- spurned its ancient Indian heritage yet won scant social acceptance from its colonial masters who were scornful of its mixed-race. There were Anglo-Indians who yearned to go home – to the Britain of which they were not born, did not know, had never before visited, but which they considered, by virtue of tenuous links to long-dead kinsmen, to be their natural homeland.




  'Why should I do Bishu’s chores, Ma? Tell me that, eh? Hermie’s creamy-skinned oval face had sharpened with indignation. ‘It’s the second time this week and just once more and I'll suffer. Yawl know the Bank's rule – three late days in a row means half a day’s leave docked.' She wondered why Ma tolerated the feckless chokra - who'd come to them bearing a testimonial that read: Without any reservations we can recommend him as a thoroughly useless servant.




  'Just this once, pet.' Light brown eyes peered anxiously at her.




  'All right then, as a favour to you,' Hermie's resolve faltered and her voice softened affectionately, ‘but mind, never again. There can’t and won’t be a third strike. I’m fed up of making allowances for him.' Her singsong accent, like that of Noreen's and characteristic of the Community, ended on a note of finality.




  Noreen, who gave the impression that she might disintegrate in a puff of wind, seized on the grudging assent and hastened to the hot, soot-walled kitchen returning with a large wicker-lidded country basket. Muttering under her breath, Hermie had reluctantly borne it away. She knew what it contained - an aluminium, three tiered, lidded tiffin-carrier containing wholemeal parathas, spicy pork bhoonie, a generous helping of omelette-rice, Ma’s spicy cucumber pickle, a portion of banana cream, and a thermos flask of strong, sweet tea.




  Hermie slackened pace along the crowded platform skirting passengers squatting on their bedding rolls, eyeing, with a sharp twinge of envy, a European woman's smart cream linen outfit, and gloomily comparing it with her own bazaar-made floral, mid-calf cotton skirt, the matching pin-tucked blouse and plain brown Bata sandals. Resentment resurfaced. Will I ever savour the rich pickings? Everyone’s talking about the winds of change and the call for Independence is as loud as the call to Morning Prayer from the minarets. Even President Roosevelt supports the exit of the Raj and then who knows what will happen? Beyond a huge hoarding that pictured a woman, hair coiled into a big bun, flashing an impossibly white smile asking coyly Did You Maclean Your Teeth Today? Hermie passed the Ladies Waiting Room and the European Refreshment Room and at last came to the Stationmaster's Office that led to the Guards’ Rest Room.




  About to push open the door marked NO ADMITTANCE EXCEPT ON DUTY it was snatched from her hand by a sandy haired English subaltern. Hot air poured in and the creaking ceiling fan circled lazily bringing scant relief. Hermie’s heart leapt. Ooh, he’s handsome, and she smiled encouragingly. The soldier’s eyes narrowed, liking the shapely legs and the nice way Hermie’s skirt moved but immediately setting her down as one of those chee chee Anglo-Indians who hung around outside the Europeans-only Devonshire Club. He turned his head away and swiftly transacting his business with the wrinkled chaprassi, swivelled out of the room dashing Hermie’s hopes that he’d introduce himself to her.




  Hermie eyed his retreating back with some distaste, angry not only with him but also at her own vulnerability. Just you wait and see. It’s not always going to be like this, she promised herself. I won’t be excluded. Thrusting the basket at the chaprassi who’d taken it all in with his usual impassivity, she snapped in kitchen Hindi, 'mind you give this to Guard Wilburt, ek dum.’




  'Achha'. He nodded and Hermie, feeling virtuous at a tiresome task duly completed, rewarded him with a smile that had turned many a male head.




  The sound of angry bellowing made her spin round and she dashed outside, the door banging shut behind her. 'Hello? What's the hullabaloo?' What’s all this tamasha?' It was the sort of commotion that rendered it somewhat different from the usual station hubbub.




  'Hey sonny! Where's your ticket? Come back here, mind!'




  Hermie glanced sharply up and down the platform and saw an angrily gesticulating ticket collector and, further along, with startled recognition, the running figure of a skinny brown lad, fifteen year old Frank Gannon, Anglo-Indian like herself, an altar boy at St. Columba’s Church. Frayed shirt tail flying, he dodged in and out of the throng of jabbering coolies squabbling over luggage.




  She paused, then put on a burst of speed.




  ‘What’re you doing here, eh? What's up, Frank?' Sweat trickling down into her collar, she’d caught up with him and seized his arm. 'Mind, you ought to be at school. Go on, what's happened?' She stared at him disquieted. He stank; the spotty, unwashed face, with its hint of black down was bitterer than she’d ever seen, the religious medallion, never worn except at Mass, dangled from a long chain round his neck.




  Frank’s gaze dropped to his tattered sandals. 'I don't want to talk about it. I can't. Not to you. Not to Bernadette.' Bernadette, his sister, was Hermie's best friend and like her worked at the Ajeemkot Central Bank.




  'Come on Frank, I’m like your big sister. Somebody ticked you off and you’re running away, right?’ Hermie put an arm round his shoulder. He stiffened, saying nothing with such a blank look on his face that she wondered if he'd heard her.




  'Pa can't afford to buy me a watch. Pa can't afford anything.' He rubbed his knuckles against red-rimmed eyes then went on in a tight singsong, ' I'm always going to be poor, always going to be a chee chee, blackey-white, anglo-banglo, off-white, half-caste, Eurasian....’ Hermie winced a little as he woodenly parroted a litany of pejorative names that the British called the Community behind its back. He stared miserably at the ground, his features dissolving into uncontrollable sobs.




  'There...Now mind, you listen to me...' she said gently stroking his bowed head, adding reassuringly. ‘Things are set to change. The Raj needs us even more than ever. They can’t go on without us. We’ve got the upper hand at last. We'll...' She raised her voice above the shrill whistle and the hissing of steam from the approaching express, her muffled words borne away on the wind.




  Frank shook himself free and his face froze. A large black fly was settling on his head. Hermie could hear his quick, hard breathing. Then whipping round, with one swift, frenzied twist he pitched himself onto the track and into the fury of the oncoming train. The driver hadn't a chance. The sickening screech of brakes tore through Hermie. There was a clanging of wheels as the footplate heaved and stilled. A moment’s sudden hush.




  'Hai Ram!' An appalled gasp rose from those who’d witnessed what had happened. Instinctively they surged forward only to ebb back with a low moan at the gruesome sight of mangled body parts scattered along the line.




  'No, Frank, no.’ When Hermie found her voice at last it was scarcely more than a whisper, and glancing round she saw that nearly every face bore much the same sense of shock and horror that she felt. ‘Oh my God, no!’




  Passengers' heads appeared at the windows demanding to know why the train had halted so abruptly; whistles blasted as uniformed railway police ran onto the crowded platform and brandishing brassbound lathis pushed through the pandemonium. The ashen faced Anglo-Indian engine driver, sweat pouring from him, climbed slowly down from the loco, visibly shaken, to be immediately engulfed by officialdom.




  Sick to the stomach, Hermie recoiled, stumbling to the nearest bench and sat down heavily, her thoughts raw with disbelief. She shut her eyes and kept them shut in a vain effort to erase the memory of the grim scene, swallowing quickly, the sour taste in her mouth nearly choking her. She was shaking all over, her heart bumping and knocking against her ribs and staring down at her hands saw that they were trembling. For several minutes she just sat there utterly numbed, a great sorrow welling up for Frank and the grey despair that must have prompted the suicide. Then anger stabbed sharply through her. Was there to be no bright future for an Anglo-Indian like her? As a junior clerk in the Ajeemkot Central Bank where the better paid and managerial jobs were reserved for British staff and domiciled Europeans (Europeans born, raised or settled in India but lacking Indian forbears), Hermie knew only too well that the prospect of promotion to a higher grade that she knew she richly deserved was remote. Like Frank she felt bitter and trapped. Unlike Frank I’m made of sterner stuff and I’m going to shut the door on all this, she told herself. Steadying herself out of her turmoil she wiped her sweating palms on her skirt and elbowing her way through the throng, unlocked her bicycle and pedalled shakily in the direction of the Bank. Her first thought was for Bernadette. She chewed her lip. Poor, dear Bernadette. God, what am I going to say?




   




  Frank was interred the next day. His last desperate words ...always going to be a chee chee reverberated in Hermie's ears as the cheap coffin, a dark trickle of blood seeping from its cracks, was lowered into the gaping grave, hastily dug during the night by the light of a kerosene lamp. Unlike Hermie's family, who were nominally Church of England, the Gannons were staunchly Roman Catholic. Roaming Cutlass as Bishu put it.




  Not for Frank a Requiem Mass, decided the Monsignor, a well-fed English cleric who boasted of patrician connections, conveniently ignoring the fact, Hermie thought angrily, that the Gannons were among the most devout of his parishioners. The emptiness of the committal and the futility of it all brought a deep melancholy to her. Who knows, she thought, what repentance Frank had experienced at the last moment of his life. Was not God all merciful? Nevertheless, Frank had taken his own life, and in the eyes of the Catholic Church that was a mortal sin undeserving of the Lord’s forgiveness and grace, which meant that Frank’s remains must be consigned to un-consecrated ground.




  Beyond a 1920s grotto that housed a plaster representation of the Crucifixion, the scene echoed her despairing mood - the grey, rock-strewn earth parched and dusty, treeless; the black-clawed scavenging kites soaring in the still, hot air. Hermie fanned herself with a paper fan with as much vigour as decorum permitted. The sombrely dressed Gannons - Frank's parents and siblings – mahogany faced Vincent, a seminarian, and Bernadette, a plump, timid brunette with an olive complexion, dabbing her eyes, huddled together with their rosaries. Sobs punctuated murmured Hail Marys as a grief-stricken, care-worn Mrs Gannon linked arms with her swarthy husband and the thumb sucking, fairer-skinned six-year-old twins clung to their mother's skirt. In this painful pilgrimage to the graveside the family resemblance was striking in spite of the marked difference in hair and skin tone.




  Two of Frank's teachers from the Order of Irish Christian Brothers, the scorching sun beating down on their starched white, emerald-sashed soutanes, and more compassionate than the absent Monsignor, opened their prayer books:




  Give him eternal rest, O Lord, and may perpetual light shine on him forever.




  ‘I’m very, very sorry- if there's anything I can do...’ Hermie's voice tailed off lamely and she wiped away her tears. She could find so few words of comfort. She turned to Mrs Gannon and put an arm round her hunched shoulders, and stroked Bernadette’s back. ‘I’m here for you. Yawl know that.’




  Bernadette chewed her sodden handkerchief. ‘Yes. We knew you’d come.’ She didn’t need reminding why Hermie’s family was absent. Their relationship with the Gannons was strained, despite the long friendship of Hermie and Bernadette through school and the YWCA stenography course since Hermie’s father regarded Mr Gannon as a feckless loser who lowered the tone of the Community and fed the stereotype that Anglo-Indian men were good- for- nothing drones.




  'You were there for him, in his last moments. You comforted him. And now you’re comforting us. Thank you for that, my dear.' Mr. Gannon said, passing a hand over his eyes. He seldom had much to say and now seemed on the verge of collapse as he shuffled forward to lay flowers.




  ‘Only wish I could’ve done more - saved him. Are you all right?' Hermie said in a choked voice, aware that he and Vincent had spent several tormented hours hand-digging Frank's grave.




  'Yes.' He squared his shoulders pulling himself together with dignity. ‘We have lost our wonderful Frank, but we’ll have to manage. And you're away now?'




  She hesitated fractionally. 'I have to.' She did not, but that they wanted to be left alone to grieve in private for Frank was plain. Mumbling a few words of commiseration to Vincent and nodding at the Brothers she consoled Bernadette and Mrs Gannon with hugs and walked dispiritedly through the cemetery, her sandals rustling over the dry, bleached grass to the entrance set between Ionic columns. The poignant image of the crushed Gannons refused to budge.




   




  ‘Tonga wallah!' There were several thin-ribbed horses with their lethargic drivers waiting outside, smoking foul-smelling beerees between cupped hands. Hermie climbed in. 'Chullo. Number 22 Loco Quarters.' She leaned back, and feeling absolutely drained clutched her handbag tightly in her lap.




  The tonga wallah pulled up the tongas’s faded red canvas hood providing a welcome angle of shade and, with a flick of the whip, the animal broke into a trot its hoofs rhythmically clattering along the dusty tarmac road bordered with huge neem trees. Loco Quarters was on the far side of the town of Ajeemkot, in the Railway Lines, an area where railway employees were housed. There, in a small, semi-detached bungalow, Hermie lived with her parents Wilburt and Noreen, and her older brother, Ashley. As long as she could remember Pa had worked on the Rajputana-Malwa Railways as a conductor-guard and Ashley seven years her senior was doing well as a junior loco driver.




  As the tonga bowled along, harness bells jingling, Hermie gazed idly about her at the all too familiar scene, her thoughts still dwelling on the funeral and the injustice of the Monsignor who’d, denied the Gannons the consoling ritual of a Catholic service yet hadn’t hesitated not many months earlier, to accord a full-blown Requiem to a certain English major found with his brains blown out, his service revolver in a limp hand. Her thoughts switched to a certain day a few weeks previously, recalling an incident with no pleasure in some detail.




   




  'No, Hermie, I'm afraid I can't make an exception for you. Y' know club membership is restricted to Europeans only and you're not eligible to play in the inter-club tournament.' Mr. Armitage, Hermie's English boss and, as Manager of the Ajeemkot Central Bank, Honorary Treasurer of the Devonshire Club, glanced away from his clerk's pretty face out of the window to where a red-breasted copperpot was hollowing out a branch of a wide leafed tree.




  The Club! How these half-castes who had neither the virtues of the East nor the vices of the West all pined in vain to join.




  'As a guest, I could,' Hermie who was a keen tennis player reminded him with a sweetness that did not match the sharp defiance of her eyes.




  'Correct.' Mr. Armitage dropped his hands to his side aware that she was staring with some repulsion at the patches of sweat at his armpits soaking through the cotton shirt. ‘But you’d need to be invited,’ he added, quite sure she knew of no one who would do. He'd heard Hermie Blake played some classy ground strokes, and young Smith in securities was in need of a good partner if he was to win the mixed doubles but... no, he couldn’t ask her. He wished she wouldn't stare at him in that bold fashion, hoping to shame him into changing his mind. His watery blue eyes swept over her - she was immaculately turned out as usual, and that sensuous mouth - she was a sight for sore eyes all right, in spite of a lick of the tar brush.




  ‘I’m hoping you’d do the honours, sir.’ Hermie switched to a stereotypical Community servility she did not feel. ‘Besides, the club was only too pleased to rope me into to help with Empire Day.’ She couldn’t resist the dig. Moreover, Hermie knew the powers of her charms and that it would take just one more visit to the club to ensnare a Brit and put her on track for home.




  Mr Armitage hesitated, wondering for one wild moment if he could pass her off as ‘one of us.’ At stake was the honour of the Devonshire trounced last year by a team from the Havelock, the defeat rendered even more humiliating by the knowledge that the victor was a club from a mofussil. He closed his eyes momentarily to visions of an amazing comeback and the silver tournament trophy resting once again in its rightful place in the Devonshire. True, Hermie had proved a natural with the kiddies last month on Empire Day when she’d helped organise the egg and spoon and obstacle races, the fancy dress and tea party, and the youngsters sing-along and march past the Union Jack to the rousing, patriotic finale of Rule Britannia and There’ll Always Be An England. Beating time with his fountain pen on the leather trimmed blotter, he hummed the words under his breath.




  ‘Sir, that’s a yes?’




  That voice of hers marked her as an outsider. ‘ No. Most definitely not and I should be obliged if you would not mention it again. And anyway,’ Mr Armitage added lamely ‘Empire Day was a commemorative occasion for us all and quite a different kettle of fish. Now Sharma has prepared an important set of quarterly figures he wants typed up today, so be sure to collect it from his office.’




  He unscrewed his pen cap as if to signal that their meeting was at an end, wincing as she swept like a gale out of the room slamming the heavy door behind her.




  Ruddee pig, Hermie muttered to herself in the safety of the corridor leaning heavily against the wall, resolving never again to volunteer her services to the Devonshire, given that her last effort had signally failed to provide the entree she craved. She had visions of herself one day, the doyenne of society, when they’d be clamouring for her patronage. Nursing the grievance, she reluctantly made her way to a door marked Deputy Assistant Chief Accountant.




  Mr Sharma, a bespectacled Indian, looked up. ‘This is urgent...’ he held out a sheaf of papers covered with figures and footnotes in his spidery handwriting.




  Hermie slapped them down on the desk. Mr Armitage’s refusal still stung. ‘I will not work for Indians so long as there’s a drop of English blood in me.’ Her voice quavered and she turned on her heel.




  Mr Sharma rolled his eyes and shrugged. He’d simply ask Mr Armitage himself to consign it to the typing pool. Willy, nilly it would get done. He’d heard it all before. But it wouldn’t be for much longer. Gandhiji and Pandit Nehru saw things quite differently. Everyone knows that the present decade has seen the start of serious civil disobedience campaigns, strikes and labour disputes. It is increasingly evident the British can’t continue to hold India except at very high cost. Already they’ve been forced to give ground by according us political and administrative rights. Jai Hind! The sun will soon set on the Empire. Independence is accelerating and then we’ll be boss. We’ll have the last laugh.




   




  ‘Watch it, tonga wallah,’ Hermie cried. Flung about in the seat, her thoughts boomeranged to the present. The quiet of the cemetery and the orderliness of the Cantonment and the Civil Lines with their broad shady roads and large creamy bungalows set in well tended gardens, the spire of the Anglican Church of St. George’s rising behind it, had unrolled away. They’d passed The Albany, the town’s premier hotel that boasted: Entirely European owned and managed. Spacious bathrooms fitted with bathtubs and a daily supply of fresh produce, and the commercial centre of the town was beginning to close in. The piebald slowed to a more leisurely pace as they approached Kingsway, the busy main artery. The featureless exterior of the mighty Britannic Life Assurance Company made her shudder, dwarfing as it did, the equally non-descript Ajeemkot Central Bank. There, but for Frank's funeral, she'd be working alongside Bernadette in the regimented rows of the typing pool, rat-tat- tatting away on a gleaming black Remington Rand typewriter. From her desk by the window - a spot much coveted that she’d bagged quickly - she had a clear view across the street of Kumar Foto Studio, sandwiched between the New Era Book Depot and Lakshmi Cloth Mart, where, decked out in a hysterical mix of purple and orange, fascia lights flashing, it did a thriving business.




  They veered into a narrow ribbon of streets and the familiar smell and colour of the bazaar swept up to her - the spicy, pungent odours, the somewhat cloying scent of perfumed hair oil, the beams of glinting brassware, the many corrugated iron roofed, open-air stalls, the babel of hawkers’ cries above the sweet warble of caged mynah birds. Cursing and shouting, the tonga wallah angled his way through, skirting Hermie’s favourite bangle stall which today held no charms for her, eventually pulling up outside the Blakes’ small, flat- roofed, semi-detached bungalow.




  Hermie escaped out of the fierce sunlight through a neat, small garden and up a shallow flight of steps to the deep, front verandah, involuntarily reaching out to touch the horse-shoe hanging from a rusty nail on the oiled door-frame. She felt drenched; her armpits damp, the cotton dress clinging limply to her back. Was it, she thought irritably, too much to expect that Bishu had remembered to lower and water the tatties? She stepped inside. It was not! The air was cool, the welcome shade and fragrant scent of dampened cuscus grass coming up thickly and mixed with lavender, and she was slightly cheered by his apparent spurt of initiative.




  'Bishu, char leeow!' Hermie shouted for a cup of tea in kitchen Hindi, banging the fly-mesh screen door behind her. There was no answer - as usual he was nowhere to be seen, so she supposed she would have to put on the kettle herself- but she could nurse her thoughts, still chained to the grisly memories of yesterday, in secret. Tossing her topi onto the heavy, black wood hat-stand, she slipped off her sandals, and went into the stone-floored bathroom. She stripped off, turned on the tap and filling the metal bucket, poured water over herself with a long handled brass ladle, gasping slightly as the first cold drops hit scorching skin. Bishu was singing to himself on the back verandah, sliding nasally up and down the scale, as he lit a charcoal fire under the hamaam that supplied the hot water for their nightly baths. Pa must have had a go at him she thought with some satisfaction for he seems to have turned over a new leaf.




  Altogether much refreshed, Hermie stretched out on the bed resolutely shutting her mind against recent raw events. She supposed she must have dozed off, for when she opened her eyes Noreen was standing at the foot of the bed in a patchwork apron she’d made herself from pieces of left- over cotton.




  'Hermie, Hermie!' Noreen’s shrill tones hid solicitous concern. She shook her daughter.




  'Are you all right, girlee? You've been asleep for far too long. Get up, rouse yourself now, otherwise who knows what'll become of you.' Ma held the theory that excessive sleep shortened one’s life. ‘And tell me WHO was there?’




  Grumbling, Hermie sat up in a wisp of embroidered lawn, a creation of Ma Webb, a local Anglo-Indian seamstress. ‘It was dreadful. I hope I never have to go through that again. Ma Gannon was beside herself. And as for Bernadette, you know she’s been half-thinking of joining a convent and this might just push her over the brink, right.’




  ‘Oh no! Mrs Gannon has already sacrificed one child to the Church. Look, don’t you go telling your Pa, but when he goes out on his next shift, I’ll slip over to the Gannons with some of my coconut cake. I can’t imagine what I’d have done had it been you.’ She shivered. ‘But I mustn’t think like that. Oh no, no, no. It’s only tempting fate.’




  ‘Well, not my fate,’ Hermie said forcefully, ‘far from it. I’m nothing like Frank.’




  ‘But I fear for you, dear. You’ve never stopped moaning about this and that since you went to work in the Bank. Nothing seems to your liking – so different when you were at school.’




  Hermie considered for a moment. Ma was right. She’d enjoyed the routine of school days high up in the Nilgiris. Railway and service personnel families like the Blakes were frequently transferred the length and breadth of India, so offspring were deposited in boarding schools for an uninterrupted education from March to December. From the age of seven to sixteen, Hermie was absent from home, although Ma journeyed to visit her every eight weeks combining it with a visit to her hospitable brother Bruce, Hermie’s gruff but kindly uncle, who lived in Ooty, not from the school. It was there, in an Inter- Schools Athletics Competition, that she‘d met Bernadette, a charity pupil at a Catholic run boarding school. But even within the Anglo-Indian Community discrimination flourished. Hermie shared Bernadette’s pain on hearing that Ma Gannon, having taken her to the school of first choice, was turned away and advised to try elsewhere as her daughter’s skin tone was considered too dark.




  ‘Then I had something to look forward to, or thought I did. It’s all turned out dreary and disappointing now,’ Hermie said.




  Noreen blinked and wisely bit back a retort. It didn’t do to row with girlee, who had a mouth on her, least of all in this black mood of hers. She walked to the door, ‘Don’t you be long now.’




  'I'll be along when I’m ready.' Hermie said tartly, stifling a yawn. She slid her feet to the floor, and then going to the bathroom dashed cold water over her face, and changed into a sleeveless cotton blouse and Madras check skirt. As she applied a slick of Coty’s rose-pink lipstick to her full mouth she subjected her face to a critical appraisal and smiled to herself as she deemed it perfect.




  Sunlight poured into the short narrow passage that led to the parlour - a sitting cum dining room. Hermie hoped against hope that Pa and Ashley wouldn't be home to tea since their clashes had become more frequent and bitter. They were. Pausing momentarily at the door, with a twirl of her skirt, she crossed the room to the circular teakwood dining table, sliding into her usual place opposite her brother.




  Noreen bustled in and out of the kitchen, driving herself like a galley slave for her family and berating Bishu. Wilburt, barrel-chested, a half-smoked cigarette between stubby fingers and buried behind a newspaper grunted an acknowledgment. Ashley and his fiancée Iris Quinn, a member of their Community and a nurse at the Civil Hospital were dressed as though they were going out - he in that muddy brown suit that matched his skin tone offset by a blue shirt and striped Railways tie, she in that livid bottle green dress that did nothing for her weak-tea complexion - and deep in some soul searching conversation, probably the price of mutton. Their heads came up when they saw her and Iris smiled a greeting her pale brown eyes widening speculatively at Hermie's crisp, obviously new skirt and the cream leather belt that emphasised the wasp waist.




  ‘Splashing your cash yet again?’ Ashley shot her a condemnatory glance but then that was nothing new.




  ‘What’s that to you? I can do what I like, when I like, with my money.’




  Iris said quickly, seeking to defuse the atmosphere. ‘Listen Hermie. Saving never hurts. Changes are afoot. These Indians have Home Rule now. Who knows where this is leading, how it’ll all end. I've seen what's going on at the hospital. More Indian doctors and Indian staff being appointed to senior positions, and Uncle in Customs in Bombay has noticed the changes there, too. God knows what those Congress Party firebrands will do to next. Will there be jobs for us? That’s what so worrying.’ She ran her tongue over her lips. ‘You can’t just bury the facts like a dead cat. Whether we like it or not, we’ll all be affected by these changes - for better or for worse. You may not think so now, but you’ll thank me when you’ve saved the down payment on a passage home.’




  It was the longest speech Hermie had ever known Iris to make and it made good sense but she’d be the last to admit as much. She decided to ignore her. ‘I’ll just have some char.’ Hermie flicked crumbs from the striped table-cloth and shook her head as Noreen pushed over a plate of homemade cake and guava jelly sandwiches.




  'But girlee, everything's your favourite and cooked specially for you, especially for today, especially after what’s happened.' Noreen sounded mortally insulted. 'Take a bite, pet and keep your strength up. Don't you go wasting away. That won’t bring him back.' Frowning slightly, she re-adjusted the black kirby-grip in her lank, mousy hair.




  In things such as this Hermie had long since discovered the futility of protest. She lifted a shoulder and reached across for a slice of orange pound cake. 'Dreamy.' She licked her fingers. 'No one makes it quite like you, Ma.'




  Ma glowed at the compliment. She was still on her feet, frenziedly fussing round them, without regard to the heat. Hermie’s gaze moved about the room and the clutter brought her up short. Over-furnished, it was as if she was seeing it for the first time. The outsize shiny-black glass fronted showcase in one corner, adorned with numerous family photographs marking all stages of family life, was crammed with lovingly polished silver-plated trophies of Pa's hockey playing youth, Ma's collection of china dogs and miniature liquor bottles. There was a worn, fringed carpet. A couple of small brass teapoys with ebony barley-twist legs stood on either side of the black, cane-backed sofa. Above it on the plain-whitewashed wall the King and Emperor of India George V1, and the Queen Empress with their two daughters, the Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, bestowed benign smiles from a framed photograph and facing this, below the stuffed head of a fox, was a colour print, cut from last year's calendar, of Constable’s The Haywain, its composition deeply evocative of 1820s English rural life during harvest time. Her eyes moved to the window and beyond it she could just see the small square of coarse grass now dry as tinder, edged with trees drooping in the sun and the heat-stricken remains of a once colourful herbaceous border.




  Wilburt threw down the paper and reached for a sandwich. 'Mind, that boy would never have amounted to anything.’ From what he considered his elevated position on the Railways, Wilburt Blake looked down on the more humble Gannons. Hermie saw him glance sideways at her and she knew he couldn’t just leave it alone. 'Why you went to his funeral beats me.' Like Frank, he had a clipped accent, the tone strident and accusatory. A sallow man, with arms like a leg of mutton, he’d lumbered over to fill the comfiest easy chair by the open window, a fly swat at the ready.




  An unnecessary item if ever there is one, Hermie thought wearily, her eyes turning to the sponge steeped in lavender oil lying on the window ledge, a household tip for repelling flies, gleaned from Auntie Al.




  His tortoise-black eyes came back to her. 'It's a mercy our Ashley wasn't the duty driver yesterday. That poor chap's confined to bed with shock, and the miserable prospect of an enquiry. Yawl know very well Frank was buddhu, a complete dunderhead, a chip off that china pombula Pa of his.' He belched loudly, blind to the misery that had driven Frank to take his own life.




  Hermie’s mouth tightened and she reached for a cigarette, ignoring Iris’ frown for in her book only loose women smoked. ‘Your callous indifference to the misery of others is sickening’, she cried. ‘You’ve never questioned your own way of life - ’




  ‘No reason to,’ Wilburt retorted.




  ‘And Ashley’s no better.’ She could cheerfully have slit Pa’s throat. ‘Well, yawl ought to. I always have and will.’




  ‘Show some respect for your elders and betters.’ Iris jumped up. ‘I don’t want to hear anymore of her tirade. Come on, Ashley. Let’s leave her to her own devices.’




  'He wanted to better himself. What’s wrong with that? The trouble was he'd no idea how to go about it,' Hermie continued more quietly through a curl of smoke. She poured herself another cup of tea, which tasted dark and very strong. Not that Ma was generous with the tea leaves but she knew the economical trick that adding a spoonful of sugar to the pot opened up the leaves, and drew out the flavour. Hermie replaced the padded teacosy, decorated with a felt cut-out of an English country cottage surrounded by pink rambling roses, a parting gift to Noreen from a fellow Anglo-Indian who’d recently sailed home.




  Ashley, a younger version of Wilburt, gave a quelling snort. He jerked his head at Iris who subsided into the chair. 'What's it to you?’ He spoke rapidly in the same singsong tones. 'Right, the Gannons are hard up, but Frank had his life ahead of him, right? He was OK – ready to leave school - the Brothers had found him a job as a mechanic, right. He could've made what he chose of himself, right?' He straightened his tie with nicotine-stained fingers and smoothed his brilliantined dark hair. 'Now look at me...' He had a highly developed sense of his own merit.




  'I am looking,' Hermie held the cup with her pinky finger crooked, a mark of gentility she’d been led to believe, 'and I don't like what I see.'




  'Hermione!' Noreen cried, the seldom-used long form of the name signalling a reproof.




  Hermie refused to feel guilty and briefly closed her eyes. She felt only sorrow for Noreen who she saw as an ineffectual, downtrodden woman, happy to be dominated first by her husband and now by her son, with the same creamy colouring as that of her daughter.




  ‘Can't yawl even sit down to a meal without picking a quarrel? I go to such trouble to make things nice and yawl do nothing but snipe, snipe, snipe like pi dogs. Now mind, don't you go talking to your brother like that. What has got into you lately, eh? Show some respect.' Noreen’s lower lip began to tremble.




  'Respect must be earned.' Hermie drew a sharp breath and said shakily, 'yawl ganging up on me. Yawl are so smug and self satisfied. When will yawl realise that we Anglo-Indians mean nothing to the Brits? All right, we speak English, we go to English churches, but we don't bond with them. We're in bondage to them, and they sneer at us, calling us blackey-whites and country born behind our backs.’ She threw in a firecracker. ‘Yawl know Gidney has warned us the Brits will hang us out to dry’. As Leader of the All India Anglo-Indian Association, the Community held Sir Henry Gidney in high regard. Her pain at the Club's rejection was like a dagger in her heart. ‘Don't yawl want something different, something better?’




  Somewhere off in the trees, bulbuls twittered breaking the sudden vacuum of silence. Ashley pushed back his chair, looking the pugilist he was - the All-India Inter Railway light heavyweight champion. 'And I suppose you do?' His tone was nasty. 'Sis, this is as much our country as it is these Indians and Brits. Remember that. Talking like this, you must have fallen out with that Mervyn of yours, right. It's time you settled down and got married, like Iris and me.' He shot a loving glance at his fiancée, a witness to yet another Blake family spat. 'That'll keep you out of devilry.'




  Hermie said violently. ‘Don’t yawl tell me how to run my life.' She resented being reminded of Mervyn to whom she’d decided to show the door. ‘Yawl won’t get me marrying him.’




  They stared transfixed. ‘If yawl think I’m going to scrape along as the wife of an A-I telegraphs clerk with a brood of kids, yawl got another think coming.’




  This was tantamount to heresy. 'No girl of mine will talk like that,' Wilburt bellowed. 'Shut your mouth or you’ll get a good tight slap.'




  Ashley picked up Pa's theme. 'Yes, you’ve become a bloodee snob. What's wrong with us Anglo-Indians, then?' We've got good jobs, right. We're doing the things that make this country tick, right. We’re called the wheels, the cranks, and the levers. We're valued. Look at my Iris, right?' He squeezed her hand, his gaze full of worship. ‘What nobler work is there than nursing, eh? A job that no Hindu would let his wife, daughter or sister do because of that rigid caste system of theirs and distaste of bodily functions.’




  Iris’s sweet face broke into a serene smile. Miss Mealy-mouth, Hermie thought. ‘It’s nice to know I’m appreciated. I know I do an important job. I agree with you, dear. Hermie must learn to be content with what she’s got and not cry for the moon.'




  Iris lived with her parents, who were Wardens of Bishop Forrester's Home. This was an orphanage, one of several of the same name located in various places throughout India, founded by an English cleric, Bishop Forrester, at the turn of the century to care for orphaned and illegitimate Anglo-Indian children.




  'Yes - the jobs the Brits won't do. I want something else. I want...' If she couldn’t beat them, she must join them; it was a thought that had recently begun to echo loudly in Hermie's heart.




  '...to be a Memsahib?' Ashley lashed out with a malicious laugh. 'Ma- it's all those trashy magazines she's forever poring over - The Lady, Homes and Gardens, right? They're responsible for all these cock-eyed notions and airs and graces of hers.' As a railwayman used by his British superiors to move men, materials and supplies across the vast sub-continent, he was less sensitive than his sister to the slights of the ruling class. 'And where do you think it’ll land you, eh?’ Pointing out other people's failings was a duty he rarely shirked.




  Hermie felt cornered but checked the impulse to empty the teapot over him, pushing the several thin gold bangles up her arm with a savage movement and struck out. 'Anywhere but Ajeemkot. You're an insensitive prig, Ashley.' She leaned her elbows on the table. 'You've planned your life just like one of your blooming railway journeys, no deviations, no unscheduled halts.' This time it had gone too far. She couldn’t bear it any longer. No one understood her. Or wanted to.




  Their scowling eyes met across a vase of marigolds and she knew that things could never be the same. She didn’t want to spend another moment with her boorish father and brother. ‘I’m getting out of here. I'm getting out of Ajeemkot.' She sprang from her chair, her fists tight balls.




  'Girlee!' Noreen stared blankly at her for a moment or two then her face crumpled and tears rolled down her cheeks. 'Girlee, my baby, you mustn't go away.' Hermie was the apple of her eye.




  Wilburt lumbered over to his wife and put a clumsy arm round her thin shoulders, his eyes flickering between his son and daughter, as he sucked air noisily into his nose.




  'Just yawl try and stop me,' Hermie said shakily and fled out of the parlour, brushing through the bead-strung curtain, hearing it rattle and click behind her, her nerves stretched to snapping point. She slammed the bedroom door and bolted it, half- comforted by the familiar smells of scent, face cream and powder. Flopping into the cane bedside chair, she thought unhappily of being condemned forever to scraping along on the Bank's pittance, of the non-fast, Indian cotton dresses run up by the Muslim durzee - so different from the creations featured in imported women's magazines. Of the way the Community was treated by its British masters who pretended to hobnob with them yet privately despised their mixed ethnicity and isolated them from their social lives. It mustn’t go on. Hermie knew she possessed looks and charm and that she could employ that to the best advantage was something she knew she must do. But as to how was rather more difficult. The rows with Pa and Ashley had been constant since she’d begun to earn her living after leaving school and joining the six months Pitman’s shorthand and typing course run by the local Y.W.C.A. Almighty rows over her coming home in the small hours, rows when she was found canoodling with Mervyn on the settee. Her views were ignored by the men folk; her actions minutely criticised and analysed. The endless whys and wherefores, the endless post-mortems. Only Ma - dear Ma - with long practice understood and was there to soothe and appease. But Ma was of the patience is a virtue and everything comes to she who waits school of thought.




  She heard a soft step. 'Pet... Come on girlee, open up now. Forgive and forget...' Noreen's plaintive tones became shriller as she rattled the doorknob and knocked, first a light tap, then several thumps each getting progressively louder.




  'LEAVE ME ALONE. '




  Ma seemed about to say something else but changed her mind, for there was the sound of retreating footsteps. Hermie remained where she was staring blankly out of the window until she’d reckoned the Blakes had gone out. Ashley and Iris, both avid picture-goers, to the flicks at The Rivoli - where coolness adds to comfort - to see Lost Horizon directed by Frank Capra and starring handsome Ronald Coleman. Released in the USA in 1937 it was rumoured that it had so utterly beguiled President Roosevelt that he’d considered naming his Maryland retreat after the legendary land of Shangri-la it portrayed. And Hermie and Bernadette, equally star struck, had laughed themselves silly at Carol Lombard’s comical antics in Nothing Sacred. She knew Ma wouldn’t miss her weekly canasta and mahjong evening with her cronies for anything and Pa was probably at the Inster (as the Railway Institute- hub of Anglo-Indian Community social life from which Indians were excluded -was familiarly termed) sighing contentedly into his second pint of Murree beer, as he marked his housey card. The bungalow was quiet save for faint sounds from the kitchen where Bishu was scouring pans with cold coal-ash.




  I can’t go on like this. I’ll go mad. Hermie was past waiting. Her one desire was to go - to get right away. I’m all alone in this. Bernadette, placid and contented with her lot was bewildered by Hermie’s chafing at the bit. Now as never before, Hermie felt she couldn’t share her dreams with Bernadette, bereaved as she was. Suddenly she remembered Al Caston whom Noreen and she had met at a neighbour’s tea party the previous year. After a swift, friendly clash of wills with Hermie, Al seemed to have taken to her, perhaps seeing in her slender figure and lively spirit, Noreen supposed, something of her own beloved daughter, a lovely girl it was said, and her only child, who’d succumbed to TB at much the same age.




  Al Caston - universally known as Auntie Al - was a legend. Everyone in their Community and beyond knew the stout, tiny woman, or, Hermie felt, ought to. Married to Cedric Caston, six years her junior, who she publicly addressed as Mr Caston, he was her third husband, the previous two having died from tick fever. Hermie remembered her as an olive skinned woman with bright brown eyes in, she supposed her late forties, with an all-consuming interest in people, and a passion for clothes and hats. She was always smartly dressed, not a pin out of place. Despite personal tragedies, her strong Catholic faith never faltered; she was pillar of the Delhi Anglo-Indian Community and choir mistress, possessing the celestial voice of an operatic soprano, who brooked no slacking at the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart.




  Auntie Al took in lodgers. Not just anybody, she was quick to tell the Blakes. Oh no, she was more selective than that, for her choice was quirky and uncoloured by mercenary considerations. It was more of a hobby for she didn’t really need the money. That she made from breeding her cats whose pedigreed mates she chose with the same level of eccentricity as her choice of lodgers. Her sole criterion was like at first sight. If one failed this test one was unlikely to be favoured, no matter what the inducements.




  Hermie laid plans, did sums, then crossing the passage to the parlour that still seemed to echo with the tensions of the day rummaged in the old walnut wood roll-top desk and taking up a pen wrote to Auntie Al. She’d surely be sympathetic. By the time Hermie had sealed the envelope and stuck on the stamp that bore the head of the King, the violent intentions she’d felt towards the world in general and Pa and Ashley in particular had seeped away, replaced by elation at her bold move. Freedom beckoned!




  CHAPTER 2




   




  'What's this about, girlee?' Noreen grimaced slightly, brandishing Auntie Al’s letter welcoming them to Delhi. 'Bishu!’ The sound reached the kitchen. ‘Fetch a tonga, we're going out.’




  Yes! Hermie’s heart gave a joyful leap. Noreen frowned and tapped the envelope with a thin finger. ‘Yawl know your uncle Bruce in Ooty is expecting us.’ That he was a bachelor with a nest egg from teaching and a soft spot for Ashley and Hermie was not lost on the Blakes. 'But let me see... I suppose there’s no reason why you and Bernadette shouldn’t go. You'd be company for each other, and after what she's suffered I'm sure she could do with a break.'




  This was definitely not what Hermie had in mind, fond though she was of Bernadette. 'Bernadette?' she said on a high note. 'Just where does she fit in?'




  'You know - ' Ma began mildly.




  'This,' said Hermie sharply, 'is what I know and that is, my youth’s slipping away. I want to go ALONE. SOLO.’ She'd hoped that three months away would enable her to find her feet although she'd not clearly identified what she'd do. The future was still an agreeable haze but one in which she featured as the most gracious of players. 'There'll be some paid leave' - she fudged, hoping Noreen wouldn’t probe- ‘and some unpaid. I persuaded boss to let me borrow from next year's entitlement - and he has promised to keep my job open for me, as I'm a good worker.' This was scarcely even a half-truth, for Mr Armitage had merely reluctantly said he’d look into the possibility of it but could give no guarantees.




  Ma mopped her neck and gave Hermie a searching glance.




  'Please.' Hermie switched to the sweet reason tack. 'Auntie Al will look after me so yawl have nothing to worry about.'




  A tonga pulled up and it creaked fit to bust as they climbed in, Ma shouting about domestic chores to Bishu. ‘And make sure boxwallah leaves a dozen curry puffs.’ Bishu nodded woodenly but plainly had no intention of doing anything, Hermie thought irritably. With the two ladies away, he’d chat and smoke beerees with his equally idle cronies on the back verandah.




  Noreen glanced skywards. 'Looks as if the monsoon's about to break.' Bloated iron-grey clouds had been gathering for the past few days. 'Three months absence and what do you mean unpaid?’ The significance of Hermie's remarks suddenly registered.




  ‘I’ve been saving hard.'




  Ma gave a little laugh. 'You’re all for splashing out on yourself Miss Hermione Delicia Blake, but you’re a proper little miser when it comes to anyone else. Now don’t you take it as a foregone conclusion as you know I’ll have to check with your Pa.’




  Seeing the advantage slipping away from her, Hermie added quickly, 'How can I expect to meet a suitable boy if I’m always twinned with Bernadette? She's so serious-minded and holy they’re scared off.' She knew she was on to a winner here as Noreen, although friendly with Ma Webb, privately considered her daughter a cut above Mervyn Webb.




  Lantern-jawed, twenty-three year old Mervyn worked in Posts & Telegraphs. Of medium height and slim build with jutting cheekbones in an oak brown face, she’d met him when she was crowned Queen of the May a year earlier at the Inster. Sunny natured with a singular lack of ambition, his energy was focused on billiards and carrom rather than on bettering himself. They’d been to the flicks, the Saturday night jam sessions at the Inster, listened to Glenn Miller records on the gramophone, and much else besides, even Mervyn unbuttoning her blouse- Ma would’ve had a fit had she known - and it was taken for granted they’d wed.




  Noreen's expression became thoughtful and meeting Hermie’s eyes she smiled and briskly placed her doubts, with the letter, in her pocket. 'Mind you, they say Al has a wide circle of friends...’ She broke off to scream at the tonga wallah. 'For God's sake man, slow down! Are you trying to murder us? Now girlee, what’s that they say about Al?’




  Al had friends – even better, VALUABLE CONNECTIONS, as she herself put it, in every corner of India. There was quite literally no one in the Anglo-Indian Community or beyond that she didn’t know or make it her business to. From the hard up Gannons, in their three noisy, hot rooms in the bazaar, to those well- to- do Powleys and Reids who lived in those big bungalows crouched round St George’s, Auntie Al knew them all.




  ‘Leave your Pa to me.’ Confident that girlee would find someone in the Community, notches above Mervyn, through Auntie Al's select introductions, she was already nursing happy visions of Hermie returning home on the arm of a nice young Anglo-Indian professional - one of the Powley boys, perhaps, both graduates with first class degrees and now employed in Delhi. They were a catch having done very well and joined the elite Indian Civil Service. The heaven-born, as its chosen were called. Or there was Dr. Reid’s only boy - a promising lawyer recently London returned having been called to the bar of Middle Temple. Noreen was deaf to the sound of the furious ironing of frocks that their prospects had generated with Anglo-Indian girls of marriageable age in Ajeemkot.




  Sympathetic to her daughter's aspirations, Noreen was aware that Ajeemkot was, admittedly, somewhat of a backwater and besides, and she’d be the first to acknowledge this, the Blakes didn’t move in the right circles. Nevertheless, in Delhi girlee would have every opportunity, and she knew her Hermie well enough to know that she’d seize it. So, while the prospect of the next few months without her was grim, she wouldn’t dwell on it. Hermie would fulfil her own long-buried dreams and the good marriage Noreen envisioned for her daughter was within grasp.




  'Just you leave your Pa to me,’ Noreen repeated confidently. She knew how to cut Wilburt some slack when angling for favours. She conveniently overlooked her last bruising encounter with Mrs Powley when the latter had monologued on about her own well-settled family and her equally (well, almost) well -settled friends in Ajeemkot, Cal, Jubbulpore, Puri, Poona and Meerut and much else besides. She’d made it plain to Noreen and Hermie by her continual asides to her canteen of sterling silver cutlery, her Edinburgh crystal decanters, the brand new imported saloon car and the squadron of servants in the large Ajeemkot bungalow that she considered the Powleys vastly superior to the Blakes (indeed how could they even be mentioned in the same breath). And while Hermie, for the sake of a good marriage, might have been prepared to put up with her sons Winston and Marcel, who even Bernadette had found baoth putani- snooty- she’d not been prepared to toady to Ma Powley whose thin-lipped face she’d dutifully kissed and who was, anyway, thought Hermie derisively, and drawing comfort from it, as black as beetle resin.




  It was Delhi or bust and Hermie's heart sang.




  'Tonga wallah! Pull over there.' They alighted outside Lakshmi Cloth Mart renowned for the quality and variety of its fabrics. Ma was a great believer in making an early start on their Christmas finery, so as to avoid being caught short by a run on the durzee's services, as had happened last year when she and Hermie had found themselves with nothing new to wear. It had been a drama of some proportions.




  It was cool inside and, to Hermie's delight, for it was a popular rendezvous for the dress conscious of Ajeemkot, they were the only customers and would be assured of the salesman's undivided attention. Behind the polished wooden counters lay deep shelves stacked high with the stuff of dreams - bolts of soft velvet, rustling taffeta, rich brocade, filmy French chiffon, the metallic sheen of organza, every known material in rivers of colour.




  'Can I help you?' A middle aged Indian salesman with black brilliantined hair and an inch tape round his neck moved slowly towards them immediately identifying them as chatakaran.




  'We'd like to see some of that slub silk,' Hermie said cheerfully.




  'Any special colour?'




  Hermie turned to Ma and grinned, ‘Oh royal blue for me, and what's your fancy, Ma?'




  Noreen pondered for a moment. 'The shell pink... or is that too youthful?' she dithered, all set to change her mind if Hermie so much as hinted. She relied heavily on her daughter's innate dress sense.




  'Get on with you. You're not past it – yet! Pink it is now and purple when you're a ripe old age.'




  The man nodded, steadied a stepladder and was reaching up for their selection when a booming voiced Englishman and his blancmange faced wife entered. Taking one look at them over his shoulder, the salesman promptly hopped down and turning his back on the Blakes glided over to the newcomers with the speed of an ice skater.




  'Just a moment!' Hermie bleated. 'What’re you doing? We aren’t finished yet.'




  The salesman was deaf to her pleas and Hermie, incensed, could hear and see him fawning over his English customers with much unctuous sahib-ing and memsahib-ing.




  'This won’t do. Now look here.' Hermie raised her voice rapping coral fingernails on the counter. Her bangles jangled and the voices across the room momentarily stopped. Customers and salesman stared sharply across, then after a charged silence resumed the task in hand.




  Thus snubbed, she’d have marched across to challenge them had it not been for Noreen's restraining hand. 'It's all right, dear,' Noreen whispered weakly. 'We aren't in a hurry. We can wait.'




  Fuming Hermie drove her fists down into her pockets, staring pointedly at her wristwatch and it was not until nearly forty minutes later, after the salesman had shown the couple out and dealt with another British customer that he sauntered back.




  'At your service.'




  ‘And about time. And if it’s not too much to ask.’ Hermie said in a voice shaking with rage.




  He gave a hugely unapologetic shrug and said something quickly under his breath in Hindi, which she couldn’t catch but judging from his expression was most probably impudent backchat.




  It was galling, but the salesman knew only too well as did they, that it was the British who had the financial muscle, even though the latter’s purchases on this occasion were modest.




  'Mission accomplished!!' Noreen said gleefully as they found themselves on the pavement, their arms full of brown paper parcels tied round with twine, its future use already earmarked since she possessed a highly developed sense of economy. They headed to Giuseppe’s - a coffee shop run by a moustachioed Italian – whose sundaes and milk shakes played havoc with a girl's figure- but who cared? 'Isn’t it nice to have something new? I'll send for durzee next week and ask him to bring his new pattern book. He'll need to re-measure me, since I think I've lost a bit.' She enjoyed her chats in kitchen Hindi with the Muslim tailor, a fount of local gossip, who’d sit on the back verandah and run up new outfits on his treadle Singer sewing machine. Their gaze roamed over the menu that they knew by heart. Comments on our service are welcome and will be conveyed to staff. Complaints will be investigated and a remedy sought.




  'Don't work so hard for us, Ma,’ Hermie said, still very piqued, 'or you'll fade away.’ She dug a spoon into her rich Rocky Mountain. ‘That Bishu's the one who should be jumping through hoops.'




  'Yes, yes.' Noreen hastily changed the subject and concentrated on demolishing the Coupe Jacque. The Blakes lived modestly and Bishu was jungly for the very reason that they could ill afford anyone better. 'Oh and we need to order more of that ayurvedic ointment for Ashley. It’s already done wonders for him.’




  Hermie laughed at the memory of it. 'And Mervyn! Not that either’s a Cary Grant but still... I’ve reminded Bishu to fetch it from the bazaar and drummed it into him that he must personally witness the paste is freshly made by the hakim with the best ground black peppercorns, tamarind leaves and sesame oil. Not some rubbish that’s been gathering dust on a shelf for weeks that the old rogue wants to palm off on us.’




   




  A few days earlier, Noreen and Hermie had returned from a fruitful evening of planchette with friends having communed pleasantly with several long-dead relatives, to find Mervyn and Ashley slumped round the dining table somewhat the worse for wear.




  'What's happened?' Noreen cried. 'I thought yawl had gone to the Inster to play billiards.'




  'We did,' they chorused, raising their heads, and Hermie screamed. 'Just look! Yawl have been in the wars. And it’s not a war of words.’




  They were black and blue, their eyes half-closed, and Mervyn, sporting a torn shirt and somewhat more battle-scarred than Ashley, was trying unsuccessfully to staunch a bleeding nose.




  'We were minding our own business sis, having a beer when, lo and behold, these rowdy tommies storm in.'




  'Nothing wrong with that,' Hermie said cheerfully wishing she’d been there for Mervyn hadn’t exactly inspired real passion. She’d cheerfully have deployed her charms on a British soldier and the prospect of home would be just that much closer.




  Mervyn's voice was muffled, a handkerchief pressed to his face. 'Nothing wrong! There's plenty bloodee wrong! Gatecrashing private premises and swinging the lead with our girls.' Jealousy had got the better of the young Anglo-Indians.




  'So we closed ranks and pitched into them,' Ashley said with grim satisfaction. 'We squared up to them good and proper. I floored one limey with a lightning left upper cut and we bashed the hell out of the others and sent them crawling back to barracks. It was quite a dogfight, man. They won’t try it on again.’




  ‘Yawl ought to have fetched the police instead of taking the law into your own hands,' Noreen said apprehensively, wondering if the bar brawl would have disciplinary repercussions for Ashley.




  'What bloodee rot!’ Ashley was belligerent. ‘They had it coming to them, thinking they can sniff round our girls.' He groaned. ‘God, I feel lousy. Sis, make us some char.'




  Our girls were only too happy making eyes at the tommies who seemed always to possess deep pockets unlike Ashley, Mervyn and their buddies.




  ***




  Soup simmered away in a thick-bottomed, handle-less pan over a charcoal fire, ready to be served when Wilburt ended his shift. Noreen heard heavy footsteps on the verandah and a door banged. Wilburt was washing away the grime of the day. Then he came into the parlour, saw her and grunted a greeting.




  'Hello dear,' Noreen said cheerfully and shouted instructions to Bishu. Her pretty face was flushed, her tip-tilted nose shiny from her day in the kitchen demonstrating the mysteries of baking a sponge cake to Bishu who’d proved surprisingly receptive. She ladled out a generous helping of velvet soup, a nutritious blend of raw eggs and tapioca that Wilburt was partial to even in hot weather.




  He took a spoonful and there was another grunt that she knew signalled a sign of appreciation, so she decided to take up where she had left off the previous day, when he’d proved remarkably difficult to budge.




  'Hermie's capable of anything if we don't let her go,’ Noreen said with soft persistence.




  'Rubbish,' Wilburt said, helping himself to a hot chappati. ‘As far as you’re concerned she can do no wrong. Three months absence from work is three months too long. The devil has work for idle hands.’ He added unexpectedly, ‘You’ve gone and done something to your hair.’




  ‘Do you like it?’ She’d had it cut and permed and soft curls framed her face.




  He nodded. ‘Like when we first met. Takes me back to the Noreen I courted.’ He reached out and patted her hand. They ate in companionable silence and the aroma of coriander wafted through the air as Bishu served the main course.




  'I wouldn't want to be responsible for the consequences...one can't be sure what she might do...’ Noreen gave her husband a measuring glance. ‘We can’t risk another Frank. And she says her youth’s slipping away.’




  Wilburt gave a hollow laugh and helped himself to a golden fillet of masala-fried fish. ‘Dear, she’s a drama queen who winds you round her little finger and doesn’t spare a thought for us. But I know her little tricks. Now, don’t think I haven’t considered long and hard.’ He popped some ghee-fried wodges of potato into his mouth. ‘Right, if it’s not Mervyn she wants and seeing the way he behaved with those tommies, I’m bound to say he’s proved a disappointment, like that boozard Pa of his, then shouldn’t we steer her in the direction of that teacher training college in Poona – St Mary’s, isn’t it? That’ll put her on the right track to a rosy future.’




  Noreen’s head jerked up. This isn’t something my Wilburt is capable of devising on his own. I reckon he and his cronies have dreamed it up. She could just see them huddled together over glasses of rum and ice at the Inster.




  ‘And I think we can just afford it now that the policy we took out when we wed has matured.’




  ‘I thought that was earmarked for her wedding.’




  Wilburt sighed. ‘Well that doesn’t look at all likely right now seeing (a) how high she’s set her sights, and (b) what a surly little devil she’s become. Maybe it would be better spent on furthering her education, and after that she’ll be able to fund her own big ambitions.’




  Noreen was nonplussed. She knew girlee well enough to know that she wouldn’t care for the plane the conversation had shifted to. Earning her living as a teacher or anything else for that matter was not something Hermie envisaged as a long-term goal. She wanted the greatest gain for the least effort. And teaching was not that. Nevertheless, Noreen saw her chance and took it. ‘That’s an excellent idea, dear. Why didn’t I think of it? I’m sure girlee will jump at it. She’s always flourished away from home. Remember the good grades she achieved in the school-leaving certificate? And Al knows the Principal of St Mary’s and could pull strings.’




  'Eh?' Wilburt patted Noreen’s hand and they smiled at each other in silent acknowledgment of a united front. ‘And maybe Al could wangle a reduction in the fees.’ His voice suddenly roughened and he pushed back the chair. ‘I’m going to give our Hermie a hisaab book so she can keep track of her spending. But mind you tell Al to keep a sharp eye on the cheeky monkey. Yet...’




  ‘Something troubling you, dear...?' She noticed a sudden droop to his shoulders.




  ‘I’m worried about Hermie with all these airs and graces- turning her nose up at us.’ He added a little resentfully, ‘it seems we’re not good enough for her. That our values aren’t hers. That she feels she doesn’t belong here. Where did she get that sharp tongue? Not from you, dear. How’s she going to keep a marriage together? Eh? Look at our Ashley with his head screwed on and his little Iris and his pride in his savings account. You’ve got to hand it to him - he knows what he’s doing. Hermie’s brain cells have turned to sawdust.’




  ‘Don’t take on so. She’s bound to outgrow it. It’s just a phase,’ Noreen said quickly, although she knew she couldn’t persuade him otherwise. For once Wilburt had seen beyond the family quarrel, and his hurt at Hermie’s rejection of him and the home he’d worked so hard to provide for them made Noreen’s heart ache. She got up and sat in his lap and let him fondle her breast. ‘She’s at a difficult age. A little lost girl is entitled to a few yearnings and rebellions. Just wait and see, and she’ll be home, when she’s realised we were right all along about everything. You’ll be whistling when you’re a grandpa, bouncing her kiddies on your knees and forgetting their names.’




  ***




  ‘Good morning. There is ship going Australia soon, yes?’ The English was halting.




  The young clerk in the dark, oak- panelled shipping office in the City of London’s Fenchurch Street raised his head. A German accent he decided, his gaze settling on a tall, angular, poised woman in her twenties with a flawless skin and fair hair tied in a long plait who’d approached the counter with her dark-haired male companion.




  ‘I can tell you without checking that the next P &O sailing to Sydney is in mid-August via Bombay and the s.s. Moloja is fully booked.’




  ‘Is there nothing sooner? Edith Műller half-turned to the lean man beside her. From what he recalled of his schoolboy French the clerk thought he heard her mutter, did you hear that, Jean-Claude?




  ‘I’m afraid not, madam. And as I said, the passenger list is closed. There’s no vacancy unless a cancellation occurs and that’s as unlikely as Christmas in July.’




  ‘Surely not! It cannot be. What’s the reason?’ Jean-Claude’s fingers gripped the edge of the counter draining the knuckles of blood, a note of desperation creeping into the quiet tone.




  ‘Well, sir, it’s that time of year. Personnel on leave returning to duty in India and the Colonies. That sort of thing. The sailing has been sold out for weeks.’




  ‘Please to check again on availability.’ There was a hint of steel in his tone. His eyes took in the man’s bitten fingernails and cheap brown suit. ‘Edith...’ He took her arm and drew her away and they went into a whispered huddle. The clerk pretended to run a check on vacancies and his straining ears caught a rapid exchange of French and German that he couldn’t follow.




  ‘Perhaps this is a sign that we ought to stay together.’ Edith said clutching his hand.




  ‘Not a bit of it,’ Jean-Claude retorted briskly. He’d mentally prepared himself for her leaving believing she should sit the war out in safety in Australia. ‘You’re on your way and there’s no two ways about it. Here’s what we’ll do...’




  They returned to the counter. ‘It’s vital my friend gets on that boat,’ Jean-Claude insisted, almost harshly.




  The clerk spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘Sir, I’m no miracle worker. My hands are tied. There’s not a cabin to be had.’




  Jean-Claude pushed over a bundle of crisp pound notes. Edith hesitated then leaned over and the clerk caught a whiff of her eau de cologne. Her voice was soft and coaxing. ‘I hope this will loosen those ties.’ Her knees were shaking and she was icy-cold.




  The clerk shot a nervous glance at a glass-panelled door marked MANAGER and clamped a hand over the money. He averted his gaze from the piercing cornflower blue gaze that bored through him. ‘I’ll see what can be done... I suggest you return in half an hour.’




  Jean- Claude shook his head, his mouth a straight line. ‘We’d rather wait.’




  There was a sharp ping as the street door opened and the clerk looked up as a couple on the cusp of forty crossed the floor. A bear of a man in a trench coat removed his brown hat and his grey eyes crinkled. ‘No guesses why we’re here today’, he said in an accent that immediately identified him as American.




  ‘Good morning, Pastor Addison, Mrs Addison. Yes, I was told to expect you. If you’ll take a seat, I’ll fetch your tickets. They’re ready for you.’




  ‘Thank you.’ The couple sat down and beamed at Edith and Jean-Claude.




  In a low voice, the clerk motioned the younger couple over and took down some details.




  ‘Are you going on a voyage too, Mam? Mrs Addison had an open, red-cheeked face.




  Edith exchanged a glance with Jean-Claude, ‘hopefully, to Sydney.’




  ‘That’s nice. We’re bound for Bombay on the Moloja. She’s a comfortable old tub.’




  ‘That’s encouraging. And what takes you there?’




  Pastor Addison laughed. ‘Oh, we’re old Indian hands and into our second seven-year tour of duty. We’ve been home on twelve months furlough in Scottsbluff - ’




  ‘ Nebraska,’ Mrs Addison interjected. ‘By the way, I’m Martha and this is Greg. We’re with the American Baptist Mission and we’re returning to our mission post not far from Calcutta. We crossed over to England from New York a month ago- my, I’ve never known it so choppy. After a brief stopover in Bombay staying with friends, we’ll head on by express train. I run the Sunday school and help in the dispensary. I trained as a nurse, you know.’




  ‘And help me so very much in doing the Lord’s Work,’ Greg said squeezing Martha’s hand.




  Edith warmed to the two kindly Americans and introduced herself. ‘So it seems we’ll be travelling companions for part of the way.’’




  Martha’s homely face lit up. ‘Did you hear that Greg? Isn’t that so nice? Well, the sailing to Bombay lasts about three weeks, so we’re sure to have a ball together.’




  Edith’s curiosity got the better of her. ‘How do you make yourselves understood in India?’




  The Addisons exchanged a smile. ‘Easily! From the very first we made it our business to learn Bengali and Oriya and now we’re word perfect.’




  Just then the clerk returned handing the Addisons a large manila envelope addressed to The Reverend Dr Gregory Addison, D.D. that Edith managed to sneak a glance at and another that he passed to Jean-Claude.




  The Addisons rose and thanked the clerk. ‘Goodbye until we meet on deck, Edith. God bless.’




  The clerk waited until the door had shut firmly behind them and turned to Edith and Jean-Claude. ‘It’s all there. A one - way ticket in the name of Miss Edith Műller. s.s. Moloja. Single cabin. Sydney via Bombay.’




  Jean-Claude tore open the envelope and slowly and carefully examined the contents.




  ‘It’s all present and correct.’ The clerk was on edge. ‘I assure you. Please, please hurry.’




  ‘The ticket is legitimate, yes? I don’t want any problems.’




  ‘Me neither,’ the clerk retorted. ‘The procurement was, shall we say, somewhat unorthodox, but there’s nothing dodgy about the ticket. Miss Műller will have absolutely no problems boarding.’




  ‘She’d better not.’




  ‘Thank you so much. Edith intervened hastily and inclined her head. Her heart raced. The die was cast. With Jean-Claude’s hand in hers, they vanished into the golden summer’s day.




  ***




  Standing on tiptoes, which added an inch or so to her medium height, Hermie lifted a small tin trunk down from the top of the almirah. The locks were rusty, but between stages of washing and dressing as Bernadette sat on the bed among a scatter of clothes, her round face giving out waves of longing, Hermie spruced it up. Wear this, pack that or should it be that? Arrive looking your best. And remember to pack the Kotex that transformed life after leaving school, freeing me from those cumbersome, coarse linen sanitary pads that each month we secreted in bags to be flailed clean by women servants for subsequent re-use.




  'Wish I was coming.' Bernadette had a tiny mouse-like voice. 'I've never been to Delhi.'




  Hermie reached for her brush and comb. 'I visited ages ago but I can scarcely remember any of it.' Her tone was excited.




  'I don't suppose I'll ever be able to afford a trip like yours.' Bernadette's peat brown eyes were doleful.




  'Don’t be silly. Of course you will. In the meantime, do as I did - save the paisaas and the rupees will look after themselves.' Hermie was in the seventh heaven and not averse to dishing out unsolicited advice.




  Bernadette gave a disbelieving sniff. 'You don't have youngsters to look after.' Mrs Gannon was a housewife, although far from house-proud, Hermie realised. And what with Vincent in the seminary and Mr Gannon’s chronic diabetes (although Pa was sceptical of that) disabling him from undertaking anything other than light, casual work, Bernadette was virtually the only breadwinner. ‘Not that I mind,’ she added hastily.




  Hermie put her arm round her friend's shoulder. 'Be happy for me.'




  Bernadette, shocked out of her phlegm by Hermie's accounts of the rows with Wilburt and Ashley, wiped her eyes. The Gannons, close-knit but impoverished, never raised their voices to each other and pulled together.




  'Of course.' She got up and gave her a hug. 'But I'll never forgive you if you don't write me with news. It'll be a long three months and the Bank won't be the same without you.'




  'Not long enough for me, though,' Hermie said. ‘Boss with his miserable debits and credits isn’t something I’m going to mourn.' She gathered up her handbag and shouting to Bishu to take her trunk, cast a last look round the room, stooping almost as a matter of course to top up the water level in the cigarette tins in which the bed legs stood to thwart the dreaded red ants crawling up into the mattress.




  The pearly rose flush of the brief twilight had replaced the day's harsh glare. Bishu manhandled the trunk into a waiting tonga and Hermie got in. Noreen opened her handbag and pressed an envelope into Hermie’s palm closing her fingers over it. 'This, girlee, is a little something for you that I kept back from the housekeeping.' She’d promised Wilburt she wouldn’t cry.




  Hermie flung her arms round her neck. ' Oh Ma. You shouldn't have.' There was a terrible lump in her throat and she fought back a flurry of emotions. Ma must have pinched and scrimped. And here she was duplicitously concealing from dear Ma that she’d no intention of ever coming back. ‘I’ll do you proud, you’ll see. No home’s the same without a Ma like you.’




  Hermie’s remarks brought a broad smile to Noreen’s lips rather than a tear to her eyes. ‘Now don’t you go getting sunstroke. And make sure you drink lots of water.’




  The shortcut to the station took her past yapping pariah dogs and cow-dung heaps, through alleys reeking with the stench of rotting vegetation. As the daughter of a railway employee, Hermie enjoyed concessionary travel facilities and possessed a rail pass.




  'Going on holiday eh, Hermie?' The ticket collector, Anglo-Indian like herself, waved her through. 'Delhi, I suppose? My, you've chosen a lively spot.'




  'Mmm,' Hermie murmured, 'train on time?'




  He looked affronted. 'What'll your Pa and Ashley say if they hear talk like that? Of course it’s on time - always is, isn't it? Don’t they say you can set your watch by our trains?’ No wonder she’d gained a reputation for being Wilburt's difficult daughter.




  'It wasn't that day those Congress wallahs incited their supporters to lie down on the tracks.' Civil disobedience campaigns orchestrated by Congress Party activists to exert pressure on the Raj for the grant of independence had caused havoc to the railways in recent months. She nipped smartly away before he could air his views about those Indians daring to stir up trouble.




  The train drew in, the carriage facing her labelled First Class. Hermie took a deep breath, determined to escape, come what may, from the life into which she'd been born but with which she seldom felt at ease. A new life, a new future started now and, with that heady thought, she shook off the sense of guilt at concealing her true intentions from Ma. She peered in through the window - a young, kind faced Englishman and a curly, auburn-haired woman she assumed was his wife smiled at her. She took this to be a good omen and with scant regard to her eligibility to travel in that carriage - Pa’s rank entitling her only to second class - she returned the smile and greatly daring turned the handle and climbed in, motioning to the coolie to stow away her trunk.




  'Good evening,' Hermie said politely and comfortably installed in her seat gazed around taking in the luxurious upholstered compartment with its white headrests, tinted windows, furled green blinds and wall mounted electric fans. The man was casually dressed in an open necked shirt and a crumpled, grey cotton suit, his rangy body showing an easy strength.




  'What sweet kids!’ Hermie's opening gambit was perfectly timed. Mention children and people immediately opened up. And that's what she wanted.




  The woman had a lovely speaking voice. 'My darling tot, Vanessa newly minted. And here’s Timmy and Adam. Say hello, boys.'




  'Hello!' chorused Timmy and Adam who were six and five respectively. They solemnly held out their hands.




  Hermie smiled. 'I'm Hermie Blake.'




  'So sorry, Hermie I'd shake hands if I could but as you can see they're full! Oh, how remiss of me. I'm Jennifer Oakley, and this is my husband Peter who isn't wearing his clerical collar today.'




  Peter Oakley reached over and took Vanessa in his lap then shook Hermie's hand, his grey eyes scanning her face. Hermie glanced across at plump, freckled Jennifer Oakley, plainly dressed like herself, in blue seersucker gathered frock, buttoned to the waist, her pale, bare legs in white, open-toed leather sandals. Both she and her husband were pukka, she thought approvingly.




  'Are you going the distance?' Peter raised his eyebrows. They were so fair she thought as to be almost indistinguishable from the colour of his skin.




  Hermie nodded. 'Although I must admit I haven't been to Delhi for ages. But it's impossible to forget the magnificence of Lutyens’ or the twisting lanes of the old city. Do you know it well?' A whistle shrilled on a long note, the flag was lowered and the train began to move, rolling and snorting out of the station.




  Jennifer laughed, adjusting herself in her seat like a mother hen. 'Not a bit, but we intend to. It’s completely new to us. We sailed from Southampton and for the past few weeks we've been staying with friends in an outstation getting acclimatised. Peter has been appointed vicar of St. James, Kashmere Gate. It's a promotion, you know.' She beamed proudly at her husband.




  Peter was bubbling over at the prospect of his new parish. 'They say it’s a beautiful old church dating from 1836 with a domed roof and handsome pillars in a magnificent setting.'




  Hermie leaned forward with an air of what she hoped betokened interest, unaware that Jennifer was trying to place her.




  'Ooh! That sounds interesting. Tell me more.'




  'Sikander Sahib built it. He who was the legendary Colonel James Skinner - for the men of his cavalry regiment, Skinner's Horse, entirely with his own money - to fulfil a private vow and....’




  Vanessa began to cry. 'Feeding time! Here we go again.' Jennifer opened a wicker tiffin basket and reached for a large tin of Ostermilk, vacuum flasks and feeding bottles.




  Hermie gently disengaged the howling Vanessa from Jennifer's arms. Peter's harassed expression relaxed but Jennifer scrabbling through the baby paraphernalia looked up and bit her lip, dismayed.




  'Lordy, ayah has forgotten to fill the flasks with boiled hot water. I can't do a mix without it. We’re stuck.'




  Hermie's thoughts raced. ‘I’ve an idea.' She rocked the infant as Jennifer measured out the milk powder.




  ‘What?' There was desperation in Peter's eyes as Vanessa’s squawk reached fever pitch. Timmy and Adam glanced up then returned to their drawings, oblivious to the undercurrents. The train was now speeding through the dark night chattering over the points, the carriage swaying rhythmically.
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