Railroad Blues

Chapter 1
Normally, the simple process of opening a door would produce a brief groan of
annoyance from the hinges, but nothing more. But this sudden cacophony of noise,
accompanied by a loss of co-ordination from my usually obedient feet, was not only
surprising it was disturbing too. The surprise was that I was surprised. The disturbing bit
was the drum roll.
From the moment Rachael mentioned she was planning to take me out for a meal, I was
con dent I knew what to expect. In the few months we had been together life had settled
into a sort of quirky routine, where a mixture of experience and predictability settled
neatly into their collective pigeonholes. The situation suited me. I liked almost knowing
what to expect and taking the slightly unexpected in my predictable stride. Which is sort
of what happened until now.
Before I go any further, I’d better introduce myself once again. It’s Cousins, Harry
Cousins. I still like watching James Bond lms, eating custard cream biscuits and playing
the Blues. I’ve matured a little since childhood and have recently decided what I don’t
want to be when I grow up. That decision was made easier once the local College
provided me with a redundancy ticket, my solicitor secured custody of my three children
for me and the Blues Band gained notoriety for causing mass panic at a rather salubrious
hotel. So, there you have it, one man, three children and the Blues - the eternal triangle.
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‘Are you going inside?’ enquired Rachael, her replica Victorian streetlamp earrings toying
with particles of light escaping from the doorway.
The Tabla produced another percussive invitation and I stumbled through the door.
My entrance prompted the other musicians to join the Tabla’s lead and, standing
trans xed by the sight and sound, I was greeted to a hearty rendition of Happy Birthday,
with a sitar and harmonium adding their distinctive aural avours. A spontaneous ripple
of applause accompanied my journey to a table festooned with balloons, ribbons and, one
of the most ill advised creations in the history of retail paraphernalia, a banner declaring
my age.
As I sat down amongst the celebratory clutter, the bloke from the adjoining table leaned
over and whispered over loudly.
‘I see you’ve reached the age of the answer,’ he quipped, a huge grin spreading across his
face. ‘But,’ he added, ‘will you ever work out the question?’
I smiled politely and shrugged, it seemed the most appropriate response. A sharp crack
announced the impending arrival of the contents of a party popper. With another xed
smile I removed the shredded detritus from my head. Rachael took my hands and pulled
me towards her.
‘What did he say?’ she asked indicating the bloke at the next table.
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‘He wondered if I would ever work out the question,’ I said with a slight raise of
eyebrows. ‘Did you have to announce my age to the world?’
‘Well,’ replied Rachael with a mischievous grin, ‘enthusiasts of the Hitchhikers Guide to

the Galaxy, will be pleased to see you have reached the age when questions have been
answered.’
‘Since when was forty-two an answer to anything?’
Rachael raised her left hand. ‘Since,’ she said blowing me a kiss, ‘the question has already
been asked.’
I suppose I had better explain. A few weeks earlier, I had taken Rachael with me to look at
a rather nice guitar that adorned a shop window. On the pretext of asking her advice on
my potential purchase, I received a kick on my shin for, apparently leading her emotions
astray, and a further kick to my other shin after she’d opened the small box I pro ered and
extracted an engagement ring, which de nitely a ected her emotions. Fortunately, the
second shin attack was accompanied with an I love you, but, by then the damage had
been done, both to my shins and my bank account. Taking advantage of her
preoccupation with the ring I quickly ran into the guitar shop and bought the aforesaid
guitar.
Rachael interrupted my brief reverie by pushing a glass of champagne towards me.
‘Compliments of the management,’ she said raising her glass.
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I managed to inhale a few bubbles before succumbing to a coughing spree. Rachael kindly
pushed a napkin into my face.
‘That’s no way to show your appreciation,’ she chuckled. ‘I thought it a rather nice
gesture.’
‘It is,’ I replied, hastily dabbing my mouth. ‘Both the napkin and the champagne, but I
just can’t cope with an overdose of bubbles.’
Rachael took a calm, elegant sip of her champagne and pushed a small, ornately decorated
box across the table.
‘Happy Birthday, Gorgeous.’
Her words warmed my insides better than any amount of alcohol. Pushing the glass of
bubbles away, I wrestled with the ribbons that surrounded the box until, nally, I was able
to lift the lid and reveal my present. I held the monogrammed, silver plectrum to the light,
which revealed an exquisitely engraved ‘H C was here’.
‘It’s fantastic,’ I murmured. ‘And a great reference to one of my all-time favourite
albums.’ I stroked her hand. ‘That’s really thoughtful,’ I grinned. ‘I’ll treasure it.’
‘So easily pleased,’ whispered Rachael gently squeezing my hand.
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‘You should know me better than that,’ I replied and received a sharp smack on the hand
in reply.
‘Behave,’ she admonished. ‘I have another surprise waiting for you at home.’
‘In that case,’ I said, trying desperately to restrain a grin, ‘shall we skip dessert and head
straight home?’
‘No,’ replied Rachael with a shake of the head. ‘And behave, everyone is looking.’
Tidying the discarded ribbons into a neat ball, I gave a brief nod at the tables nearest to us
and smiled at Rachael.
‘I thought you liked being the centre of attention?’
She began to unravel the neat ribbon ball. ‘I’m a teacher, not an actor.’
I shrugged. ‘What’s the di erence?’
Rachael smiled. ‘I have a job,’ she replied scrunching the ribbon into a misshapen mess.
We were both saved further banalities when a large, suited gentlemen sat down, poured a
glass of our champagne into a glass he’d brought with him and treated us to a broad grin.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘Happy Birthday, Mr Cousins,’ he said jovially taking a brief sip from his glass. ‘I trust you
found our musical welcome to your satisfaction?’
Without waiting for a response, he removed his heavy framed glasses and began furiously
polishing the lens. ‘I do apologise,’ he said returning his glasses to their normal resting
place. ‘Let me introduce myself.’ He nodded at Rachael. ‘Your good lady and I are already
acquainted,’ he said. ‘You are a very fortunate gentleman,’ he added tapping my hand. ‘She
has spent a lot of time ensuring we have everything just so. Isn’t that correct, Mrs
Cousins?’
‘Oh, we’re not married,’ I said quickly.
‘Not yet,’ replied Rachael, holding her engaged hand toward the new arrival.
‘Ah, I see that double congratulations are in order,’ he said raising his own hand and
beckoning a waiter to the table.
‘Another bottle,’ he said nodding at the champagne. He tugged at the sleeve of the
departing waiter. ‘And make sure it is a bottle of the proper stu too.’ He caught Rachael
and myself looking quizzically at him. ‘Just my little joke,’ he said hastily. ‘I’m Mr
Chatterjee,’ he said holding his hand towards me. ‘Welcome to my restaurant.’
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For a few moments an awkward silence crossed the table. I looked at Rachael and she
simply smiled encouragingly, giving an almost imperceptible nod of her head towards Mr
Chatterjee.
‘Erm,’ I coughed. ‘Did you know that the tune Happy Birthday only contains six notes? ‘
I asked.
Mr Chatterjee nodded. ‘That may be so,’ he answered with a broad smile. ‘But I doubt
my musicians placed the notes in the correct order.’ He sipped at his champagne. ‘Even if
they actually knew six notes.’
He began to laugh at his own joke and immediately fell victim to the curse of the bubbles.
I passed him my napkin, which had come to my rescue earlier.
‘Thank you,’ he mumbled through the cloth. ‘Terrible thing these bubbles.’
‘Couldn’t agree more,’ I said smiling. ‘Too many bubbles and not enough liquid.’
Mr Chatterjee quickly pressed the napkin against his mouth and nodded vigorously. At
that moment, the waiter arrived with the second bottle of champagne.
‘Ah, good,’ rasped Mr Chatterjee. ‘Less bubbles,’ he said with a wink. As he replenished his
glass, he nodded at the monogrammed plectrum sitting in its luxurious box. ‘A very
handsome thing,’ he said smiling at me. ‘But, so small.’
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At this point Rachael, who had just taken a quick sip from her glass, dissolved into a
coughing bout.
‘Oh, my dear lady,’ said Mr Chatterjee, immediately o ering the communal napkin. ‘Have
you become a icted by the bubbles too?’
Rachael, struggling for breath, held the napkin to her mouth, waved her hand
apologetically and made a dash for the ladies toilets.
‘I hope nothing is amiss with the future Mrs Cousins?’ asked Mr Chatterjee, his voice full
of concern.
‘I think she will be ne,’ I replied. ‘Once she has made a few adjustments to her sense of
humour.’
Mr Chatterjee nodded a smile and re-polished his glasses. Once settled, he indicated the
plectrum. ‘Might I ask what the item is precisely?’
‘It’s a plectrum,’ I replied holding the box. ‘It’s to use with a guitar.’
‘Ah,’ he said, his head bouncing enthusiastically. ‘So, you are a musician?’
‘His music,’ said Rachael arriving back at the table, ‘is something of an acquired taste.
However,’ she added blowing me a kiss, ‘it does become more palatable the more you
listen to it.’
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Mr Chatterjee frowned and then, with a grin of understanding, nodded knowingly. ‘So
you play jazz then.’
‘Not at all,’ I said in response to Rachael’s grin, ‘I like to listen to, and play the Blues,
that’s all.’
‘The Blues!’ exclaimed Mr Chatterjee. ‘How exciting.’ He grasped my arm. ‘John Lee
Hooker, Buddy Guy, Robert Johnson?’
‘Well, yes,’ I replied. ‘And, of course, John Mayall, Rory Gallagher, Eric Clapton, Gary
Moore amongst others.’
‘Superb!’ said Mr Chatterjee clapping his hands. ‘Do you play in a band at all?’
‘Yes, he does,’ interjected Rachael. ‘With three other reprobates who ought to know better
but obviously don’t.’
‘You don’t approve?’ asked Mr Chatterjee.
Rachael took my hand. ‘I think he’s fantastic,’ she answered in an exaggerated whisper.
‘But don’t let him know I think that or he’ll expect me to applaud every time he plays a
note.’
‘I understand,’ replied Mr Chatterjee, with an exaggerated wink. ‘Minimal
encouragement, least regret, eh?’
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To be honest, I wasn’t certain what Mr Chatterjee was implying with his comment.
Whatever it was, I couldn’t simply let it go unchallenged.
‘I think encouragement…’
‘Tell me,’ interrupted Mr Chatterjee, ignoring what I had begun to say in favour of
polishing his glasses once again. ‘So you do play in a group?’
‘Well, yes,’ I replied, totally bemused by his ability to ignore one question, ask another and
polish his glasses at the same time. ‘A Blues band,’ I added.
‘Wonderful, wonderful,’ said Mr Chatterjee adjusted the placement of his glasses. ‘Are you
available for hire?’
A second interruption made me reach for my glass of bubbles.
‘Of course the group are available for hire,’ answered Rachael without looking at me for
any sort of con rmation. ‘Providing the price is right.’
‘Good, good,’ responded Mr Chatterjee repetitively.
‘Look,’ I said before Rachael could get a word formed. ‘I can’t speak for the rest of the
group but…’
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‘He may not,’ said Rachael with a broad grin, ‘but I can.’ She gave Mr Chatterjee the full
bene t of her smile. ‘What had you in mind?’
I was beginning to feel super uous. Is it possible to become a bystander in your own
career? I folded my arms and watched my future unfold.
Rachael was busily nodding her head in agreement with Mr Chatterjee.
‘I’m quite certain it wouldn’t be a problem,’ she replied to a comment I had missed.
‘That is very good news indeed,’ grinned Mr Chatterjee. ‘My nephew is getting married in
a few weeks time and I think a live group, particularly a Blues band, would be a most
welcome addition to the proceedings.’
‘I hope you are referring to the wedding reception?’ I asked unfolding my arms with
interest.
‘Yes indeed, most certainly’ he replied. ‘It is going to be a most magni cent wedding. Lots
of important guests.’ He nudged my arm. ‘Some very big names,’ he said touching the
side of his nose theatrically. ‘Oh yes, very big.’
Rachael, feeling slightly perturbed at being interrupted, leaned forward.
‘I assume that with such a distinguished guest list, it will be a rather posh a air?’
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Mr Chatterjee nodded enthusiastically. ‘Most emphatically, yes,’ he beamed. ‘Everyone
will be wearing the nest of their wardrobe for this event.’ He pressed his hands together.
‘But none more so than the bride and groom,’ he added.
Looking at me, Rachael grinned. ‘No jeans and T shirt for you then,’ she said wickedly.
‘I’ll make a note to go into the loft in search of my tie,’ I replied. ‘Wrapped around a box
of Christmas decorations I seem to recall.’
Rachael gave me a stern look of disapproval as she patted Mr Chatterjee’s hand.
‘He’s joking, of course,’ she said reassuringly. ‘The whole group scrub up rather well, given
su cient notice,’ she added cruelly.
Mr Chatterjee removed his glasses once again and began busily polishing. He nodded as if
arriving at a conclusion, replaced his glasses and held out his hand for me to shake.
‘We have a deal?’ he asked.
‘Well,’ I replied. ‘I will need to check if the other members of the group are free and we
haven’t discussed payment but…’
‘You will be amply rewarded, my friend,’ he laughed. ‘All expenses and a very generous
remuneration are guaranteed.’
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‘That all sounds wonderful, Mr Chatterjee,’ smiled Rachael. ‘The boys will provide great
entertainment.’
‘I’m relying on the fact, Mrs Cousins to be. Most certainly I am,’ he replied. ‘I will take
care of all the arrangements and we can talk about the Blues, eh, Mr Cousins?’
Thankful to be included, I grinned. ‘I look forward to it,’ I said. ‘Just one question.’
‘Ask away, my friend,’ beamed Mr Chatterjee.
‘Where is the wedding reception to be held?’
Mr Chatterjee touched his glasses and, for a dreadful moment, I thought we were about
to see yet another polishing ritual. ‘It is to be held at the Hotel Viceroy,’ he said with a
sni . ‘A most stately place with beautiful decoration and…’
‘That does sound great,’ I said pleased to use my own interrupting skills. ‘But I’ve never
heard of the Hotel Viceroy. Where is it?’
‘You can’t miss it,’ he replied. ‘A splendid sight on the Saharanpur Road.’
‘I can’t quite place that,’ said Rachael looking at me for support.
‘No idea,’ I answered with a shrug. ‘Doug usually drives. Do you have a post-code for the
Sat Nav?’
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‘Dehradun?’ enquired Mr Chatterjee.
‘Where?’ we chorused.
Mr Chatterjee smiled and clapped his hands.
‘India!’

Chapter 2
‘Would you like a drink?’ asked Rachael as she held the kettle under the tap lling it
directly through the spout.
‘I think I might need something stronger,’ I replied. ‘Possibly treat myself to a co ee.’
‘It’ll keep you awake,’ she replied with a ick of the switch.
‘I’ve got some thinking to do,’ I said holding the tablespoon in readiness.
Rachael nodded at the spoon. ‘With that?’ she enquired with a grin.
‘That,’ I replied with an admiring glance at the spoon, ‘is the necessary implement with
which to measure the co ee granules into my mug.’
Pushing two mugs towards the middle of the table, Rachael winked suggestively.
‘Planning to stay awake a while then?’
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With a wave of the spoon over the jar of co ee, I adopted as composed a facial expression
as I could manage. ‘Co ee for two then?’
‘We both need the ca eine after agreeing to Mr Chatterjee’s gig o er,’ she replied
removing the spoon from my grasp. Scooping a moderately generous amount of co ee
with the tip of the spoon, Rachael sighed heavily. ‘We should have asked a few more
questions before accepting the gig, it’s going to prove a di cult …’
‘What’s with the “We” in all of this?’
‘We were both at the restaurant, together, remember?’ she answered with the co ee
granules poised invitingly over the mugs.
Leaning forward, I gently nudged her hand to release some of the freeze-dried co ee into
the rst mug. ‘Just teasing. But, if my memory is correct, wasn’t there was also mention
of a certain birthday present awaiting my arrival?’
Rachael tipped the spoon allowing the entire granule collection to fall into the mug.
Pushing the mug towards me, she smiled. ‘Happy Birthday.’
‘You shouldn’t have,’ I grinned. ‘How thoughtful.’
With a blown kiss, Rachael walked towards the kitchen door. ‘Back in a moment,’ she
called over her shoulder.
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As I did the gentlemanly thing, and poured boiling water into the mug, Rachael returned
carrying a box almost as tall as she was. Placing the box immediately in front of me, her
hands appeared around each side of the box and, taking my hands, she pulled my arms
until I fully embraced the box.
‘I’d prefer my arms around you,’ I quipped, intrigued by the box and its contents.
‘Ditto,’ she laughed, ‘but open your present rst.’
Tugging at the heavy-duty tape surrounding the edges of the box, Rachael sighed. ‘I
didn’t have time to wrap it,’ she said apologetically. ‘It only arrived this afternoon and,
apart from not having an industrial supply of wrapping paper, I barely had time to change
out of my school gear before picking you up to get to the restaurant.’
‘I don’t know why you keep your at on,’ I said persevering with the tape. ‘You spend
most of your time here anyway.’
She grinned. ‘I know, but it’s somewhere to keep all of my things until …’
It was my turn to blow a kiss. The kiss was far easier than trying to nd the words to
articulate just how I felt. Rather than face a lengthy interrogation if I suggested she
moved in with me tomorrow, I continued to wrestle with the heavy-duty tape.
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With a gentle sigh, Rachael placed a pair of scissors into my hand. ‘Careful now,’ she
chided, ‘these scissors have sharp ends, unlike the blunt ends that you’re used to!’
With exaggerated care I managed to relieve the tape of its duty and opened the box. Inside
was a black case that, after many years perusing the guitar magazines, looked suspiciously
similar to a guitar case.
‘You’re not raising my hopes are you?’ I asked, my voice taking on overtones that might
have been mistaken for pleading. Rachael smiled.
‘As if I would?’ she replied with a look of mock innocence. ‘Well, are you going to open
the case or shall we ignore it and sip our cooling co ee?’
Almost torn between the co ee and the case, I smiled at Rachael and opened the case. My
smile instantly turned to utter amazement.
‘You didn’t,’ I whispered hoarsely.
‘Somebody did,’ said Rachael with a shake of her head.
‘But it’s exactly …’
‘I know what it’s exactly like,’ she grinned. ‘I’ve seen you drool over the pictures often
enough and,’ she added with a raised eyebrow. ‘Also, I haven’t been immune to the
surreptitiously placed magazines in the bathroom.’
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‘But it’s …’
‘Expensive?’ Rachael smiled. ‘I know.’
‘But …’
‘Enough with the buts,’ she said. ‘What do you think?’
A myriad of thoughts invaded my thinking space. I couldn’t believe it. This had been
something of a dream, something to aspire to or, at least, promise myself that one day …’
I gently lifted the guitar from its plush embrace. ‘It’s the Princess Isabella,’ I mumbled.
‘She is beautiful.’ I looked at Rachael. ‘Not as beautiful as you, of course,’ I grinned. ‘But
how…?’
‘No more Buts,’ she warned. ‘As to the How, well, Great Aunt Hilda generously left me a
very nice sum and, as she had no dependents, it was enough to take the chill o the Bank
Manager’s heart.’
My mouth began to form another question but Rachael’s warning nger stalled the
process and my facial muscles lurched into a grin. Her nger pointed at the guitar.
‘I can always send it back if you …’
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My hands instantly clutched the guitar to my chest. ‘No need to be hasty,’ I replied
defensively. ‘I didn’t want to appear too hasty given how often you comment on my
predilection for shapely bodies other than your own.’
‘A wise choice,’ grinned Rachael. ‘Now, what do you think of Princess Isabella?’
I was speechless, two shapely bodies in one room; not including my own which, in my
opinion, presented a rather di erent de nition of shapely. In moments of absolute
Internet voyeurism, I had watched other people holding similar versions of the guitar, and
experienced a host of emotions ranging from admiration to green-horned jealousy. For
some, the random marks and lines etched into the wooden surface would be ignored in
preference for some pristine, glossy nish, which would be lovingly polished, cherished
and where any errant mark would cause heartache. For me, this care-worn nish would
attract further character de ning imprints and be all the better for it.
Looking up at Rachael, I still couldn’t nd the words to express how I felt. She seemed to
sense my inarticulate heart and kissed the top of my head. It was at this moment, kneeling
on the kitchen oor, with Rachael leaning over me as I held the guitar to my chest that
Ben, Dan and Harriet arrived home from an evening spent with my delinquent
neighbours, the geriatric Mr and Mrs S.
‘You OK, Dad?’ asked Dan on his way to empty the contents of his favourite cereal
packet.
‘I’m …’
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The evening of interruptions continued as Harriet knelt beside me. ‘Did you like my
present, Dad?’
‘Hoots,’ I said placing an arm around her. ‘They were lovely, thank you. I’ve always said
you can never have enough socks.’
‘Glad you liked them,’ she said giving me a kiss on the cheek. ‘Are there any chocolate
biscuits left?’
‘Possibly,’ I replied with a quick look at Dan and Ben. ‘There again, possibly not,’ I added
as they both avoided my questioning gaze.
As Harriet helped Dan demolish the contents of the cereal packet, Ben nodded at the
Princess.
‘Looks like there’s been in an accident,’ he observed casually. ‘Anyone for a cup of tea?’ he
asked copying Rachael’s method of lling the kettle through the spout.
Quickly emptying cool remains of my co ee, I handed Ben my mug. ‘Thanks. And the
guitar is supposed to look like that. It’s a Ritter guitar called the Princess Isabella. The
nish is called Damaged Desktop, and those marks represent the primal impressions that
young children tend to leave on their Primary school desks, sort of life as art type of
thing.
‘Whatever,’ replied Ben, ‘it still looks like it’s been in an accident.’
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‘You had wooden desks when you were at school?’ enquired Dan through a mouthful of
cereal. ‘That must have been in the Medieval Times.’ He swallowed noisily. ‘We’ve had
plastic, like forever.’
‘Why, thank you, Dan for that wonderful allusion to my age.’
Rachael sti ed a giggle and patted my head. ‘But doesn’t he look remarkable considering
the passage of time?’
Feeling increasingly irritated, I moved my head from Rachael’s attentive hand and nodded
at my assembled o spring. ‘Haven’t you got something to tell them?’ I asked.
Fortunately, Dan was in the process of re lling his mouth with cereal or I think he might
have choked. Ben stood holding the kettle in mid-air while Harriet skipped over to
Rachael and hugged her.
‘That’s lovely news, Rachael,’ smiled Harriet.
Sti ing my laughter with a cough, I feigned intense concentration on the Princess while
waiting for Rachael’s response. After a few moments of silence I cast a discreet sideways
glance at Rachael. She looked at me with a deadpan expression.
‘I think your Father really ought to tell you the news,’ she said suppressing a smile. ‘After
all, he was involved just as much as me.’
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My cough quickly developed into a series of embarrassed choking sounds. Once I’d gained
su cient control of my larynx, I pointed at Rachael.
‘No,’ I rasped, ‘I think you should particularly as it was your idea.’
‘Look,’ said Ben placing the kettle in a state of readiness. ‘Can either of you please explain
in simple terms precisely what it is you’re avoiding saying?’
Harriet, her arms still around Rachael’s waist, gave a gentle laugh. ‘It’s OK, you don’t
need to go into detail, just tell us when.’
‘During the Christmas Holidays,’ spluttered Rachael dissolving into a t of giggles.
‘You’re joking,’ said Dan, his hand still grasping a handful of cereal. He nodded at
Rachael. ‘That’s only three months away.’
Harriet tilted her head to look at Rachael. ‘Why do you think it’s so funny? I think it’s the
best news I’ve heard for ages.’
Rachael brought her face under control and hugged the young girl who had quickly
accepted her as Dad’s girlfriend. ‘Come on, Mr Harry Cousins,’ she grinned, ‘time to
explain yourself.’
‘Well,’ I began. ‘We were at this restaurant and…’
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‘Enough!’ growled Ben resting his head on the work-surface. ‘Please,’ he implored, ‘in less
than ten words tell us what and when to expect things to happen.’
‘OK,’ I replied extending the ngers on my hand. ‘Me,’ I tucked the rst nger into my
palm. ‘Rachael,’ the second nger disappeared. ‘Ben, Dan, Harriet.’ With ve ngers
down it was time to exchange hands. ‘Gig, Christmas Holidays, in India.’ I smiled at Ben
whose head had gradually lifted itself from the work-surface with each disappearing nger.
‘There you go, exactly ten words.’
‘Eleven?’ enquired Harriet with her nger held against Rachael’s stomach.
Giving Harriet a gentle squeeze, Rachael nodded towards me. ‘Sweetheart, I’m sorry. I
think your Father’s a ections are already occupied with a new arrival.’

Chapter 3
‘I thought you would at least do the decent thing,’ muttered Joe from behind his beard.
He took another sip of his co ee, grimaced and thrust the mug towards me. ‘Please put
some sugar in it, mate.’
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The evening after the confusion surrounding the new arrival and no new arrival, the rest
of the Blues Band were assembled in my lounge. Duly obliging with more sugar than I
normally consumed in a month, I left the spoon virtually upright in the glutinous co ee
and o ered the mug back to Joe, who took a tentative sip, smiled, winked at me and took
another con rming sip.
‘That’s more like it,’ he grinned. ‘Always knew you could be depended upon to do the
right thing.’
Harriet made a brief appearance at that moment. Skipping over to the plate of biscuits on
the co ee table, she carefully selected the two remaining chocolate o erings and grinned
at Rachael.
‘Have you told them the news?’ she said sweetly, skipping back out of the room leaving
three questioning faces raised in expectation. Doug was the rst to jump to the inevitable
conclusion. Pumping my hand vigorously, he nodded at Rachael.
‘Congratulations, boy,’ he burbled. ‘Best news I’ve heard in a while.’
Joe raised his mug. ‘Well done, both of you.’ With a quick sip of the cooling co ee, he
leant back in his chair and saluted us once more. ‘Always did say you had good technique,
Harry.’
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Rachael, who until now had simply studied the ceiling, slowly lowered her gaze and
looked directly at me. I knew I would never be immune to this feminine ability to reduce
the male to subservient pulp. I smiled weakly.
‘We hadn’t planned …’ I began.
‘Improvisation?’ asked Al who had been unusually quiet from the moment he had arrived.
‘It wasn’t that …’ I began again.
‘For goodness sake,’ snapped Rachael. ‘You’re worse than a Women’s Institute Committee
Meeting.’ She looked at the assembled menfolk through narrowed eyes. ‘For goodness
sake, jabbering away on auto-suggestion and innuendo.’ Rachael sighed. ‘Harry has some
news for you that has nothing to do with my fertility,’ she said with a slight shake of her
head.
‘Yes, well…’ I stuttered. ‘You see, it was totally unexpected and took me completely by
surprise and…’
‘Harry!’ snarled Rachael.
I took the hint. I’m not a gambling man and never take a risk if there’s remote possibility
of pain involved. With a quick wink at Rachael, I left the room. A few moments later and
four pairs of male eyes were admiring Princess Isabella.
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‘Now that is a body,’ grinned Doug.
‘I love the used and lovingly abused look,’ said Joe gently stroking the distressed nish of
the guitar.
Al knelt for a few moments, which I took for admiration. Eventually he returned to his
seat on the sofa. ‘Nice,’ he said with a nod towards the guitar.
Rachael, bored with the male preoccupation for visual satisfaction, rose from her chair.
‘I’ll make some more tea shall I?’
‘Great idea,’ said Joe. ‘As long as it tastes of co ee.’
Doug indicated Princess Isabella reclining in her plush case. ‘Blew the redundancy then?’
he enquired.
‘No,’ I replied shaking my head. ‘It was a birthday present from my lovely lady.
Doug blew out his cheeks. ‘Strewth!’ he exclaimed. ‘All I got for mine was a subscription
to my drummer magazine from Bernie.’ He cradled the newly arrived brew from Rachael.
‘Bernie’s a good lass but not given to rash acts of generosity.’
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I’d better explain the quip about redundancy. Until a few weeks ago I was technically
employed as a lecturer at our local College of Further Education. In an e ort to maintain
their in ation busting salaries, the Senior Management had initiated a series of costcutting exercises that had included o ering incentives to the lowly lecturing sta , which
involved terminating their contract, a few weeks extra pay and ve days to eradicate all
evidence of their feeble existence within the hallowed halls of academia.
‘You’re a very fortunate man,’ slurped Doug. ‘Bernie spent my redundancy on our new
conservatory. Most exciting,’ he mused.
‘No luck on the job front then?’ I asked giving Rachael a smile of appreciation for my
mug of co ee.
‘Job?’ sneered, Doug. ‘They take one look at my hearing aid, another at my glasses and,
having given me thirty seconds out of their precious day, tell me I’m over-quali ed for
whatever it is they might have a vacancy for.’
‘You get thirty seconds?’ asked Joe. ‘You must have made a good impression. I never get
invited for an interview so you must be doing something right.’
‘I’ve started using joined-up writing on my application forms,’ quipped Doug. ‘But that
was only because Bernie told me my completed job application forms looked as if they’d
been lled-in by a geriatric gorilla.’
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‘I’m lucky to get anything as sophisticated as that,’ said Al. ‘Most of the forms I receive at
the Bene t O ce have been coloured-in with crayons. Makes the o ce walls look nice
though.’
I was just about to help myself to a biscuit when Rachael removed the plate from my
grasp. ‘Are you going to tell them the news or what?’ she said.
‘Biscuit?’ I asked with a hint of servility.
‘News rst, biscuit later,’ she replied rmly.
‘Yes,’ said Doug helping himself to a biscuit. ‘Not that I mind coming around here,’ he
crunched. ‘Gets me out from under Bernie’s feet when she’s trying to watch some
pedestrian documentary on the TV.’
‘I’ve got us a rather interesting gig,’ I said with a beseeching look at Rachael and the
distant plate of biscuits. She raised an eyebrow.
‘Rather, we got us an interesting gig,’ I explained. ‘Me and Rachael, that is.’
‘Could do with one,’ said Joe with a sigh. ‘The so called European Tour, organised by that
bloke from Mole Management didn’t amount to much.’
‘Too right,’ groaned Doug. ‘One rain-soaked night in Skegness playing in a marquee
doesn’t quite add up to a tour.’
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I remembered the night well. A mad dash across country in our decrepit van only to nd
we were to play at a beach barbeque – in the rain! All the sensible folk had found refuge
in the local pubs and restaurants while we played through our entire repertoire, to six local
kids, before making a speedy exit and an equally mad return journey to a welcoming
duvet.
‘Anybody heard from the Mole man?’ enquired Joe. ‘We’re long overdue another evening
of thrills, spills and mediocrity.’
‘I very much doubt that you will hear from him or anyone concerned with Mole
Management,’ replied Al. ‘I went to their o ces last week only to nd myself in a charity
shop. Seems the company went bust a while back with a shed load of unpaid bills.’
I couldn’t help thinking that Al was far from his normal self. Gone was the banter and
stomach-churning jokes and, in their place, a slightly withdrawn, almost morose version
of our bass player.
‘Everything OK, Al?’ I asked. Before he could reply or I could ask another question,
Rachael had thrust a biscuit into my mouth.
‘Later,’ mouthed Rachael.
‘This gig you’re on about,’ asked Joe sensing my predicament. ‘Somewhere nice?’
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‘You could say that,’ grinned Rachael.
Swallowing a mouthful of co ee to aid the digestion of crumbs, I nodded enthusiastically.
‘It’s in a rather posh hotel. All expenses paid, accommodation, food and time to enjoy the
scenery.’
‘Skegness?’ asked Doug rubbing his knees in anticipation of another arthritic inducing
downpour.
Before I could answer, Rachael o ered the replenished plate of biscuits to everyone. Once
the assembled trio had their mouths occupied she nodded to me.
‘Not Skegness,’ I said. Three gyrating mouths turned expectantly. ‘Dehradun,’ I informed
the biscuit- lled ori ces. ‘North east India.’
Doug was the rst to overcome the shock. ‘Suits me,’ he shrugged. ‘There are no jobs on
the horizon and I can always tell the Bene t O ce I’ve gone looking for work in a Call
Centre.’
‘Well,’ I replied nodding towards Rachael. ‘It’s going to be in the Christmas holidays so
Rachael and the kids can come along. What about you, Joe?’
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Joe stroked his beard for a few moments, something he always did when either unsure of
the appropriate answer or giving himself su cient time to think of a smart riposte. This
time though, he seemed to be taking much longer than normal. Finally, with a quick sip of
his ca eine dregs, he nodded.
‘Should be ne,’ he said. ‘I’m sure Denise will love the chance to go shopping at every
opportunity. There is just one thing.’
Rachael o ered the plate of biscuits once more. Joe removed a small selection and
moistened his throat. ‘What about the diet bit and the consequences?’ he asked
sheepishly.
‘I think Rachael’s got all the medicinal requirements sorted,’ I replied trying to suppress
my laughter. ‘Anyway, we’ll all be in this together.’
‘As long as it isn’t the same cubicle,’ chortled Doug who quickly swallowed his laughter
after a withering stare from Rachael. ‘Present company apart,’ he added.
‘Any more for the lavatorial humour?’ asked Rachael. After a few seconds of silence she
gave a slight sni . ‘Fine,’ she said folding her arms. ‘I’ll take it we’re all done with the
playground jokes?’
Al was the rst to break the schoolboy silence. ‘I’m sorry to spoil the party,’ he said
standing to put his jacket on. ‘But I think you had better count me out. In fact,’ he added
walking towards the door. ‘I think you’d better count me out of the band all together.’
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Chapter 4
‘Didn’t see that coming,’ I said nudging the dishwasher into action. Rachael sat down at
the kitchen table, stroked her nose and smiled.
‘I half expected it,’ she said with a gentle smile. ‘It seems that Al and Steph had a great
summer together, virtually inseparable until a little word crept into their conversation
that grew out of all proportion.’
‘And that word was…?
‘Future,’ replied Rachael looking intently at me. ‘An innocent question of what to do
next wasn’t interpreted as a simple “What are we going to do tomorrow?”, but more as a
“What are we going to do next?” as in life.’
‘A bit heavy for this time of night,’ I replied. ‘And de nitely heavy for Al at any time of
the day or night.’
‘That’s exactly the problem,’ said Rachael tentatively twisting her engagement ring. ‘Al’s
inability to commit to any type of relationship other than with his own ego is appalling.’
‘That’s a bit harsh,’ I replied reaching over and taking her hand. ‘Sometimes, new
experiences can be a bit daunting.’

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘They don’t have to be,’ said Rachael placing her hand over mine. ‘Two heads and all
that…’
‘I know, but for Al…’
‘No but about it,’ snapped Rachael. ‘Al’s inability to o er anything resembling
commitment has seen Steph take a sabbatical from her lecturing post and now she’s gone
on some retreat to contemplate her future, whether it’s with Al or not.’
Rachael let the chair take the strain as she leaned and sighed. I knew what she meant and
couldn’t help wonder how Al would sort things out. It wasn’t the rst time that he’d had
to face the commitment issue but usually resolved when the husband or partner of his
latest particular love interest has discovered his overt attention to their particular love
interest! I studied Rachael’s face for a moment. She was obviously feeling upset about
Steph and Al, but more so because she really thought that two disparate people had
managed to nd a mutual attraction beyond a one-night a liation. I gently squeezed her
hand.
‘I love you, my brave lady. There’s not many who would take on a bloke with three kids
and a love a air with shapely, inanimate objects.’
She smiled. ‘Brave?’
‘Yes, you,’ I replied.
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She nodded. ‘Maybe. But so is Steph and she isn’t one to be made to look a fool. Al needs
to get his head sorted.’
’If you say so,’ I replied shrugging my shoulders. ‘But Al’s head isn’t what concerns me
now.’
‘And what concerns you now?’ asked Rachael, a smile playing across her lips. ‘Pray, do
tell.’
‘Behave,’ I laughed. ‘The concern is, who is going to play the bass in India?’
‘Easily sorted,’ she said walking towards the door into the lounge. ‘Put an advert in the
local paper, Pets: lost and found.’
She saw me frown and winked.
‘That’s how they found you isn’t it?’

Chapter 5
The Ferret and Garter, our usual rehearsal place, was busily being refurbished under the
direction of some myopic style guru, labouring under the misapprehension that all pubs
should look the same – insipid and lacking character just like their beers. So, on this
auspicious occasion, we had chosen to hold the audition for our new bass player at a
relatively upmarket rehearsal studio.
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We’d chosen a Monday evening for the auditions, which, on re ection wasn’t the best
choice. I’d planned to arrive early, to make sure everything was ne with the room and
equipment, but Doug was sitting in the entrance hall waiting. I could sense something
was wrong as soon as he welcomed me with a nod at the décor.
‘Call this upmarket?’ he said sourly. ‘I’m missing a good TV documentary on penguins to
sit in this hole.’
‘It looked great on their web site. Smartly decorated, carpets and good looking gear.’
‘Sucker,’ moaned Doug. ‘Those pictures must have been taken years ago when the place
rst opened.’
He took a deep breath and almost choked on the carpet aroma. ‘I reckon they use it as
kennels when nobody books a room to rehearse.’ He closed his eyes and sighed.
‘They’ve got a co ee machine,’ I said with mock enthusiasm. ‘And they don’t charge for
the drinks.’
Doug, with his eyes rmly shut, shook his head and refused to speak further.
‘I’ll go and check out our room,’ I said to his eyelids. ‘It can’t be that bad.’
A few minutes later I returned to Doug and sat down next to him. ‘It is,’ I said solemnly.
Doug made some sort of grunt but refused to elaborate, his eyes remained rmly shut.
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After a few more moments of soaking in the atmosphere, Joe arrived and quickly arrived
at the same conclusion as Doug. ‘Rancid,’ was all he said. I nodded towards a door in the
far corner.
‘We’re in there,’ I said sauntering over to the rehearsal room. ‘We’ve got about twenty
minutes before the rst guy arrives.’
Immediately after Al’s announcement, we had placed an advert in the local newspaper. To
be on the safe side, we placed one advert in the Pets: Lost and Found, and another in the

Musicians Wanted section. Surprisingly, most of the replies to our advert came from pet
owners. Perhaps there’s a subconscious link between owning a pet and being creative
musically? If owning a pet is all about spending a lot of money, spending hours of
apparently futile training, going out in all sorts of weather and seemingly taken for
granted is concerned, then it has a lot in common with being a musician. Whatever the
connection, at this moment in time three rather unhappy musicians stood in the centre
of the rehearsal room with an air of dejection hanging over them. Joe sni ed.
‘Better get on with it, the rst bloke will be here any minute.’ He opened his guitar case
and nodded at my case. ‘Princess?’
‘De nitely,’ I replied with a huge grin. ‘Couldn’t leave her behind.’
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Doug spent a few moments looking at his precious cymbals he’d brought with him and
whether to place them on the available stands. With a sigh he eventually set his cymbals
on the stands, sat down at the drum stool, played a quick drum roll and inspected the tips
of his drumsticks. He clicked his tongue.
‘It’s going to be a long evening,’ he said wiping the drumstick tips under his armpit. We
were saved from any further of Doug’s hygiene procedures when the door to the room
clattered open.
‘Expecting me?’ enquired a shaggy-haired individual. Leaning his guitar case against the
wall, the new arrival dropped his carrier bag onto the oor and treated us to a gap-toothed
smile.
‘Hiya,’ he announced. ‘I’m known as Bernard to most folk, except the wife but I won’t
waste your time telling you what she calls me,’ he added with a wink.
I’d spoken to Bernard on the phone. He seemed to have all the credentials for playing the
blues and said he knew most of the tunes we played, so that looked as if it might make life
a lot easier. It’s tricky getting much more than a general impression of someone on the
phone and the bloke who stood before us looked as if he’d just come from some refuge
for the homeless. None of his clothes appeared to t, being several sizes too big and
seemingly having lived several lives.
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With another wink, Bernard stooped and withdrew a can of lager from the selection
contained within the carrier bag. He’d hardly managed to get the deftly opened can to his
lips when Joe spoke.
‘With all due respect,’ he said in a diplomatic voice. ‘But I don’t think you’re the kind of
artist that we’re looking for.’ Joe looked brie y at Doug and then at me. ‘I think we are
agreed on that,’ he continued. ‘Thanks for dropping by and I hope you nd a suitable
band very soon.’
Bernard paused mid-swallow. A look of disbelief crossed his face. ‘I haven’t even got me
bass out of bed yet. What are you talking about?’
‘I think,’ I said quickly before Joe lost his diplomacy. ‘That actions speak louder than
words, as the saying goes.’ I gave him the bene t of a smile. ‘It’s not a comment on your
playing ability but more of a comment on your priorities.’
Bernard slammed the almost full can of lager onto the bass amp causing a torrent of froth
to cascade down the can. Picking his guitar case up he strode towards the door muttering
inaudibly.
‘If it’s a question of expenses,’ I shouted at his back. Bernard didn’t reply but merely
raised his hand and gave a single digit gesture.
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‘Many thanks,’ shouted Doug doing a little drum roll and nishing with a sharp cymbal
crash. ‘Roll up, roll up,’ he trilled. ‘Come and see the show. One man down and two to
go.’
‘Glad someone sees the funny side,’ grumbled Joe. ‘Because I can’t see what there is to
ippin’ smile about.’ Without waiting for a response, he crooked his little nger around
the volume control on his guitar and drenched the room with the opening ri to
ACDC’s, Whole lotta Rosie.
Into Joe’s homage to a woman his wife had better not nd out about, walked a guy who
looked as if he’d just got out of bed.
‘Sorry I’m a little late,’ said the newcomer. ‘I’ve only just got out of bed.’
I gave myself a pat on the back for observation and held out my hand. ‘Pleased to meet
you, glad you could make the audition.’
‘Nearly didn’t,’ grinned the newcomer. ‘I’ve been on the early shift, got home, did some
gardening, sat down and only woke when the cat jumped onto my lap, stuck her claws
into my leg and demanded feeding.’
‘Fortunate for you the cat had an inkling of the time,’ mumbled Joe, still playing his guitar
but with the volume rolled o .
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Shaking my hand, the newcomer introduced himself. “I’m Eric,’ he announced. He
nodded at me. ‘We talked on the phone, remember?’
‘I remember it well,’ I lied. ‘Did you manage to run through some of the tunes I
mentioned?’
‘Sure did,’ replied Eric.
As he bent to his case to release his bass guitar, I looked across at Doug who was shaking
his head.
‘Where do you get them from?’ he mouthed.
Before I had a chance to reply, Eric had strapped his bass around his neck, plugged it into
the amp and ran his ngers over the strings. He looked up to see our admiring faces.
‘Neat ri , eh?’ he said with a sideways nod.
‘Not the ri ,’ I replied. ‘That is one lovely old bass.’
Eric stroked the body of his Hofner Violin bass. ‘Exactly like Macca plays,’ he grinned.
‘Get that vintage Beatles sound every time.’
‘Ignore the tunes we mentioned then,’ said Joe smiling. ‘How about we warm up with

Daytripper?’
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Eric nodded and instantly launched into the song. After a few seconds Joe throttled his
guitar and looked at Eric.
‘Did you forget to tune-up?’ he enquired.
Eric looked puzzled for a moment and looked at each of us in turn. ‘Tune-up?’ he asked.
‘You don’t mess about with these vintage instruments,’ he said rmly. ‘They wouldn’t last
ve minutes if you kept messing with the tuners, ddling with the controls and polishing
the life out of them.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘It’s a classic,’ he muttered giving his
bass a gentle caress.
‘Well classic we ain’t,’ snapped Joe. ‘We’re a good time blues band that plays in tune.’ He
stared directly at Eric. ‘So, I guess this isn’t your cup of tea?’
Eric packed his bass away angrily. ‘Hardly worth getting out of my chair for,’ he
grumbled.
‘It was worth it,’ smiled Doug. ’The cat got fed.’
Without bothering to say goodbye or even o er a gesture, Eric left the room.
‘Unbelievable,’ moaned Joe, strumming his guitar gently. He looked at me with his head
tilted to one side. ‘Pets, lost and found?’ he enquired.
‘Yup,’ I nodded. ‘De nitely a cat lover and a custodian of tuneless antiquities.’
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Doug sighed, which wasn’t a healthy noise. ‘Well, we have met one dipsomaniac, an anally
retentive dimwit.’ He coughed dramatically. ‘So, Harry,’ he rasped, ‘what have we next for
our delectation?’
‘Me?’ enquired a voice from the doorway.
‘Ahem!’ coughed Doug with embarrassment. ‘We were just talking about you.’
‘So I gathered,’ replied the owner of the voice.
Into the room stepped one of the tallest blokes I’ve seen outside of a basketball court.
‘Strewth!’ exclaimed Doug. ‘You’re tall.’
‘You noticed?’ grinned the newcomer laying his guitar case on the oor.
‘Sorry,’ replied Doug. ‘It sort of slid o my tongue before my brain processed the
thought.’
The newcomer o ered his hand for Doug to shake. ‘I’m Eddie,’ he said. ‘Steady Eddie, is
what most folks call me.’
Joe walked over and o ered his hand. ‘Welcome, Steady,’ he grinned looking either side of
Eddie.
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Eddie’s face became a picture of bewilderment. ‘What?’ he asked.
‘No bags of alcohol?’ enquired Joe.
‘I had a cuppa before I left home,’ he replied. ‘Besides, I don’t equate a lager dash with a
quick urry of bass notes. Why?’
‘No worries,’ I replied. ‘I think we’re in agreement with you on the lager.’
A few moments later and Eddie was standing with his bass and looking keen to begin.
His nondescript bass looked lost against the lanky frame of Eddie. With his hands holding
the bass, each elbow stuck out at right angles to his body making the bass appear to have
wings. Trying hard not to stare at the novel image, Doug stabbed his foot at the bass
drum and raised his drumsticks in readiness. With each of us poised to his the rst note,
Doug kept one stick raised and pointed the other at Eddie.
‘Have you fed the cat?’ he asked.
Eddie shook his head. ‘I don’t have a cat,’ he replied.
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‘Sorted,’ grinned Doug as he kicked out the beat to Further on up the Road. The prompt
start threw Eddie as his ngers struggled to put the bass notes in the correct order.
Disregarding Eddie’s discomfort, as the song nished Joe launched straight into the
opening bars of Dr Feelgood’s, Milk and alcohol. Eddie ashed me a momentary look of
panic before managing to pluck a steady ri to accompany our musical e orts.
For the third, and nal audition track we’d chosen Clapton’s, Wonderful Tonight. Hitting
the opening chord, I gave Eddie an apologetic shrug.
‘It is for a wedding after all,’ I said as Joe began to croon.
As the nal notes of the tune faded away, Joe nodded at Eddie. ‘OK?’
‘Frenetic!’ whispered Eddie. ‘Hardly a pause for breath.’
‘In tune, at least,’ mused Doug as he began to pack his drumsticks away. ‘And you’re aptly
named.’
Eddie paused as he unslung his bass from around his neck. ‘Meaning?’
‘Steady,’ grinned Doug.
‘I’m not ash, if that’s what you mean,’ replied Eddie. ‘Is that a problem?’
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‘Not at all,’ I said giving Doug a frown. ‘There’s nothing wrong with sticking with the
one beat, one note method.’
At this point Eddie had packed his bass away and was walking towards the door. He
turned and shrugged. ‘Reliable is what I am, and reliable is what you’ll get.’
‘That’s ne,’ I said quickly before the door had the chance to close the discussion. ‘I’ve got
your number, are you at home tonight if I give you a call?’
‘De nitely,’ replied Eddie with a smile. ‘I’ll be home with Mum watching TV.’
‘You understood about the gig being in India?’ I said hastily just as Doug appeared to
make a quip about grown men and mothers.
‘Yep, fully understood. Not a problem,’ replied Eddie as he gave us a nal nod of
departure.
As the door closed on the lanky gure, Joe’s shoulders began to shake.
‘What?’ I asked echoing Eddie’s recent question.
‘You really do know how to pick them,’ chortled Joe.
‘And that was the best of the bunch,’ I grinned. ‘You should have listened to some of the
garbage I had to put up with.’
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‘De nitely no lls or thrills there,’ remarked Doug. ‘In fact, hardly anything except a
plodding bass line that almost followed the tune.’
‘Certainly no thrills,’ I agreed. ‘I’m beginning to miss Al.’
The resultant quiet re ected how we each felt. The band had become a family with Al
being an integral member. The band, with Eddie might be steady but less entertaining. I
looked at Joe and Doug. ‘So, what do you think?’
Joe blew out his cheeks. ‘Do we have a choice?’
‘Out of those three?’ asked Doug, with a shrug.
‘If we re-advertise we might only get another bunch of musical mercenaries with IQ’s that
barely scrape into double gures.’ More importantly, I couldn’t face the endless phone
calls and repeating the same thing over and over again to people that were more
interested in telling me how great their musical ability was before they had an accident
with either a lawn mower, cheese grater, food processor, the wife or all four. ‘Eddie seems
a nice enough bloke,’ I said hoping they’d agree.
‘He’ll do, I suppose,’ replied Doug with a raised eyebrow. He gestured at Joe and myself.
‘You two will have to ll in the gaps that Eddie leaves with his minimalistic bass playing.’
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‘Needs must, I suppose,’ grumbled Joe. ‘But Al has left us in a right pickle and no
mistake.’
I ddled uncomfortably with the catch on my guitar case. I couldn’t give too much away
or Rachael would nd some hideous form of mental torture for my transgression. I
sighed.
‘I think there’s a bit more to Al’s departure than he’s letting on,’ I said desperately hoping
neither Joe nor Doug would attempt to delve too deeply.
‘What do you know?’ asked Doug sternly.
‘Not a great deal,’ I lied. ‘I guess something has gone askew with his love-life.’
‘What else!’ Joe exclaimed. ‘There’s little else he pays so much attention too and still
manages to make a right royal cock-up.’ Joe paused for a moment and then smiled.
‘Unintentional pun,’ he admitted.
‘To business,’ said Doug slinging his bag of drumsticks onto his shoulder. ‘Are we going
to go with Steady Eddie, or search the primordial swamp of aspiring musicians for
someone who can di erentiate between two notes?’
With a brief shrug, Joe nodded at me. ‘Give Eddie a ring and let him have our set list. Tell
him to learn the lot and we’ll try and arrange as many rehearsals as we can t into the time
we have left. Is that OK with you two?’ he asked with a twitch of his eyebrows.
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‘Consider it done,’ I replied.
‘I sincerely hope so,’ sighed Joe. He gave a slight shake of his head. ‘I mean, you couldn’t
make this up could you?’

Chapter 6
‘That’s not a good idea. No, Hoots, don’t make him smile, please. Just pull the curtain
across and leave him alone.’
Harriet displayed her bottom lip.
‘But Dad, he looks sad. He can’t have his photo taken looking like that.’
Rachael put her arm around Harriet and started to lead her towards the display of
birthday cards.
‘Come on,’ said Rachael encouragingly. ‘Let’s see what other cards we could have bought
for your Dad’s birthday.’
Harriet grinned. ‘I don’t think he liked Ben’s card with Old Git written on the front.’
Rachael returned the grin. ‘People of a certain age,’ she began with a wink at me, ‘don’t
like to be reminded of how grumpy they get seeing the number of candles on their
birthday cake.’
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‘Fire hazard,’ quipped Dan.
‘That’s enough from you, young man,’ I said sharply. ‘Ben! How much longer are you
going to be in there?’
‘Can’t get my hair to behave,’ came the reply.
I was beginning to feel very ustered. Between face-pulling pranks from Harriet, curtain
twitching from Dan and references to my age, I was starting to question my sanity. I
thought that having our passport pictures taken in the photo booth at our local
supermarket was going to be an almost pain-free experience, I should have known better.
Apart from a small queue forming to use the photo booth, and much to the
consternation of the checkout assistants, customers had begun to load and then pack
their goods extremely slowly so that they could witness our family portrait. arrietH
With the lengthening queues at both the photo booth and the checkout aisle, it was
inevitable that our cinematic escapade would attract the attention of the retail hierarchy.
‘Excuse me,’ said a managerial voice. ‘Is there anything I can do to expedite matters?’
I turned to see a rather orid face protruding from an over-stretched white shirt. A pair of
friendly blue eyes quizzed my face.
‘I’m sure that any di culties you might be experiencing can be recti ed swiftly,’ he added.
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‘Well,’ I stammered. ‘It’s more a case of organic malfunction than machine.’ I nodded at
Harriet and Dan and then at the closed curtain of the photo booth. ‘Recalcitrant
children,’ I explained.
The manager smiled and gave me a wink. With a polite cough he spoke to the curtain. ‘I
have soft drinks and a selection of exceedingly delicious cakes waiting in our restaurant. I
wonder if I could extend an invitation to three young people to join me in sampling the
provisions?’
Within a very short space of time the photo booth had performed admirably and ve sets
of passport photos sat snugly in an envelope. The orid manager smiled and held his
cappuccino in the air.
‘Thank you for your cooperation,’ he beamed. ‘Forgive me, but we are not used to live
entertainment in the store and this,’ he indicated the partially consumed drinks and cakes
on the table, ‘is a token of our appreciation.’
‘It is a very generous gesture,’ replied Rachael. ‘And one that certainly helped move things
along as it were.’
The manager bowed his head slightly in Rachael’s direction. With cappuccino froth
adorning his top lip, he smiled. ‘My pleasure,’ he replied. ‘Might I enquire where such
photos are destined to take you?’
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‘We’re going to India for Christmas,’ said Harriet enthusiastically. ‘It’s going to be cool.’
‘I doubt that,’ grinned the manager. ‘Certainly not as hot as other times of the year but
de nitely not cool.’
‘She meant it’s going to be neat, sweet, awesome, bad a…’ began Dan before I interrupted
his chain of slang.
‘We’re looking forward to it,’ I interjected. ‘Still lots to do, forms, visas, visit the doctor
and so on.’
‘Well,’ said the manager standing to realign his tie. ‘Have a wonderful trip and I hope the
photos look as pleasant as the originals.’
As the manager returned to his duties, Harriet tugged at my sleeve.
‘What did you mean about visiting the doctor?’ she asked pushing the remaining particles
of cake into her mouth.
‘We need to see whether we need tablets or injections for malaria, polio, typhoid, hepatitis
or rabies,’ I replied consulting a well-worn lea et that had taken residence in my wallet.
Harrier didn’t reply but quickly turned her head and immediately ejected the recently
consumed drink and cakes onto the restaurant oor.
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‘Er, excuse me,’ I called after the retreating managerial gure. ‘Excuse me, but we seem to
have had a slight mishap...’

Chapter 7
‘Anyone seen Eddie?’ growled Joe tugging distractedly at his beard. ‘And I ain’t wasting
my time searching for him either.’ To emphasise his point, Joe sat back in his seat and
cradled his mug of co ee.
To be honest, Birmingham airport at ve in the morning isn’t my idea of heaven. Sitting
in a heap of clothes and baggage, my three o spring paid homage to Morpheus while
Rachael checked our passports, visas and tickets again.
‘You’ll wear them out before they get some proper use,’ I quipped. Rachael gave me a
icker of a glance and returned to her exhaustive checking of our documents. Satis ed,
until the next check, that the documents were all in order, she drained her cup of tea and
smiled. ‘Better safe than sorry, my Gran always used to say.’
‘Are you sure she was referring to travel documents?’ I asked.
Rachael’s pained expression spoke volumes.
‘Headache?’ I enquired with a grin.
‘There will be,’ she replied coolly.
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Deciding it was in my best interest to change the topic of conversation, I nodded at the
robust handbag that clung to Rachael’s body. ‘All the medication and assorted
paraphernalia accounted for?’
‘Need you ask,’ she answered in a voice close to exasperation.
I shrugged. ‘Not really, but I just didn’t want you thinking I was leaving everything to
you.’ Before Rachael could respond, I turned to Doug and Joe. ‘Still no sign of Steady
Eddie?’
Joe gave a derisive belch while Doug looked away and began an intense study of the
boarding times displayed on a screen.
‘I’ll take that as a no show so far then,’ I said to any potential listener.
‘What are you going to do without a bass player, dad?’ asked a slightly mu ed voice.
With only her eyes showing above the mound of coats and bags, Harriet looked at me
enquiringly.
‘I’ll ask the boys,’ I replied with a smile.
Hoots frowned and tilted her head. ‘The boys are asleep,’ she whispered.
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Ben opened one eye, yawned and rubbed at his nose. ‘No we’re not,’ he said with a sleepladen voice. ‘We are simply resting our eyes in preparation for the long journey ahead.’
‘Yeah, what he said,’ added Dan from the depths of the heap.
‘Continue resting the eyes guys while I chat with the two big lads.’ Joe and Doug, keeping
their heads immobile, turned their bleary eyes towards me. Reclining next to them,
Bernie and Denise with eyes rmly closed, turned their heads in the direction of their
husbands. Joe and Doug raised their eyebrows in amazement at this amazing feat of
feminine inquisitiveness.
I gave a slight shrug. ‘A genetic predisposition to appear ready for action at any given
moment,’ I suggested.
‘Not after ten at night,’ murmured Doug.
‘I heard that,’ replied Bernie without turning her head.
Doug sighed. ‘Another quirk of genetics that allows a married female to hear every
utterance her husband makes regardless of distance.’
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‘And don’t you forget it,’ said Bernie as both Denise and Rachael nodded in agreement. I
gave Rachael a frown and made a mental note to remind her that we were only engaged. I
wonder whether actually being engaged has a sort of aural distance limitation? Not too
sure I want to experiment with that one.
Joe stared momentarily at his empty cup and took a deep breath. ‘Down to you I reckon,’
he said nodding towards me. ‘Two strings less to worry about.’
‘What? I replied. ‘Are you kidding? I’ve checked-in Princess Isabella and, as we speak, she’s
being gently transported to her allotted berth for the journey.’
‘You’re serious?’ asked Doug.
‘De nitely,’ I replied. ‘I checked her in myself leaving strict instructions for her care.’
Doug shook his head and laughed. ‘You’re absolutely mad,’ he said. ‘You check her in, they
chuck her about, simple as!’
It was that proverbial heart in mouth, stomach in pants, moment. ‘I hope you’re joking.
I’ve never own with a guitar before.’
‘There’s always a rst,’ grinned Doug.
‘And a last,’ smirked Joe with a wink at Rachael. Seeing the panic in my eyes, Joe patted
my arm. ‘Don’t worry, Harry. I’m sure they’re taking good care of her.’
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‘The bass?’ I asked, anxious to occupy my mind with something other than the
horrendous visions of steel and splinters currently playing on a loop in my head. ‘Can’t
we discuss it?’
‘What’s to discuss?’ asked Joe. ‘We need a bass and that’s that.’
‘Not quite,’ I replied tetchily. ‘Can’t we simply put a call out for Eddie? He might be in
the building somewhere.’
‘Great idea,’ replied Joe. ‘Let’s ask them to put a call out for Steady Eddie, that’s bound to
do the trick,’ he added sarcastically.
Doug sucked his top lip. ‘Doesn’t anyone know his surname?’ he asked and then sighed as
the ensuing silence answered his question. ‘Great,’ he mumbled.
I icked a biscuit crumb across the table. ‘Anyway,’ I continued. ‘Even if I do agree to play
the bass, we haven’t got a bass for me to play.’
‘Did someone mention the bass?’ enquired a voice.
We all made a choreographed head turn and saw Al standing with a huge smile and a
travel holdall. Doug rubbed his eyes and then stared accusingly at the dregs in his co ee
cup.
‘I’m hallucinating,’ he groaned. ‘Ca eine at this time of the night has messed with my
head.’
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‘Ouch!’ exclaimed Al as Rachael pinched his arm.
‘He’s real enough,’ she said coldly. ‘More’s the pity.’
‘That’s a bit harsh,’ moaned Al rubbing his arm. ‘I was hoping for some sort of welcome
even if it was only lukewarm.’
‘The only person who wants to see you is Steph and she’s not here right now as you well
know.’
‘She’s not answering my texts or messages,’ he replied sourly. ‘So I can’t for one moment
think that she wants to see me.’
‘Look,’ growled Joe. ‘Before this whole thing descends into some romantic farce, can I ask
what the hell are you doing here, Al?’
Al, obviously pleased to have the conversation moved away from his relationship crisis,
grinned broadly. ‘I’m coming with you,’ he said pointing at his holdall. ‘Luggage all
checked in, bass tucked away in its ightcase and being loaded as we speak.’
‘Hang on a minute,’ said Doug with a scratch of his head. ‘Aren’t you forgetting
something?’
‘Like what?’ grinned Al.
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‘Like you quit and we recruited somebody else to play bass.’
‘All sorted,’ said Al with a wink.
‘How sorted,’ asked Joe suspiciously. ‘I know your sort of sorted and it very rarely is!’
‘Oh ye of little faith,’ replied Al.
Doug responded by making a one- ngered gesture.
‘Charming,’ said Al.
‘What did you expect?’ replied Joe. ‘You left us in the lurch and caused us a load of grief.’
‘He’s an expert at that,’ added Rachael with a glare.
‘Hey!’ sighed Al. ‘Let’s just call a truce for now, OK?’
‘Then explain yourself,’ growled Joe, ‘and don’t include any references to amorous
liaisons or antics of a similar nature.’
‘Agreed. So, to the point,’ replied Al taking a seat at the opposite end of the table to
Rachael. ‘I went to see your Mr Chatterjee and explained the situation and he agreed to
my coming along and...’
‘Hang on a minute,’ interrupted Doug. ‘Aren’t you forgetting two very important
points?’
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‘Which are?’ asked Al.
‘Firstly, you cannot simply occupy Eddie’s seat. As far as I know, Airlines are extremely
reluctant to exchange names on a ticket. You might be a terrorist suspect or worse.’
‘The latter,’ replied Rachael.
‘And the second point?’ asked Al ignoring Rachael’s viperous comment.
‘The second point,’ said Doug looking around the table. ‘Is whether we want you to
come along.’
‘OK,’ replied Al placing his hands on the table. ‘First o , I’m sorry. I realise walking out
wasn’t a brilliant thing to do but I wasn’t in a good state of mind at the time.’
Al paused expecting a barbed comment from Rachael. In response, she snatched at one of
the small juice cartons from the table and crushed it. Al winced but said nothing.
‘And?’ hinted Doug.
‘Er,’ stuttered Al. ‘Er, well, I sort of hung around outside until I saw this bloke getting out
of a taxi with a gig bag. I simply asked him if he was the bass player going to India and he
nodded.’
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I could see Al was beginning to feel extremely uncomfortable, not least from the
distinctly icy stares he was getting from Rachael. Al had been a good friend to me during
the early days of my joining the band and had become a regular companion during the
frequent sojourns on my milk crate in the garden. I gave Al a broad smile.
‘That doesn’t explain the convoluted process of making Eddie disappear and the paper
trail to India.’
‘Tell me about it,’ he answered wryly.
‘No,’ replied Joe rmly. ‘You tell us.’
‘Right,’ said Al swallowing noisily. ‘Mr Chatterjee helped out with the visa bit. Wasn’t too
bad actually,’ he grinned. ‘But,’ he held his index nger in the air. ‘My Pièce de résistance
was a little subterfuge involving a bit of maternal malarkey.’
‘Care to expand?’ I asked becoming quite intrigued by Al’s antics.
‘I did a little research concerning Steady Eddie,’ explained Al. ‘He’s quite well known on
the local music scene. Word is he’s a nice bloke but never committed wholeheartedly to
any band because of a serious condition known as Umbilical Inseparatus.’
Joe merely grunted, which Al fully understood as a signal to get on with the story.
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‘He hates being separated from his mother for any length of time. Apparently, he frets
continuously whenever he gigs and has been known to text her in between songs when
the band are actually on stage.’
‘So why did he agree to come along to India?’ asked Rachael who was intrigued despite
her antipathy toward Al.
‘I wondered that,’ replied Al. ‘Transpires that recently his mother’s controlling tendencies
had become too much even for Eddie. I can only guess this was his way of trying to make
a statement.’
‘And how did you use this information to your advantage?’ asked Doug allowing a grin to
form.
‘That was the easy part,’ replied Al. ‘I simply gave him a scribbled message on a piece of
headed notepaper I liberated from the desk at the ight check-in.’ He paused momentarily
as he looked at the eager faces of his audience. ‘All I had to do then,’ he continued. ‘Was to
say I had taken the telephone message and been asked to look out for a man with a guitar
gig bag booked on an Air France ight to India.’
‘The message?’ enquired Joe.
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‘Oh, that was just some story about a neighbour telephoning the check-in desk saying
that his mother had phoned the emergency services because she couldn’t nd where her
son had stored their supply of toilet rolls.’
‘And he bought that?’ asked Doug with a chuckle.
‘Hook, line and carrier bag,’ laughed Al. ‘He threw his stu straight back into the taxi
muttering something about guilt and that he should never have left her in the rst place.’
‘You,’ said Joe pointing at Al. ‘You’re a rst-rate arse but a damn ne bass player.’ He
nodded at Al’s bag. ‘Got everything you need?’
‘Everything,’ replied Al. ‘Including,’ he looked pointedly at Rachael. ‘A certain female’s
mobile number.’
Rachael nodded and allowed herself a brief smile. ‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘Because I’ve just
sent Steph a text telling her you’re coming with us to India.’
‘What?’ gulped Al.
‘And she answers my texts,’ grinned Rachael. As if to con rm the statement, her mobile
chirruped to indicate an incoming message. After brie y glancing at her phone, Rachael
smiled and looked at Al.
‘Told you,’ she said.
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Chapter 8
‘Are we there yet?’ grumbled a very sleepy Dan. I couldn’t complain really as this question
normally gets asked within minutes of leaving home. Fortunately, it had taken most of
the day before the inevitable enquiry.
The delayed complaint reaction may well have been down to the fact that none of the
children had ever own before. The combined novelty of air ight, people watching and a
feeling of adventure seemed to have stalled the time-honoured question, until now.
‘We should be there shortly,’ I answered warily, not wanting to put an exact time on our
arrival. ‘We’ll have to put our seat belts on soon ready for landing.’
Drowsy hands fumbled with seat belts as the three semi-slumbering children prepared
themselves for their arrival in New Delhi.
Throughout the ight, and the brief stop in Paris, the band hadn’t discussed the
forthcoming gig and I had been warned not to interrogate Al about anything concerning
Steph or any other illicit liaison. Asking Al any form of question would have been
virtually impossible given that he had been reading various books and magazines for the
entire journey. A couple of times I’d forgotten Rachael’s warning and, as my body moved
a fraction towards Al’s seat, a warning hand gripped my arm and a stern look of disproval
deterred further, futile e orts to communicate.
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Following an ear-popping descent and a fraught collection of sundry belongings upon
landing, a motley group of tired but relieved temporary residents wandered toward the
waiting customs o cials.
With much cajoling, Ben and Dan had agreed to walk unaided but Harriet had
succumbed to the demands of the journey and now lay curled up on the luggage trolley
that I had been deemed su ciently responsible to push. Although wrapped in darkness,
the Indira Gandhi Airport glowed with an inner iridescence.
Once we’d negotiated the various obstacles designed to impede progress our entourage
admired the cultural embellishments that make a dent in the anonymity of International
airports. My rst thoughts on the new Terminal 3 building were how it seemed to echo
the Indian sub-continent as an extremely large space inhabited by a large number of
people all seemingly focused on arriving and departing with a multitude of sensory
experiences in between. My second thoughts were more associated with quiet, darkness,
pillows, duvets and sleep, which was de nitely something that would not be achieved
within this vast complex of light and life.
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Approaching the Immigration area Harriet had barely recognised she’d left the airplane or
even the UK. She had obliged momentarily by opening her unseeing eyes when I’d lifted
her from her seat on the plane but promptly closed them again when she deemed it
necessary for them to receive light. Unfortunately, the general hubbub around the
Immigration area proved too interesting and Harriet opened her eyes, scanned the scene
before her and screamed, loudly.
There is nothing quite so heart rending, and motion stopping, as a young girl screaming.
People froze mid-sentence, Immigration O cials paused mid-stamp and mobile phone
addicts stammered as two Security Guards raced over to nd Harriet, her eyes staring,
pointing at the grey, metallic gesturing hands emerging between bronze coloured discs on
the decorative wall.
‘Daddy,’ she squealed.
‘It’s OK, Hoots,’ I said hugging her to my chest.
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‘I’ve read about them,’ cried Al. ‘They’re called Mudras and show the di erent hand
movement used in Indian classical dance. Instantly, Al began to mimic the dance
movements that he must have seen in a Bollywood lm. His arms and hands moved
intricately while his feet did something more recognisable as Michael Jackson’s

Moonwalk. The two Security Guards took one look at Harriet’s trembling body and
another at Al’s extravagant movements and immediately grasped both of his arms. While
Al protested at the interruption to his dance medley, a third O cial appeared.
‘I am so sorry that this gentleman is causing you such distress.’
‘He’s with…’ I began but the O cial waved his hands apologetically. ‘I am sorry that you
have witnessed this a ront to our culture and discomfort to our visitors.’ He nodded to
the other two Security O cials who began escorting Al towards a pair of uninviting
doors. ‘We will deal with this loathsome individual and ensure he is no further trouble to
anyone.’
‘Thank you, but you see…’
‘There is no need to thank me,’ smiled the o cial. ‘It is my duty to make your visit to our
country a most pleasant one.’ He bowed his head slightly. ‘Have a safe journey and an
enjoyable stay.’
Before any of us could make any form of protest in defence of Al, he’d disappeared
through the doors without his feet touching the ground.
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Harriet, her head rmly pressed against my shoulder, mumbled something, which
sounded similar to an apology.
‘Don’t worry, Hoots,’ I replied stroking her hair. ‘Al can take care of himself. He’ll be
ne.’
‘You reckon?’ asked Joe tugging nervously at his beard. ‘Those guards looked awfully
e cient to me.’
‘He normally manages to get himself out of some pretty sticky situations,’ I grinned. I
recalled the many nights we’d sat in my garden as Al recounted his latest narrow escape
from the throttling hands of an enraged partner who’d arrived home unexpectedly to nd
their love interest in Al’s rm embrace.
‘I think he may be out of practice,’ said a noticeably concerned Rachael. ‘Steph kept his
eyes and hands focused.’
‘Admirable woman,’ chuckled Doug. ‘It takes some doing to keep our Al in check.’
‘That maybe so,’ replied Rachael. ‘But she wouldn’t thank you for being so patronising.’
‘Strewth!’ exclaimed Doug. ‘I was only voicing my admiration for…’
‘We should be voicing our concern for Al,’ interrupted Joe.
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I’d been watching the doors through which Al had so recently been escorted. Not only
did the doors themselves look foreboding, the over-ripe Security Guard standing nearby
looked similar. Looking at a tired trio of children and at the expanse of night outside I felt
there was only one decision to make. With a sigh I nodded towards the Customs area.
‘Let’s get sorted here rst, nd the hotel and then perhaps Joe and I can come back for
Al?’
Doug grinned. ‘What’s the betting that Al gets to the hotel before we do?’
‘If he does he’d better have the drinks lined up,’ grunted Joe. ‘I’m beginning to miss
Steady Eddie all ready.’
Bernie and Denise shared a glance.
‘Did someone mention a drink?’ asked Bernie as Denise made a gaping sh expression
with her mouth.
‘It had better be more than a mere mention,’ sighed Rachael. ‘I’m parched.’
Leaving Al in the delicate hands of the Airport Security, our troupe negotiated Customs
and emerged into a night lled with anticipation and exhaustion. As the warm night air
caressed our faces, Rachael nudged my arm.
‘I think that’s us,’ she murmured with a smile.
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Standing next to a taxi that had survived several skirmishes with both animate and
inanimate objects, stood an almost smart man holding a small placard greeting Mr and
Mrs Cousins. It felt too early or too late in the day to quibble about marital semantics.
Opening the door of the taxi the man beckoned us forward with the placard.
‘I have been instructed to take you to your hotel,’ he explained with a beaming smile.
‘Would the lady and children like to ride with me while my colleague,’ he indicated
another waiting taxi,’ will take the gentlemen and luggage.’
Rachael didn’t need any encouragement. Herding the trio of children into the taxi and
carrying a couple of essential bits of luggage, she turned, blew me a kiss and disappeared
inside the taxi. The second taxi drew alongside seamlessly as Rachael and the trio
ventured into the maze-like network of streets that form New Delhi.
Showing the New Delhi corporate smile, the second taxi driver showed us the interior of
his mobile o ce and began lifting our assorted cases and bags into the vehicle. Bernie and
Denise scuttled into the taxi, relaxed into the foetal position and immediately began
snoring.
Joe nodded at the sleeping pair. ‘Charming,’ he said without sincerity.
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Although we’d been sitting for most of a day, it felt so good to sink into the coolness of
the taxi’s leather interior. In my sopori c state, I allowed my mind to wander over the day
and the sensory explosion of New Delhi. It felt good to nally be here with Rachael, the
children and the band. A random thought suddenly hit the inside of my skull. A
momentary ush of panic made me sit upright.
‘The Princess,’ I gasped. ‘Where is she?’
‘Calm down,’ grinned Doug patting my shoulder. ‘She’s safe in the other taxi. Don’t
worry, relax.’
I caught the taxi driver looking enquiringly at me in his rear-view mirror. I nodded and
smiled reassuringly. Allowing myself to once more feel the embrace of the leather seat, I
sighed and watched the lights of New Delhi splatter the night sky with pearls.

Chapter 9
‘Harry?’
‘Hi Doug. I thought you’d be asleep until morning.’
Doug icked a wisp of hair away from his eyes. Taking a quick look through the almost
clean taxi window he nibbled at his bottom lip. ‘Do you know where we are going?’
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I looked out at the bejewelled nightscape. I’ve heard people say that many cities have a sort
of nondescript presence, as if struggling to adopt an identity lest it makes you feel
foreign. This was not an accusation you could level at New Delhi or, I suspect, any other
Indian city. There was a mesmerising shimmer to the city that neither night nor day could
alter but simply clothe with a di erent garment. It was a spectacle that no brochure could
adequately prepare me for but I didn’t have a clue where we were going. I grinned at
Doug.
‘Sorry, Mate, I don’t know the way to our hotel. I’m hoping the driver does.’
Doug nodded towards the night and tapped my hand. ‘It’s just that a little while ago we
passed the Shivaji Stadium on our right-hand side and now we’ve just passed it again on
the left-hand side.’
I leaned forward and coughed politely. ‘Are we going straight to the hotel?’ I enquired.
‘It’s just that we seemed to have passed the same building twice.’
‘I am most terribly sorry, sir,’ replied the driver with a shake of his head. ‘Everywhere looks
the same at night. We’ll be arriving shortly.’
Before I could make a response he turned the radio on and immediately lled the taxi
with a high-pitched wailing.
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‘Sleep’s o the menu,’ grumbled Joe. ‘And,’ he continued with a tap of the window. ‘I’ve
seen the signs for Rajiv Chowk far too many times for my liking. I think he has a
penchant for going around in circles.’
It was at this moment that I saw a sign indicating the entrance to the Rajiv Chowk Metro

Station. I didn’t bother with a polite cough this time. ‘Do you think you could dispense
with the candle-lit tour of New Delhi and go straight to the hotel?’
‘And don’t pass Go and don’t collect £200 either,’ snarled Joe.
Without any recognition that he’d heard our comments, the driver performed a
technically brilliant U-turn and turned left into Chelmsford Road.
Doug squinted at the road sign and shrugged. ‘That was some U-turn,’ he grinned. ‘We’re
back in the UK.’
Oblivious to the sarcasm, the driver appeared to atone for his circuitous navigation and
we arrived at our Hotel on the Arakashan Road within minutes. Narrowly avoiding
several Rickshaw drivers our taxi glided to a halt adjacent to a whitewashed hotel bedecked
with a line of iridescent globes. Each globe was attached to the building by an ornate piece
of Art Nouveau inspired metalwork, forming a series of drooping lanterns illuminating
the arched doorways. As I stepped into the balmy night, Hoots ran to greet me.
‘Dad!’ she squealed. ‘Just look at the signs.’
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‘What signs?’ I asked giving her a hug.
‘Dad!’ she said laughing. ‘Look,’ she added pointing into the sky.
It would have been impossible to have not seen the glowing signs adorning every
perceivable wall space. Along the street a myriad of large, brightly coloured letters stood
parallel to the buildings forming a neon-lit guard of honour. We’d hardly breathed a lungfull of New Delhi air and already I was becoming inured to the sensory overload of India.
‘Bright,’ I said with a wink.
‘Pretty neat, eh Dad?’ said Ben, his eyes itting from one sign to another.
Before I could answer, Rachael sidled up and hooked her arm through mine. ‘Do you
think we could unload the taxis, check-in to the hotel and then give our eyes a well-earned
rest?’ she asked resting her head on my shoulder. ‘Just look,’ added Rachael with a gesture
of her hand towards the hotel. Slouching at either side of the doorway were Dan and
Harriet looking like a pair of statues resting after a busy day of welcoming guests to the
hotel.
‘I think it’s time to put the day to bed,’ I replied. ‘And ourselves,’ I added with a wink.
Rachael smiled and reached up to kiss my cheek. As her lips met my face I noticed the two
taxi drivers looking in our direction. ‘I’m not sure we should be overtly a ectionate in
public,’ I whispered. ‘We’re being watched.’
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Rachael gave the taxi drivers a brief glance before nudging my arm. ‘Away with you,’ she
laughed. ‘Time for bed.’
I allowed myself a smile as the taxi drivers carried on with their hushed conversation. I
hadn’t a clue what they were talking about but the frequent looks in our direction were a
bit disconcerting. I expect that with our luggage and guitar cases they were wondering
whether they had delivered somebody almost famous to the hotel. It seemed a shame to
disappoint them so, with a friendly wave and smile I bade them goodnight and followed
the rest of our entourage into the embrace of the hotel.

Chapter 10
‘Good morning, good morning, and how are we all on this most beautiful day?’
Mr Chatterjee con rmed his arrival by sitting down and immediately helping himself to a
glass of orange juice and a bread roll that the children had overlooked. Quickly disguising
my look of surprise, I brushed any possible breakfast debris from my mouth and held out
my hand in greeting.
‘Mr Chatterjee, what a lovely surprise,’ I said, allowing my hand to be vigorously shaken.
‘Would you like some breakfast?’
‘Thank you, but no,’ he replied. ‘I’ve already eaten,’ added Mr Chatterjee with a mouth
full of bread roll.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘That’s good,’ said Rachael placing a protective hand over her breakfast plate. ‘Were you
here earlier?’
‘Oh goodness me, no.’ laughed Mr Chatterjee. ‘I’m staying at the Taj Mahal Hotel over
on the Mansingh Road.’ He poured himself a glass of orange juice. ‘A very nice place
indeed.’
He must have noticed the questioning expression on our collective faces. Swallowing
noisily, he drew the back of his hand across his mouth.
‘They didn’t have su cient rooms available to accommodate your party,’ he said
apologetically. ‘I chose this tribute to our colonial heritage personally,’ grinned Mr
Chatterjee with an expansive gesture. ‘A most be tting place for my English guests, do
you not think so?’
Disregarding any potential response, he nodded towards the reception area. ‘Everything
satisfactory?’ he asked between alternate mouthfuls of bread and juice.
‘Hunky Dory,’ replied Joe, picking breadcrumbs from his beard.
Mr Chatterjee paused mid-swallow. ‘Please?’ he asked with a cough. ‘Who is this Mr

Hunky Dory?’
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‘Ah, now,’ grinned Joe. ‘Take yourself back to 1971, and you have the rst release by
RCA Records of Bowie’s fourth album. The iconic album cover was inspired by a
Marlene Dietrich photo that…’
Joe’s explanation was cut short by Rachael who, with an admonishing look, gave his
knuckles a sharp tap with a teaspoon.
‘He’s teasing, Mr Chatterjee,’ said Rachael with a warning lift of the teaspoon towards
Joe’s knuckles.
‘English humour,’ replied Joe with a grimace. ‘All is well, everything is ne, hunky dory,’
continued Joe massaging his reddening knuckles.
‘That is good to hear,’ grinned Mr Chatterjee. ‘It is important that your rst experiences
of our country are most favourable. Now,’ he added as he ran a dampened nger through
the crumbs on Rachael’s plate. ‘I have a proposition for you, which,’ he said sucking at the
crumbs stuck to his ngertip, ‘will prove a most interesting addition to your tapestry of
experiences here in India.’
Doug, who until now had tackled his breakfast duties with a care and diligence rarely seen
outside of a research laboratory, held up an index nger.
‘I hope,’ he said with an extravagant lick of his lips, ‘that it involves food.’
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‘Oh, most certainly,’ replied Mr Chatterjee. ‘I am suggesting a musical rehearsal of your
splendid songs at the hotel run by my good friend, Mr Agarwal. And yes,’ he said with a
smile at Doug, ‘there will be food supplied.’
‘Singing for my supper,’ laughed Doug. ‘Now that is the kind of payment I like!’
‘How can you talk about food at a time like this,’ groaned a voice from the doorway. The
entire breakfast gathering turned to see Al, leaning against the doorway with a rather
pained expression and minus his usual grin. Mr Chatterjee was the rst to respond.
‘Good morning to you, Al. Please be seated and help yourself to breakfast, I have all ready
eaten.’
Al shu ed across the room and took the seat o ered. Mr Chatterjee beckoned a waiter
and ordered co ee. ‘You were delayed?’ he asked pushing an empty cup towards Al.
Al looked at the empty cup and raised his eyebrows. ‘Delayed?’ he replied with a hint of
sarcasm. ‘You could say that, I suppose. But you might also say that my initial experience
of India is rather jaundiced, given the over-zealous welcome from a couple of Security
O cers with nothing but time and me on their hands.’
At that moment the waiter arrived and poured a fresh cup of co ee for Al. Downing the
co ee in one gulp, he nodded for a re ll and looked at each of us in turn.
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‘I trust you have all had a good night’s sleep?’ he enquired. ‘I was thinking about you
whilst unavoidably detained at the Airport.’
‘We were thinking of you too, Al,’ replied Rachael.
‘Me too,’ said Doug. ‘For a few moments anyway,’ he added under his breath.
‘I heard that,’ slurped Al through his co ee.
I knew Al too well to allow the conversation to continue in its current direction.
Although we got along nicely, I had experienced the times when Al had descended into a
kind of hearty melancholy, almost like an Undertaker sending you a Get Well card, which
sounds bizarre until you’ve experienced it – Al’s mood that is. With Al’s mouth
concentrating on the demolition of a bread roll, I nodded at Mr Chatterjee.
‘We have just had an interesting proposition.’
Al squirmed on his chair. ‘I’ve had enough of being propositioned for one night and it
certainly wasn’t interesting.’
Mr Chatterjee ‘s face became stern.
‘If any member of airport personnel has behaved improperly or exceeded their rightful
duty, then I assure you they will be dealt with appropriately,’ he said with emphasis.
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Al wiped the remains of his bread roll from his mouth and sni ed. ‘I consider myself to
have been dealt with most inappropriately and…’
The rest of Al’s comments were quickly muted as Rachael pushed another bread roll into
his mouth. Any remonstration on his part was immediately halted as a second bread roll
hovered precariously close to the rst. MrChatterjee licked a grin from his lips.
‘I assure you,’ he said patting Al’s hand, ‘that I will have a well-placed friend of mine look
into the matter and, should he discover any wrongdoing, he will deal with it most
e ciently.’
Al nodded, his cheeks resembling those of an over-indulged hamster. Mr Chatterjee
smiled knowingly and patted Al’s hand once again.
‘You are not to worry, young man. Leave everything with me, I am not without in uence
you know,’ he said with the proverbial tap on the side of his nose. Al waved his hand
apologetically.
‘Please don’t go to any trouble on my account,’ he said, his mouth busily dealing with the
partially chewed bread roll. ‘It will be something to tell the grandchildren.’
Mr Chatterjee’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘You have grandchildren?’ he asked.
‘Given time and opportunity,’ chuckled Doug.
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Rachael made an unpleasant sound in her throat and tore pieces from the bread roll that
was still in her hand.
‘He’s had the time and the opportunity,’ growled Rachael. ‘It’s about time he stopped
prevaricating and let a certain young lady know what his intentions are.’
‘I’m not so sure,’ I grinned, ‘that I’d use those words to describe Steph but…’
Any further comment was rendered intelligible as I tried to avoid choking on a large
portion of bread roll that Rachael had thoughtfully packed into my mouth.
‘Or would you prefer a shoe?’ she asked with a wild glint in her eye. I shook my head
negatively and concentrated on dealing with the contents of my mouth that were
somewhat less contentious and potentially less injurious. Mr Chatterjee rose to leave and
smiled diplomatically.
‘I will leave you to enjoy your rather eccentric way of sharing breakfast and wish you a
most interesting day.’ After walking a few steps he suddenly turned as if he’d forgotten
something. ‘Please,’ he said massaging his hands together. ‘Do chat about my proposition
and let me know as soon as possible.’ He nodded towards Rachael. ‘The good lady has my
telephone number.’ For a second time, he walked a few paces, stopped turned and
massaged his hands. ‘I don’t know whether I mentioned it, but the performance is
tonight.’
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With a smile, and seemingly happy that he’d completed his business, Mr Chatterjee
disappeared through one of the many doorways, leaving a bemused silence behind. Still
struggling to digest the remnants of the bread roll, I gave a non-committal shrug. I was
just about to make a comment when the slightest hint of a glare from Rachael halted the
transference of thought to mouth.
‘I think,’ remarked Doug gallantly saving me from further harm. ‘That doing a gig is a
great idea.’ He licked his nger, ran it across his plate and sucked at the attached crumbs.
‘It’s a reminder of what we’re here for anyway.’
‘Agreed’, said Joe pushing his plate of crumbs towards Doug. With a smile, Doug
moistened his nger and dabbed at Joe’s plate. ‘It’ll be an experience at the very least,’ he
added.
After adding my plate to Doug growing crockery collection, I allowed myself a welcome
yawn. ‘Look forward to it,’ I said winking at Al. ‘You up for it?’
‘Yes, he is,’ answered Denise on Al’s behalf.
‘De nitely,’ agreed Bernie. ‘It’ll be good to have a bit of a dance and hear some decent
music.’ She frowned at Denise. ‘Is it me or does this canned music all sound the same?’
Bernie nodded towards the small circular grills in the ceiling that strained a constant
stream of Indian muzak.
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‘Oh,’ replied Denise. ‘The girl at Reception said they had a lot of requests for a CD of
this music so I bought one.’ She smiled at her husband. ‘Joe said how much he enjoyed
the music.’
‘I was being sarcastic,’ growled Joe.
Denise gave Joe a female glare, which is impossible for the male of the species to replicate.
‘Tonight then,’ muttered Joe averting his eyes from the glare. ‘Are we OK with a prewedding rehearsal?’
‘Pre-wedding rehearsal?’ enquired Rachael with a sour look towards Al. ‘Hasn’t a certain
someone had su cient pre-wedding rehearsals.’ She pushed her chair away from the table
and was just about to leave when I placed a hand on hers.
‘That’s a lot of vitriol for breakfast.’
‘You’re telling me,’ remarked Al with a sideways glance at Rachael. ‘I haven’t done
anything.’
‘Precisely,’ snapped Rachael. She paused and looked at her engagement ring. ‘Unlike
some.’ Taking her cardigan from the back of the chair, Rachael brushed her lips against my
cheek. ‘I need some fresh air,’ she announced to anyone who might be listening.
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Al looked at me as Rachael disappeared. ‘’Strewth, Harry,’ he said exhaling noisily. ‘I don’t
know how you cope?’
I did a quick safety check before replying. All looked secure with no sign of Rachael to
overhear my comments. I smiled at Bernie and Denise who seemed rather keen to hear
my response.
‘Al,’ I replied giving him a paternal pat on the arm. ‘Sometimes a man has to do…’
‘For goodness sake, Harry,’ groaned Al. ‘Please don’t give me clichés whatever you do.’
‘Would I do such a thing?’ I asked with a shrug. ‘What I was going to say was that
sometimes a man has to do…’
‘What a woman tells him to do?’ suggested Bernie.
‘I think,’ laughed Al. ‘That what a man has to do is nish his sentence, without
interruption,’ he added nodding at Bernie.
‘If you’ve all done?’ I said with an exaggerated air of displeasure. The silence suggested
that I complete my cliché. ‘Thank you,’ I smiled. ‘I was simply trying to say that a man has
to do what seems to be…’
‘Sensible?’ asked Denise.
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‘Safe?’ suggested Doug.
‘Sel sh?’ grinned Bernie.
‘For goodness sake,’ growled Joe. ‘Haven’t you two women got to go and do whatever it
is a woman has to do?’
Bernie and Denise rose as one. ‘That’s a good idea,’ said Denise with a wink at her
husband. ‘It’s time we went and made ourselves presentable.’
Without further comment or attempt to nish my sentence, Bernie and Denise
sauntered out of the breakfast room. Joe shook his head.
‘About time,’ he muttered. ‘You were saying?’
‘Doesn’t matter,’ I replied. ‘I’ve forgotten what I was going to say anyway.’
‘A set list for tonight then?’ said Doug pushing a paper napkin across the table.
‘In that case,’ I replied with my pen poised over the napkin. ‘We’d better start with that
Billy Myles song that featured on Derek and the Dominos, Layla album.’
‘Nobody knows you when you’re down and out?’ asked Al.
‘Two points deducted for incorrect song and wrong generation,’ chuckled Doug.
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‘You’re referring to Jimmy Cox’s Depression-era song,’ said Joe. ‘Popularised by Bessie
Smith.’
‘Correct,’ announced Doug. ‘And Billy Myles wrote…’
‘Have you ever loved a woman?’ I said grateful for the chance to interrupt and o ering Al
a rather pertinent look.

Chapter 11
Standing outside of the hotel, Rachael’s desire for fresh air was unful lled. Cocooned as
we had been during the taxi ride of the previous night, and brie y exposed to the tired
aromas lingering after a long day, morning time in New Delhi was a totally new
sensation.
The heady, complex mixture of fresh co ee, chai and spices hinting at a menu available
from both roadside vendors and various buildings, were augmented by the mechanical
bouquet emanating from the various forms of transport crowded into the street. Taxis,
green and yellow tuk-tuks, rickshaws and motorbikes vied for space alongside the
numerous people who ambled along the road seemingly oblivious to the imminent threat
of motorised extinction.
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I obviously looked like the stereotypical tourist whose inability to comprehend everyday
life in New Delhi showed by allowing my mouth to perform gold sh impressions. To my
embarrassment, several people paused in their daily ritual and smiled at my visual
astonishment. Whether out of empathy, pity or annoyance, Rachael held a nger under
my chin.
‘You’re causing a distraction.’
I was incredulous. ‘Me?’ I asked, more loudly than I intended as several more locals looked
around.
‘Yes, you,’ grinned Rachael. ‘You look as if you’ve never seen a busy road before.’
‘A busy road, yes, but nothing like this,’ I replied pointing at the scene constantly
unfolding before me. ‘Just look at the motorbikes,’ I said shaking my head. ‘How do they
manage to stack so many people and packages onto one bike?’
‘Practice?’ suggested Rachael.
‘With the risks, they’re taking, it’s a wonder they live long enough to get any practice.’
‘Stop being such a grump,’ replied Rachael.
‘Yes,’ added Bernie with a playful prod in the ribs as she and Denise joined us on the
multi-sensory street. ‘Embrace the culture.’
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‘I don’t need to embrace it,’ I replied hu ly. ‘One step forward and it’ll crush the life out
of me.’
With their bouquet of Duty-Free toiletries adding to the pungent morning air, Bernie
and Denise linked arms with their respective partners and stepped con dently into the
stream of tra c.
‘Well, kids,’ I said to my trio of children lurking in the hotel doorway. ‘Do you fancy a
stroll through the tra c?’
‘After you, Dad,’ grinned Dan.
‘Dan!’ said Ben with mock severity. Taking my arm, he began to guide me along the road.
Turning with a wink at Dan, he nodded towards the oncoming tide of tra c. ‘You
shouldn’t allow old people to wander around strange places unaccompanied.’
‘How times have changed,’ I sighed. ‘It doesn’t seem that long ago when it was me
holding your hand and guiding you along the street.’
‘Time for us to return the favour then,’ laughed Dan as he, along with Ben, assumed their
role as stabilsers for parents of the geriatric kind. Behind us, Rachael and Harriet, arm-inarm, giggled with delight at my obvious discomfort.
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‘OK, you two,’ I called, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision with a tourist-laden tuktuk. ‘Let me know if you see a chemist, I’m in need of some incontinence pads.’
With each of us fully immersed in our respective roles, we hadn’t noticed that our
progress was being observed until Rachael, pausing next to a placard, advertising the

Royal Beauty Parlour, beckoned me over.
‘Look in the window,’ she commanded.
‘Interesting,’ I replied dutifully. ‘I’m not sure how relevant, or even useful, for someone
of my advanced years a beauty parlour might be, but I’m willing to undergo whatever
treatment is deemed necessary,’ I said with an exaggerated bow.
‘Look at the re ection,’ hissed Rachael. ‘I think we’re being followed.’
Peering at the myriad re ections in the window, I couldn’t gure out how Rachael could
spot anyone from the constant ow of people that poured along the road. After a few
seconds, I gave up.
‘Sorry, Rachael, but how on earth you can identify anyone as following us is beyond me.’
Rachael shook her head in disgust. ‘Typical of the male,’ she said angrily. ‘An inability to
observe anything of importance whilst paying great attention to the trivial.’
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‘You forget my ability to pick out a beautiful woman in a crowded sports hall during a
certain Parents’ Evening,’ I replied casually.
‘Purely self-interest,’ answered Rachael all too quickly. ‘Yet another typical male trait.’
Knowing full well the early signs of a verbal downward spiral, I didn’t reply but simply
stared at the passing re ections in the window. Eventually, I shook my head.
‘No,’ I sighed. ‘Nothing, not a thing, diddly squat etc, etc.’
Rachael said nothing. I took another look in the window and nearly fell under a passing
taxi as a partially veiled face stared back at me from the other side of the window.
‘Steady, Dad,’ chuckled Ben placing a restraining arm on my back. ‘You’re attracting more
attention than a Priest in a mosh pit.’
‘A what pit?’ I asked imagining all sorts of weird and less than wonderful analogies.
‘Mosh as in slam-dancing at metal gigs where people usually kick the living sh…’
‘I get the idea,’ I replied hurriedly before Ben explained the ner points of musical
entertainment. I nodded towards Dan and Harriet. ‘Ben, I’d like you to take your brother
and sister back to the hotel, please. No arguments,’ I added as Harriet took a deep breath
in preparation for a long and tiresome tirade. ‘We’ll watch you from here and wait until
you’re safely through the doors. Order some ice-cream and watch TV until we get back.’
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Reluctantly, the trio turned and made their way back to the hotel. Rachael gave me a hug.
‘You know they’ll order the largest bucket of ice-cream possible,’ she said grinning.
‘If we’re quick there might be some ice-cream left when we get back.’
‘In your dreams,’ laughed Rachael.
‘As are many things,’ I replied with a wink. ‘Now, why would anyone be following us?
Rachael raised an eyebrow by way of reply, hooked her arm through mine and led me on a
slow amble along the road.
It wasn’t long before I noticed a thin, partially bald guy casually walking along on the
opposite side of the road to us. What caught my attention was that whenever we paused
to look in a shop window or peer into the contents of a roadside vendor’s cooking pot, he
appeared to echo our movements. Holding Rachael close, I whispered into her ear.
‘On the count of three, turn with me and walk back towards that little café.’ Rachael
nodded and, with a gracious turn that wouldn’t have looked out of place at a ballroom
dance, we took a couple of steps towards the café.
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To our surprise, another guy, wearing a brilliant white shirt and heavily slicked hair,
stopped abruptly and stood, statuesque before a window displaying numerous rolls of
coloured cloth. Immediately, a wizened old man de ed his age and leapt forward waving a
bundle of cloth at the potential customer. With a look of irritation, the guy attempted to
dismiss the old man with an angry ick of his hand. Unfortunately for this unwilling
shopper, the old man had successfully dealt with more seasoned reluctance than this
relative newcomer to the world of roadside trade. A couple of deft moves and the
recalcitrant shopper now held a roll of garishly decorated cloth and was being urged to
oxygenate his wallet.
Looking across the street towards our stalker, we were surprised to see him exchange a
look of annoyance with the guy holding the coloured cloth who was now parting with a
collection of paper currency.
‘Told you,’ hissed Rachael. ‘Two of them!’
‘I didn’t disbelieve you,’ I replied tetchily. ‘It’s just that I couldn’t see them.’
‘Well,’ said Rachael impatiently. ‘Do something!’
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I looked around at the increasingly busy tra c. If at all possible, the noise level had risen
tremendously since we had rst left the hotel. A chorus of motorised horns greeted every
manoeuvre of vehicle and pedestrian. Small groups of locals huddled around street
vendors while young boys pushed barrows containing a variety of fresh fruit, boxes, pots,
pans and bundles of cloth. Looking at the hurly-burly of everyday life on Arakashan
Raod, I couldn’t believe anyone would be daft enough to try anything remotely antisocial. Within a millisecond of my self-comforting thoughts, I was to be proven drastically
wrong.
Looking up from my revelry, I noticed that the cloth guy had completed his reluctant
purchase and was now looking at his accomplice across the road for instruction.
Following his gaze, I saw the rst guy nod urgently in our direction. Whatever they were
planning it didn’t look like it was going to be a traditional New Delhi welcome. Grabbing
the nearest barrow I pointed hurriedly at the large collection of stacked invitingly inside.
‘How much?’ I asked the grinning barrow boy.
‘Sixty Rupees, Saheb Ji,’ he said holding up two very ripe oranges. He weighed an orange
in each hand. ‘A kilo,’ he smiled. ‘Very cheap.’
With an equally bright smile I thrust a bundle of notes into his shirt pocket. ‘2000
Rupees,’ I said pointing at the barrow. ‘I’ll take the lot.’
‘Thank you, Uncle,’ he replied, his eyes wide with amazement.
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I took hold of the barrow handles and nodded at the boy. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’
Ignoring the plaintive cries of the barrow boy I grabbed both handles of the barrow and
turned to face the guy holding the bundle of cloth. Shouting and screaming for everyone
to get out of my way, I hurtled along the pock-marked road.
The distance between the now bemused cloth guy and ourselves wasn’t that far, certainly
not enough to reach any great speed, but a combination of surprise and weight were
enough to have the desired e ect. The bundle of cloth ew into the air as the orangeladen barrow hit the guy neatly in the stomach. Collapsing with an explosion of breath
and spittle, the guy’s weight tipped the barrow causing the oranges to spill out across the
road.
Oranges must have some kind of revered status in New Delhi as cars, taxis, Tuk Tuks,
motorbikes and cycles all took avoiding action rather than go for the freshly squeezed
orange route. With his mate neatly folded by a barrow, the rst guy began to try and cross
the road only to nd his progress blocked by a constantly shifting mass of tra c.
Grabbing Rachael by the hand and gesticulating madly to the barrow boy to collect his
barrow before the melee subsided, I made a dash for the relative safety of the hotel.

Chapter 12
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I don’t recall trying to avoid any animate or inanimate object on our mad dash back to
the haven of the Ajanta Hotel. How we escaped a similar fate to the oranges I’ll never
know but, thankfully, we arrived at the reception doors unscathed, unfortunately, Mr
Chatterjee didn’t have the same good fortune.
With considerable grace for a man of his size, Mr Chatterjee performed a neat reverse
turn and promptly embraced a large fern standing in the lobby. It was di cult to see who
were the more surprised, Mr Chatterjee, the hotel sta , Rachael or the fern. A stunned
silence hung around the hotel lobby until an embarrassed Rachael and an equally
embarrassed concierge met beside the abbergasted form of Mr Chatterjee.
Without thinking, Rachael gave Mr Chatterjee a kiss on the cheek.
‘Oh Mr C.’ she said soothingly. ‘I’m so sorry, we’ve just had an awful scare and now it
looks as if we have given you one too.’
Looking rst at Rachael, the Concierge and back again, Mr Chatterjee smiled, gave a
discreet wave of dismissal to the Concierge and inclined his head towards Rachael.
‘My dear,’ he grinned. ‘If all of life’s unexpected moments were to arrive in as beautiful a
presentation as yourself, then I would be a most fortunate man.’
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‘Mr C.’ murmured Rachael blushing slightly. ‘You have such a way with words. Oh, and I
hope you don’t mind my calling you ‘Mr C.’ It is so much easier on the tongue and rather
endearing,’ she added patting his arm.
‘And you, my dear, have such a lovely way of apologising. Not that you have any need to
apologise of course. And please,’ he smiled. ‘Please to be as endearing as you wish.’
Before the whole episode developed into a mutual appreciation society, I gave Mr C. a
diplomatic smile.
‘I thought you had left the hotel some time ago,’ I said nodding at the doors leading out
onto the road.
‘Ah,’ smiled, ‘I had a little business with the proprietor and then I saw your charming
children consuming copious amounts of most excellent ice-cream.’ He chuckled selfconsciously. ‘I couldn’t leave and see them struggle against such overwhelming odds, so I
gave them a little help,’ he added patting his stomach. ‘Didn’t you enjoy your morning
stroll?’ he asked quizzically.
‘No we did not,’ replied Rachael emphatically.
‘I’m so sorry to hear that,’ said Mr C. inclining his head. ‘Were the people and tra c too
much of an introduction to our local culture,’ he enquired with a smile.
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‘I don’t think it was the culture,’ I said looking at Rachael. ‘It was more to do with a
couple of guys taking far too much interest in Rachael.’
‘What?’ exploded Mr C. ‘How dare they,’ he added storming to the exit and inging the
doors wide open. ‘Where?’ he demanded. ‘Point them out to me.’
Mr C.hatterjee strode out of the hotel and planted himself de antly in the middle of the
road. Two oncoming Tuk-Tuks swerved either side of Mr C. as a taxi, coming from the
opposite direction, simply stopped abruptly and sat idling the time away.
About two hundred metres along the road a small huddle of people indulged in a mass
orange peeling session. The once polite barrow boy now stood with his empty handcart
looking angrily at the group of fruity free loaders. It was impossible to identify our overly
interested followers whose intentions weren’t obvious but certainly didn’t seem friendly.
Mr C. looked at us questioningly. I shook my head.
‘I’m sorry, Mr C. It’s impossible to pick out anyone from the crowd.’
Mr C. shrugged, stood to one side and waved the taxi forward. He bowed graciously at
Rachael.
‘Please accept my humble apologies.’ He looked up and gave me a conspiratorial wink.
‘There are some decidedly dubious characters around certain parts of our city. I will
ensure that your safety is of paramount importance. Have no fear.’
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‘Thank you, Mr C.’ replied Rachael with a grateful smile. ‘We can’t have Harry wasting
his money on fruit every time he sees someone acting in a suspicious manner.’
‘Fruit?’ enquired a voice.
Turning towards the source of the question, we noticed a young couple sitting politely
on two ornately decorated chairs.
‘Forgive me,’ said the bespectacled guy. ‘But my wife,’ he indicated his dark-haired and
heavily pregnant partner, ‘is extremely fond of fruit at this moment in time,’ he
continued with an exaggerated wink. ‘She has a particular desire for water melon and
blueberries.’
His wife jabbed at his leg with her nger and o ered an embarrassed smile. ‘It is nothing,’
she said apologetically. ‘The little one is hungry,’ she added patting her stomach.
‘Let me introduce ourselves,’ said the father-to-be. ‘My name is Adrian and this is my
wife, Kamilla.’ He included each of us in a smile. ‘We are from Norway,’ he explained
unnecessarily.
‘Quite so,’ replied. ‘We are most pleased to meet you’. With a slight inclination of his head
Mr C. beckoned the hotel receptionist. ‘Please see to the dietary requirements of this
lady,’ he instructed with a nod towards the pregnant woman.
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Muttering their thanks, the Norwegian couple followed the guiding hand of the
receptionist towards the restaurant.
Mr C. looking slightly bemused, shrugged his shoulders. ‘I do not understand this
European preoccupation with fruit,’ he said. ‘But no matter,’ he continued with a radiant
smile, ‘Are you ready for tonight’s gig?’

Chapter 13
‘It’s a monolith,’ exclaimed Ben tilting his head towards the sky.
‘Massive,’ nodded Dan in agreement.
Doug took one look at the sheer height of the hotel with disgust. ‘I ain’t climbing to the
top of that thing,’ he said emphatically. ‘Me legs are aching just looking up at it.’
Mr C. had arranged a minibus to transport us to the hotel of his friend, Mr Agarwal.
During the journey, the black and yellow kerbstones became as mesmerising as the
plethora of colours and cultures that decorated the side of the road. At times I felt like
covering my eyes in an attempt to stop the overwhelming number of images imprinting
themselves in my mind. It was virtual sensory overload and we’d only driven along a few
streets.
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The hotel we had agreed to play at stood between two tra c roundabouts just o the
main Ashoka Road. Stepping out into the evening air we were greeted with this towering
structure that owed more to the imagination of Sci-

lm set designers than it did to

terrestrial architects.
It was beginning to appear as if there were three distinct parts to Delhi – the ancient, the
colonial and the new with aspiring people and businesses moving out to the slightly more
spacious suburbs where modernity looked to the future whilst its feet stood rmly in the
past. Suddenly, I felt a tug on my arm.
‘Come down,’ grinned Rachael.
‘Eh?’ I managed to frown.
‘Get your head out of the clouds,’ she laughed. ‘Or at least from the roof of the hotel.’
‘Sorry,’ I smiled. ‘Just couldn’t help thinking about the contradictions and complexities of
life in New Delhi.’
Rachael arched an eyebrow, which I knew indicated trouble if I didn’t explain myself. I
nodded at the Shangri-la hotel. ‘Take that for instance. It’s ambitious and forward
thinking but cannot ignore where it is and where it came from.’
‘Getting heavy, Dad,’ winked Ben.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘Did you notice McDonald’s as we drove here? I asked.
‘Couldn’t miss it,’ replied Ben. ‘Reminded me of home.’
‘Really?’
‘Well, a bit of familiarity,’ explained Ben. ‘A bit of what we know.’
‘Including the rows of beggars?’
‘I thought they were queuing,’ replied Ben. ‘Tea time and all that.’
I shook my head. There didn’t seem any point in trying to explain further. It was Rachael
who put the issue into perspective.
‘Progress is a façade,’ she said quietly. ‘Beneath the surface, most things remain the same.’
‘Strewth,’ exclaimed Joe. ‘You’ll have me crying into my beer that I haven’t got yet.’
‘Sorry,’ Rachael smiled. ‘It just isn’t easy seeing the extremes living together like this.’
‘You can’t change anything,’ said Joe atly. ‘Give a rupee to one beggar and you’ll have a
queue as far as the eye can see holding out a hand for their rupee. Give everyone a rupee
and then join the back of the queue because now you’re as poor as they are.’
‘What was that about beer and crying?’ I asked winking at Rachael.
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Joe, stroking his beard, nodded at the hotel. ‘What’s this place called again?’
‘Shangri-la,’ I replied pointing back towards a large stone wall bearing the hotel’s name.
‘It ain’t no earthly paradise,’ declared Doug subconsciously rubbing his back. ‘More like
purgatory for those with ailments of the painful kind.’
‘Mr C. reckons it’s one of the nest hotels in New Delhi,’ I said, reiterating the
comments of Mr C. ‘He rates it very highly as being friendly, comfortable and,’ I added
with a chuckle. ‘I hear they allow tourists to use the lifts rather than climb the stairs.’
Joe, sensing that Doug was beginning to get agitated, pointed at the hotel. ‘What’s the
connection between Shangri-la and the hotel?’
‘It’s the name of the hotel?’ I suggested.
‘Not strictly true, dad,’ replied Ben. ‘The sign says it’s the Shangri-la’s, Eros hotel.’
‘Correct but not a connection,’ sni ed Joe. ‘Anyone?’
‘Shangri-la,’ began Rachael, ‘is a place in the 1933, novel Lost Horizon. And,’ she
continued by tapping her nger gently against Joe’s nose. ‘The novel was written by one
James Hilton.’
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‘Correct,’ said Joe brushing his nose. ‘No idea if there’s an actual connection with James
Hilton and the hotel chain.’
‘Ah’ grinned Rachael. ‘But were you aware that he also wrote Goodbye Mr Chips in
1934.’
Joe looked at me and shook his head. ‘She’s too damn clever for you, Harry.’
‘Too pretty as well,’ added Doug with a sni .
‘Well,’ I grinned. ‘I think she’s pretty clever, which is why she agreed to marry me.’
‘She,’ glared Rachael, ‘is most capable of thinking for herself and doesn’t appreciate
patronising comments from those who ought to know better.’
The male contingent was saved from making further embarrassing comments as an
enormous black car glided to a halt just in front of us. It was di cult to know what to
expect as the tinted windows simply shimmered in the majesty of the early evening sun.
Joe and Doug looked to me but I hadn’t a clue who sat inside the car. As I gave a shrug,
the passenger window purred open to reveal a beaming Mr C.
‘All set?’ he enquired heartily. ‘It is a most magni cent evening for the making of music
don’t you think?’
Doug slowly pointed towards the top of the hotel. ‘Up there?’ he asked in a faint voice.
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Mr C. laughed openly. ‘Gracious no,’ he replied. ‘You are playing at the bottom not at the
top.’
Still laughing, Mr C. tapped the back of the seat in front of him and the chau eur allowed
the car to glide forward. Mr C’s hand appeared from the rear window to beckon us to
follow him, which we did but somewhat less graciously.
Doug blew out his cheeks and let his breath escape slowly. ‘Story of my life,’ he grinned.
‘Tell me about it,’ muttered Joe ambling towards the hotel with his guitar case.
Almost reluctantly, the rest of the group followed Joe towards the hotel where a clearly
happy Mr C. was now waiting.
As Rachael and my three o spring approached Mr C. he produced an enormous smile
and clapped his hands.
‘All set?’ he asked. ‘Okey-dokey,’ continued Mr C. without waiting for a response. His left
arm embraced air as he indicated a doorway. ‘Mr Agarwal has prepared a room for you
where you will nd plenty of food and a variety of beverages.’
Indicating the rear of the hotel with his right arm, Mr C. gave us an insight into the
talents of his dental hygienist.
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‘While you gentlemen prepare yourselves for the provision of entertainment, may I
suggest that the ladies and three most splendid children repair to the room and wait in
comfort?’
Without waiting for a second invitation the ladies, Dan, Harriet and Ben, ignoring the

children reference on account of being called splendid and the prospect of free food,
disappeared through the doorway.
Mr C. led the four of us towards the rear of the hotel. Al, who up until this point had
remained uncharacteristically quiet, nodded at the hotel.
‘Nice place Mr C.’
‘Very much so,’ agreed Mr C. ‘A thing of beauty indeed.’ He placed a friendly hand on
Al’s shoulder. ‘Did you manage to explore the Arakashan Road this morning?’
‘Unfortunately, no,’ grinned Al. ‘I was in bed.’
‘All day?’ asked Mr C. with a ash of incredulity.
‘All day,’ con rmed Al with a wink. ‘Just me, a pillow and a duvet to embrace.’
‘That is such a pity,’ replied Mr C. ‘If nothing else you should try some of the most
excellent street food. Truly wonderful.’
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‘Not sure about that,’ said Al with a frown. ‘Doesn’t look at all hygienic.’
‘Ah, there my friend,’ laughed Mr C. wagging a nger in mock annoyance, ‘is where you
are so incorrect.’
‘Often the case,’ murmured Doug.
Al, choosing to ignore Doug’s comment, looked directly at Mr C. ‘It de es logic,’ he said
raising an eyebrow.
Mr C. laughed once more. ‘Unfortunately, that is where you are again incorrect,’ he
announced. With his hand still rmly on Al’s shoulder, Mr C. began to explain. ‘Think
carefully,’ he said solemnly. ‘These street traders depend entirely on the trade of the
passer-by, the tourist and,’ he emphasised by wagging his nger again, ‘the various workers
who depend on these very traders for their sustenance morning, noon and night.’
‘I still don’t see it,’ shrugged Al. ‘There are so many traders to choose from, if one trader
serves dodgy food the punters will simply buy from someone else.’
Mr C. made a clicking sound with his tongue. ‘That, my friend, is just the point.’
Al gave Mr C. a sideways glance. ‘I’m right?’ he queried.
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‘Precisely so,’ chuckled Mr C. ‘If one trader serves food that causes an illness then people
will stop buying his food. He goes out of business, cannot support his family and they
have to beg.’
‘Sort of self-regulating then,’ grinned Al.
‘Exactly,’ nodded Mr C. ‘It is imperative that they maintain the standards of hygiene
necessary to provide good food.’ He wagged his nger at Al. ‘They do not require
busybodies going around, ticking and crossing boxes on a form or a library of rules and
regulations. No!’ he said emphatically. ‘Their livelihood and their very life depend upon
hygiene.’ Mr C. smiled. ‘Besides, most of them can’t read or write.’
As Mr C. strode ahead and disappeared around the corner of the building, I couldn’t help
but notice Al’s slightly bemused face.
‘A lesson in economics and human behaviour?’ I asked with a broad grin.
‘You could say that,’ replied Al with a shrug. ‘You learn something every day as they say.’
Before I could ask who he thought they might be, Mr C. reappeared.
‘Come along gentlemen, the evening awaits.’
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We joined Mr C. at the rear of the hotel. Before us sat a vast array of tables, chairs and
multi-coloured canopies. Immediately in front of a row of doors leading into the hotel, a
large marquee had been erected within which lay a collection of boxes, all varying in size
and a large plastic bin full of brightly coloured cables. Mr C. clapped his hands and
gesticulated towards the marquee.
‘There you go, gentlemen. Everything you will be needing I think,’ he said with a nod at
the various boxes. He clapped his hands once more. ‘Let’s rock ‘n roll.’

Chapter 14
Standing amongst the boxes in the marquee, we saw that Mr C’s idea of Rock ‘n Roll was
going around the various emerging guests, shaking hands, patting backs and giving the
occasional small bow. Putting my guitar case carefully to one side, I nodded at the
collection of boxes.
‘If we pretend it’s Christmas we’ll get the job done so much easier.’
‘Is a drum kit supposed to be in those boxes somewhere?’ Doug asked sulkily.
‘Merry Christmas,’ called Al sliding one of the smaller boxes towards Doug.
With a grunt of acknowledgement, Doug halted the progress of the box with his foot,
bent down to pull o a strip of tape and took out a small drum.
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‘Is this it?’ he asked holding the drum for everyone to see.
‘It’s a start,’ grinned Joe. ‘Find another one and you can do a drum solo.’
Doug waved two ngers at Joe.
‘OK,’ chuckled Joe. ‘Two drum solos.’
It wasn’t long before we had a pile of empty boxes and an assortment of amps, cabs and
percussive objects littering the marquee. I shuddered involuntarily as the sight rekindled
images of the day when Ben, Dan, Harriet and myself had stood in our new house
surrounded by everything we needed to make a home but not sure where to start. It was
Harriet who made the smartest suggestion by asking for her room to be sorted rst. A
few hours later, each of my three children had their rooms in a habitable state with all they
required to establish their respective new lives. I’d stood in the lounge, surrounded by
partially empty boxes and the contents from my previous marital status strewn around
the room. I knew then that what I saw before me was a re ection of my psychological
state but didn’t realise just how long and hazardous it was putting things in order. Still,
the three most important things in my life had the beginnings of a new start
An empty box, coming to a rest against my shins, brought me out of my momentary
re ection.
‘Hey!’ shouted Joe. ‘Any chance you’ll be free to play the guitar for us tonight?’
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I couldn’t gauge from Joe’s expression whether his comment was intentionally humorous
or not. I chose not to consult my diary and simply smiled an assent. Ignoring the wry
looks of both Doug and Al, I quickly set about trying to put together something that
resembled a guitar rig.
After a while, wrestling with the oddest assortment of electrical cabling and wires I’d ever
seen in my musical career, we had assembled a stage set-up that, with a wink and a squint,
looked vaguely familiar to any musically discerning audience. As Doug thumped, tapped
and prodded at the various objects that most closely resembled a drum kit, Mr C. glided
towards us accompanied by two very well dressed people.
‘Ah, gentlemen,’ crooned Mr C. ‘May I introduce you to Mr and Mrs Parmar. Very good
friends of mine,’ added Mr C. tapping a nger against his nose.
Mr Parmar extended his hand in greeting. ‘So pleased to meet you,’ he said in a modulated
voice that spoke of a very expensive education. ‘My wife and I are so looking forward to
hearing your music.’
Mrs Parmar nodded her head and bestowed upon us a smile that was as radiant as her
jewellery. ‘Indeed we are,’ she said in a husky voice that had an instant e ect on Al’s knees.
‘Steady on, Al,’ I grinned placing a supporting hand under his elbow.
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‘Sorry,’ he burbled. ‘Got my foot caught under a bit of cabling, that’s all. Nearly went my
length.’
‘Nothing new there then,’ commented Doug caustically.
‘Do you have any favourite tunes?’ I asked Mr Parmar before the acrimony developed
into a public show of distaste. With an almost indiscernible glance at Doug, he smiled and
inclined his head.
‘I have a passion for any tune written by the remarkable Mr Winwood,’ he replied with a
huge smile. ‘Particularly his Tra c period,’ he added as Mrs Parmar nodded vigorously at
her husband’s comments. ‘She really only likes Hole in my Shoe,’ added Mr Parmar with a
theatrical whisper. Mrs Parmar nudged him playfully in the ribs.
‘You only say that because I much prefer the music he made with Blind Faith, which,’ she
said wistfully, ‘was both poetic and memorable.’
Mr Parmar smiled in agreement. ‘It’s true,’ he admitted. ‘The short-lived Blind Faith band
were a little too free-form for my liking.’ He squeezed his wife’s hand playfully. ‘Her
favourite, all-time track is Can’t nd my way home, which is why I always send a taxi to
collect her from any engagement. That way I know she will arrive home safely.’
Both he and Mrs Parmar laughed at the joke.
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‘You have an interesting surname,’ I commented, eager to stop feeling like a captive
audience at a private party.
‘Hardly,’ replied Mr Parmar with a shrug. ‘Our surname comes from the Indian Middle
Ages when there were something like six hundred kings who each had an empire. Anyone
who worked for the king adopted his surname. So, that could be a barber, carpenter,
shoemaker, doctor, soldier or cook. In fact, anyone at all so it is an interesting surname
from a historical perspective that is all.’
Seemingly tired of providing information, Mr Parmar took his wife’s arm and turned to
go back to the main throng of guests. He smiled a goodbye.
‘We are looking forward to you playing some songs later on,’ he said. ‘Don’t forget to
include some Stevie.’
Instantly, Al began a Stevie Wonder impression playing an imaginary keyboard and
moving his unseeing eyes from side-to-side. Mr and Mrs Parmar stared at him in
bemusement before turning away completely and walking towards the relative sanity of
the party.
‘Al, you idiot,’ I hissed loudly. ‘He meant Winwood, not Wonder as you well know.’
‘Too many W’s to contend with,’ laughed Al.
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‘I can think of a third W,’ growled Doug, ‘and it’s not too dissimilar from Wonder.’
Al was about to utter a reply when Joe stepped quickly between them.
‘I don’t know what’s going on with you two,’ he said sternly. ‘But cut it out right now.’
‘Don’t get on at me,’ snapped Al. ‘He’s the one with the problem,’ he added pointing at
Doug.
‘Problem?’ replied Doug angrily. ‘I’m not a problem, you are,’ he said gesticulating at Al.
‘You were a problem before we left home, you were a problem at the airport, you were a
problem at customs and no doubt you’ll be a problem as soon as some dark-eyed beauty
utters an eyelash in your direction.’
Placing a restraining hand rmly on Al’s shoulder, Joe nodded at both Doug and Al. ‘You
two need to sort things out between yourselves.’ He held a warning nger to the pair of
antagonists. ‘And make it a verbal sorting out because if either of you even dare to look as
if there’s anything physical about to start I’ll break every nger you own.’
Joe tugged at his beard, which was something he always did when feeling agitated. He
looked as if he were about to say something more but thought better of it and turned to
occupy himself with sorting out the anonymous guitar rig that would enable him to be
heard later in the evening.
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For a short time, both Doug and Al occupied themselves with their respective assemblage
of drums and ampli ers until, after an obvious bout of inner turmoil, Doug dropped the
imitation snare drum onto the oor and walked towards Al.
Al paused, his hands rmly around a bass cabinet should the need for a defensive
barricade prove necessary. Meanwhile, Joe, who appeared to be absorbed in sorting out a
collection of miscellaneous cables, immediately stood upright and took a couple of paces
towards the potential explosion. He didn’t have to walk any further as Doug extended his
hand towards Al with a determined smile. Al, equally determined to prevent any serious
damage to any part of his body, placed the cabinet on the oor in front of the advancing
Doug.
With his hand still extended, Doug nodded to a couple of boxes close by and both he and
Al sat down with a brief handshake. With an incomprehensible mutter into his beard, Joe
dropped the assorted cables at his feet, snatched a paper napkin from a nearby table and
nodded at the adjacent chairs.
‘Best try and sort out a set list while those two kiss and make up, hopefully,’ he said with a
mixture of hope and menace.
As I sat down, Joe was busy scribbling on the napkin.
‘Shall I wait until you’re nished?’ I asked with a smile. Joe grunted, continuing with his
napkin etching while I casually gazed around the marquee. Finally, Joe stabbed at the
napkin with nality.
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‘That should do,’ he growled pushing the napkin towards me. I glanced at the proposed
set list.
‘You really want to start with Brown eyed girl?’ I asked trying to rub the wrinkle on my
nose into an itch.
‘Got any better ideas?’ replied Joe oblivious to my nose situation.
‘Well,’ I said, fully aware that at any moment Joe could screw the napkin into a ball and
later we’d end up playing catch-up as he launched into any song that took his fancy. ‘We
could start with Willie Dixon’s Let me love you baby.’
‘OK,’ grinned Joe. ‘You tell me who rst recorded the song and we’ll do it.’
Hmm,’ I mused, thinking that if I got this wrong I’d rather be trimming a lawn with nail
scissors than play the that Brown-eyed, time-worn song again. ‘I know Muddy Waters, B
B King and Je Beck have covered the song,’ I replied. ‘And we do a half-decent rendition
of Stevie Ray Vaughan’s version but,’ I held a fore nger in the air, ‘I reckon it was Buddy
Guy who rst recorded the song around about 1961. Correct?’
‘Sounds about right to me,’ answered Joe tugging at his beard. ‘Reckon we’ll start with
that then and leave Brown eyed girl for an encore.’
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‘Ah!’ I exclaimed, waving my nger a little too eagerly. ‘You haven’t said which gig and
which encore.’ I lowered my nger and grinned. ‘I’ll add the song to our pending list
then.’ I must have muttered an almost audible “pending deletion from the set list”, as Joe
looked at me through slightly narrowed eyes.
A quick note for all you Musicologists and fact Freaks. Buddy Guy is recognised as the
rst artist to actually record ‘Let me love you baby’, commercially. However, it is thought
that Willie Dixon might have made a recording of the track himself prior to 1961.
Whatever, my reply to Joe got a song from my ‘least liked’ list o the set list and,
hopefully into oblivion – yes, I know it was entered into the Grammy Hall of Fame in
2007. But, there again, so were the Penguins in 1998, with “Earth Angel (will you be
mine).” No, me neither…
‘The rest of the set to your meet with your approval?’ asked Joe nudging my arm.
‘It’s ne,’ I replied unable to make any sense of the deleting lines, pointing arrows and
assorted jottings that he had added to the napkin. ‘We’ll play it by ear,’ I grinned.
‘Nothing new there then,’ said Joe wryly.
A raucous laugh from the direction of Al and Doug stalled, thankfully, any further
discussion concerning the set list. Joe, as ever, began to tug at his beard as Al and Doug
sauntered towards our table.
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‘Resolved?’ asked Joe.
Al nodded and jerked his thumb towards Doug. ‘Doug clari ed a few points for me,’ he
replied with a grin.
Joe’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Al and Doug in turn. Leaning his head slightly to one
side, he raised a questioning eyebrow.
‘Well,’ shrugged Doug. ‘You know me, I’m all for peace, love and understanding.’
‘I’m not going to bother with the subtle approach,’ I said looking at Joe. ‘What the heck
are you on about?’
Al gave Doug a playful nudge in the ribs. ‘Shall I?’ he suggested.
‘No fear,’ replied Doug with a frown. ‘Your explanation would most likely raise more
questions than it answers.’
‘Just thought I’d o er,’ chuckled Al.
‘Somebody?’ grunted Joe.
‘It’s complicated,’ sighed Doug.
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‘I didn’t doubt that for a minute,’ replied Joe. ‘Humour me,’ he added tying a knot in a
piece of errant cable he’d retrieved from the oor.
‘You see,’ began Doug. ‘Bernie has a cousin and…’
‘If this is going to be a repeat of the Forsyte Saga,’ growled Joe.
‘Don’t you mean the Fosdyke Saga?’ queried Al.
Joe shook is head in annoyance. Before he could verbalise his anger, I decided to
intervene.
‘The former is John Galsworthy and the latter by Bill Tidy,’ I said with a diplomatic
cough. ‘One was about an upper-class British family, and the other was a classic tale of
power, personalities and tripe.’
‘Can’t see that there is any di erence myself,’ grinned Al.
‘I’m sure there is a certain English Literature specialist that would explain the ner details
to you,’ I said with an exaggerated wink.
‘Er, talking about Steph,’ said Doug with a cautious glance at Al.
‘Yes, let us do just that,’ said Joe looking at Al and Doug in turn. ‘Because if this whole
spat between you two is about a woman…’
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‘Two actually,’ said Al sheepishly.
‘What?’ exploded Joe.
Several guests paused in their enjoyment of gin and gossip. Heads turned to satisfy
curiosity. I nudged Doug.
‘Get on with it,’ I hissed.
Doug, with a hint of embarrassed rouge colouring his cheeks, nodded. ‘It’s not
complicated as such it’s more of a…’
A frown and growl from Joe made Doug pause and swallow noisily.
‘It’s my Bernie, you see. Her family is a bit spread out sort of thing.’ He looked at Joe
nervously and quickly continued the explanation. ‘Right, you see Bernie’s got more
cousins than eas on a cat’s neck.’ A further growl had Doug biting his top lip as he
trawled his memory for salient facts. ‘Well,’ he continued. ‘It’s simply that Steph is
Bernie’s cousin, on her mother’s side of the family that is.’ He gave Al a quick nod. ‘It’s
just that she didn’t know about this related business with Steph until she happened to
mention it to her mother who phoned her sister who then phoned her aunt who…
Joe held a warning nger in the air. ‘Shall we just get to the important bit?’ he said
brusquely.
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‘Since all this came to light about her being related to Steph and all that and then with Al
getting cold feet…’
‘Not true,’ snapped Al. ‘Things were moving too quickly for my liking.’
Doug shook his head. ‘Whatever the reasons, since Al and Steph have given each other
some space, as it were, Bernie’s being giving me an earache about Al and I haven’t had any
peace, love, and understanding for over two weeks.’
A loud snort reverberated around the marquee as Joe struggled to contain his laughter.
Several times he tried to compose himself but failed miserably. Eventually, succumbing to
the inevitable, Joe allowed a huge roar of laughter to escape.
Doug, acutely conscious of the increasing amount of attention being directed towards
them, waved a hand at Joe.
‘Shut it, for goodness sake,’ he hissed. ‘People might want to know what it is you’re
laughing about.’
Joe, gaining temporary control of his mouth, waved back at Doug.
‘And,’ he chuckled, ‘in the spirit of honesty and cordiality, I’d have to tell them.’
‘No you won’t,’ growled Doug. ‘Quick as a ash, Bernie will hear about it and that’ll be
another two weeks without any peace, love, and de nitely no understanding!’
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The bustling gure of Mr C. saved Doug from a further bout of embarrassment.
‘Is everything to your satisfaction?’ enquired Mr C. ‘The laughter and merriment is not
because of some misfortune I hope?’
Joe hurriedly walked out of the marquee with his hand rmly wedged in his mouth while
Doug shu ed his feet in agitation.
‘Was it something I said?’ asked Mr C. nodding in Joe’s direction.
Al took a step backwards and promptly fell over one of the numerous boxes still loitering
around the stage area. Mr C. quickly moved forwards and extended his hand towards Al.
‘Can I help you up?’ asked Mr C. looking down at the giggling form of Al.
‘I think, Mr C.’ I said placing my hand on his shoulder, ‘that Al might need a few
moments to regain his composure.’
Mr C. looked at me and smiled.
‘Ah, I see,’ he replied. ‘The show has begun.’ He took another look at Al and walked into
the throng of guests with the briefest shake of his head.
Joe sauntered back into the marquee to witness Al struggling to restore the perpendicular
state of his body.
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‘Nothing new here then,’ he quipped.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Al in an almost upright state of mirth.
‘Spending more time lying down than you do standing,’ said Joe sti ing a laugh.
‘That comment,’ replied Al sti y, ‘was unnecessary and unworthy of your intellect.’ He
smiled at Joe. ‘I expected something much more rude and earthy.’
‘Ladies present,’ grinned Joe nodding towards Denise and Bernie who, aware of our
combined attention, raised their glasses and smiled.
‘Cheers, guys,’ grumbled Doug. ‘Bernie will interrogate me mercilessly later. She’ll want to
know precisely why we were all looking in her direction.’
‘You lucky dog,’ I said nodding again at Bernie. ‘Looks like your two-week wait is almost
over then.’
‘Get lost,’ hissed Doug conscious of Bernie’s scrutiny from the table. He shu ed over to
his collection of drum parts. ‘Sort out a set list and let me know,’ he called over his
shoulder.
Al, having regained some of his composure, waved a nger in the air. ‘Got a brilliant idea,’
he said excitedly. ‘Why don’t we include Tra c’s: Paper Sun and Hole in my shoe?’
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‘Love it,’ I said looking at Joe for a comment. I should have known that Joe would not be
keen to play anything unrehearsed or even remotely surreal. He gave a single shake of his
head.
‘No way,’ replied Joe. ‘We haven’t rehearsed either song, we haven’t got a sitar and I’m
not singing like a little girl just to make Hole in my shoe sound vaguely authentic.’
I couldn’t help myself; it was too good an opportunity to miss.
‘I’m sure you’d sing the part superbly,’ I said with an encouraging smile. ‘Besides, we could
do the sitar parts on guitar and play the songs at the end of the evening when the
audience have imbibed su cient amounts of their preferred intellect-numbing beverage.’
‘You’re as daft as he is,’ replied Joe with an indicating nod at Al. ‘But,’ he added. ‘To
satiate your desire for anything trivial, did you know that the little girl that sang part of

Hole in my shoe, was actually Francine Heimann, the six-year-old step-daughter of Chris
Blackwell, Island Records boss?’
‘Er, no’ I said looking at Al for support. ‘Is it relevant?’
‘About as relevant as Al’s suggestion,’ replied Joe. ‘Now,’ he added pointing at the partially
assembled equipment. ‘Shall we get this lot together and play some tunes or talk twaddle
all night?’

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘Safe territory for you then,’ said Al patting Joe’s shoulder. ‘Leave it with me, I’ll sort
something out.’
Without waiting for a responsive comment, Al disappeared from sight leaving a bemused
Joe wondering whether it was putting the equipment together or talking twaddle was the

safe territory that Al referred to?

Chapter 15
With the sound check nished and no one from the multiplying audience appearing to
object, either with the music or the volume, the four of us left the stage in search of some
refreshment. We’d hardly walked a couple of steps before an advancing Mr C. halted our
progress.
‘Gentlemen,’ gushed Mr C. ‘Before you begin your splendid entertainment, may I
introduce to you a very special friend of mine?’
Mr C. turned to reveal a rather rotund man with ill- tting trousers who constantly
dabbed a handkerchief against his neck. With a polite nod, Mr C. indicated his friend.
‘May I introduce to you, my good friend Mr Bhatnagar.’
With one hand still occupied with neck dabbing Mr Bhatnagar extended his free hand.
‘So pleased to meet you all,’ he said pumping each of our hands in turn. ‘Mr Chatterjee
has told me so much about his blues band from the UK.’
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I could see signs of indignation colouring Doug’s cheeks. It was only to be expected of
course that Mr C. would use the band to increase his reputation within the business
community. It didn’t bother me as we had hardly used any of our own money to pay for
anything on the trip so far. But Doug, on the other hand, had an intense dislike for
business manoeuvring in whatever guise. I placed a steadying hand on Doug’s shoulder.
‘Easy,’ I whispered. ‘Don’t forget this is all paid for, we’ll have a healthy wedge of folding
money at the end of it all and we haven’t signed a contract. Happy days?’
Doug looked me directly. ‘No contract, of any sort?’ he asked.
I shook my head. Meanwhile, Mr C. was busily verbalising his friend’s CV.
‘And he has several business interests in New Delhi and elsewhere,’ he continued. ‘In fact,
grinned Mr C. ‘Mr Bhatnagar acts as an agent for a wide variety of high-class
commodities across a wide area of our country. Isn’t that correct?’ he asked turning to his
friend.
‘Most assuredly so,’ agreed Mr Bhatnagar. ‘I deal in cloth, spices, costume jewellery and
cricket bats,’ he replied with several dabs at his neck. ‘Many excellent contacts,’ he added.
Pausing to retire his damp handkerchief into a pocket, extract a clean, dry one and, in one
uid movement, also produce a business card. ‘My card,’ he said with obvious pleasure. I
accepted the card and glanced at the gaudy design.
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‘Eye-catching,’ I said with a diplomatic smile. ‘I’ll let you know when I need some
jewellery to spice up my new suit for the annual Cricketers’ Ball.’
Mr Bhatnagar gave Mr C. a bemused smile.
‘I don’t…’ he began.
Mr C. patted his friend’s shoulder. ‘English humour,’ he explained. ‘As unpredictable as
their weather.’
The two friends nodded their agreement. ‘Just so,’ smiled Mr Bhatnagar, ‘just so.’
I quickly placed the business card into my back pocket and nodded towards the bar.
‘In need of some refreshment before we start,’ I grinned. Mr Bhatnagar gave a slight sni
and dabbed once again at his neck.
‘Don’t forget,’ he said with a nod towards my rear pocket. ‘If you need an agent at any
time, don’t hesitate to contact me.’ He smiled broadly to reveal several gold teeth. ‘Very
good contacts you know, very good indeed.’
Mr Bhatnagar was just about to eulogise further when a distraction by my arm made him
pause with his mouth open.
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‘Mr Bhatnagar,’ I said turning my head to indicate the heavenly sight of Rachael who
appeared next to me. ‘May I introduce my ancé, Rachael.’
Rachael smiled beati cally, causing Mr Bhatnagar’s handkerchief to work overtime. ‘Good
evening,’ she said holding out her hand. Mr Bhatnagar shook Racheal’s hand gently
without taking his eyes away from her face.
‘Enchanted,’ he said in a half-whisper.
‘You’re too kind,’ replied Rachael. She smiled and nodded at Mr C. ‘And how are you, Mr
C?’
‘Equally enchanted,’ he replied. ‘May I say how beautiful you look tonight?’
‘Thank you,’ murmured Rachael. ‘You’re very kind.’ She nudged my elbow. ‘Please forgive
me, but I must ask the band to come and help me collect our drinks from the bar. I think
the tray is far too heavy for me to carry,’ she said with a playful grin.
‘Of course, of course,’ gushed Mr C. ‘Gentlemen, to this young lady’s aid, I beg you.’
Ushering us towards the bar, Mr C. then steered his friend towards another group of
potential clients.
‘So,’ I said linking arms with Rachael. ‘What did you get me to drink?’
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‘Nothing,’ she replied with a wink. ‘Haven’t been to the bar yet but Ben seemed to think
you lot were being given the hard sell, so he suggested we conduct a rescue mission.’
‘I’ve said all along,’ laughed Doug, ‘that this girl is far too good for you.’
‘Silver tongue,’ chuckled Rachael. ‘But you still have to get your own drinks.’
Rachael walked o to join Bernie, Denise and my three o spring at their table while the
four of us made our way to the bar.
As our preferred choice of refreshment began lining up on the bar, Doug clapped his
hands together.
‘Get this down my neck on and on with the evening’s entertainment.’
‘Could be a short evening,’ I grinned. ‘We’ve only agreed on the rst number.’
‘Just call ‘em out like you normally do,’ replied Doug taking a long sip from his drink.
‘Just make sure I can hear what number it is you’re going to play,’ added Doug with a
brief tap at his hearing aid. ‘My in-ear monitoring system ain’t functioning as well as it
should.’
Joe shook his head.
‘You might get away with that story at a gig,’ he said. ‘But how do you explain the earpiece when you’re walking around the Supermarket or other such salubrious places?’
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‘Easy,’ grinned Doug. ‘If anyone should bother to ask, I just tell them it’s connected to
my mobile phone. Not that anyone asks nowadays,’ he shrugged. ‘It seems like half of the
population are either wearing ear-pieces for their phones or having a conversation with
someone on another continent.’
Joe sucked the froth from his beer and nodded towards the stage.
‘Hadn’t we better get ourselves primed?’
‘Just give me a few minutes,’ said Al, his eyes searching the marquee. ‘Just need to
organise something before we start.’
Before any of us could argue with him, Al disappeared into the throng of guests. Joe
slammed his beer glass onto the bar.
‘If he’s gone to arrange some lecherous assignation I’ll have him singing soprano in a
church choir before the night’s out,’ he raged.
‘I gather there’s plenty of work for a eunuch around here,’ quipped Doug almost choking
on his beer with laughter.
‘I’ll have him singing lullabies in a harem then,’ snapped Joe.
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‘Hang on a minute,’ I said eager to restore some calm into the atmosphere. ‘I think he
may have gone to try and arrange a little addition to our performance later,’ I added
hopefully. ‘If not, I’ll be the rst to teach him some lullabies.’

Chapter 16
After checking the tuning on my guitar several times, I nodded at Joe to indicate my
readiness to launch into Willie Dixon’s, Let me love you baby. Although having agreed to
start with that number, there were no guarantees that Joe would actually play that to start
with! His argument was that a good band could play any number at any time. He had a
point, but it was always nice to know that you were all hitting the same opening chord.
I checked the tuning on my guitar again and marvelled at being in possession of such a
great guitar. It was di cult to believe that Rachael had gone out and bought me Princess
Isabella, a boutique guitar in any book. I stroked the curvature of the body and looked up
to nd Rachael looking at me with disapproval and pointing at herself. I fully understood
her point of view but couldn’t help delighting in the sheer beauty of the guitar.
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Looking around I saw that Doug was busily using huge lengths of Ga a tape to stick any
and every part of his drum kit to the oor. I had to smile at the memories of standing
with one foot wedged against the bass drum and ghting a losing battle as the drum
slowly edged its way towards the edge of the stage and me with it. I always wondered why
they never tted castors to drum stools with the amount of distance a drummer and their
kit travel – sometimes together - during a gig. Looking up to share a smile with Joe
concerning Doug’s taping e orts, I immediately realised humour wouldn’t be
appreciated. In fact, Joe looked ready to throttle the microphone stand. I looked at the
empty space where Al should have been standing and understood Joe’s feelings. I o ered
a non-committal shrug. Joe’s eyes narrowed.
‘Where?’ he hissed angrily.
I couldn’t do anything else but shrug again. Although I couldn’t hear Joe’s response his
hands mimed what he would do to a part of Al’s anatomy when the bass player position
was nally lled, albeit temporarily from what I understood of Joe’s premeditated
charade.
Concern for Al’s welfare suddenly took a back seat as Mr C. climbed onto the stage and
helped himself to a microphone. He tapped the silent voice-aid a couple of times while
Doug ddled with the mixing desk.
‘Hello, testing, one, two, three and hello,’ bellowed Mr C.
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The resultant feedback and a urry of hands to ears from the guests suggested that Doug
had nally mastered the art of twiddling every control on the mixing desk to good e ect.
He o ered an apologetic grin and nodded for Mr C. to continue.
‘Ladies and assembled Gentlemen,’ he began, his smile once again showing his dentist’s
handiwork o to good e ect. ‘On behalf of my good friend, Mr Agarwal and the Shangri
La’s Eros Hotel, may I welcome you all to this beacon of luxury in the heart of New
Delhi.’ Mr C. nodded at his friend, Mr Agarwal who, delighted with the inclusion of one
of the Hotel’s marketing slogans so quickly, nodded enthusiastically back to his friend.
Mr C. smiled and, half turning, waved a hand towards the three of us standing like some
amateur waiters preparing to serve an eclectic dish of aural hors d’oeuvre.
‘For your delectation this evening, we have an exceptional treat in store for you. All the
way from England, and own in at my expense,’ he hastened to add. ‘May I introduce to
you my musical band the…’
Mr C. frowned. Placing a hand over the microphone, causing Doug to quickly turn the
volume down on the PA to avoid feedback, he leant towards Joe.
‘Please,’ he asked. ‘What is the name for your band?’
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Since our asco with being thrown out of a talent contest over some alleged misconduct
with another band, a hotel and a pack of hounds, we hadn’t used a name but rather used
any phrase or title that had sprung to mind when asked. This time was no di erent. Joe
looked at me, winked and smiled at Mr C.
‘Lacklustre,’ replied Joe with his mouth to Mr C’s ear.
Mr C. frowned again. He attempted to get his dentistry around the word several times
before shaking his head.
‘Please repeat the name,’ he asked.
Joe grinned and repeated the mouth to ear episode. This time Mr C. gave a con dent nod
and indicated to Doug that he was about to use the microphone once more.
‘Ladies and assembled Gentlemen,’ he began again. ‘My apologies for the slight delay.’ He
gave a little wave at Joe. ‘A slight hiccup in translation,’ he explained. ‘Respected guests,
may I introduce to you, Lacquer Lustre.
A polite ripple of applause sounded around the marque as Joe shook his head in
amazement. Doug played a neat drum roll, followed by the clichéd crash of a cymbal,
while Mr C. gestured for the applause to cease.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘Thank you, on behalf of the band,’ he crooned. ‘But rst, before we hear this most
celebrated band, I must thank a number of people for helping to make this evening
possible.’ Mr C. took the microphone in one hand and placed his free hand on top of the
stand like a seasoned professional. ‘An esteemed event such as this,’ he said. ‘Is the
culmination of the hard work and dedication of several of our most prominent citizens.’
After ten minutes of Mr C’s verbal homage to an ever-increasing number of prominent
citizens, I noticed Doug’s chin fall to his chest while Joe lowered his body onto a chair. I
stood politely for another couple of minutes before I too succumbed to aural fatigue and
sat on the nearest chair.
The audience appeared to be enjoying the speech or were simply immune to the
elongated eulogy. Mr C. showed no sign of bringing his address to any form of
conclusion. I’d checked my guitar tuning several times, detuned and retuned while Doug
adjusted every nut, bolt and clamp that he could nd on his drum kit. During our
dgeting, Joe scribbled continuously on the sheet of paper that detailed our set list until
there were no spaces left for him to annotate. A slight disturbance to the left of the
marque gave our waning will to live a brief respite.
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Apologising to all and sundry, Al made his way between the seated guests and, with an
apologetic nod towards Mr C. took his place on stage. Any act of physical harm that had
hovered in Joe’s mind was immediately vanquished as Al’s arrival appeared to put Mr C.
o his stride and, forgetting where he had got to with his mental list of prominent
citizens, Mr C. gave a polite cough and started to clap.
‘Ladies and their esteemed partners, I give you Lacquer Lustre.’
I mouthed a quick “Don’t ask” to Al as his eyes betrayed his surprise and Joe started the
opening ri to Let me love you baby.
Each of our next few numbers was greeted and then complimented with polite applause
and a few encouraging nods. I wasn’t sure whether it was cultural reticence or a general
antipathy towards our choice of songs or, to be more precise, Joe’s choice of songs.
As we were coming towards the closing chords of Stevie Ray Vaughan’s: Pride and Joy, I
nudged Joe’s arm.
‘I’m not sure we’re going down too well,’ I hissed.
‘You do surprise me,’ he replied dryly.
‘I reckon we’re a bit o the beaten track,’ I grinned.
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Joe groaned as he hit the nal chord. ‘So?’ he said with a threatening raise of his eyebrows
to thwart any further puerile jokes.
‘A Beatle’s Medley?’ I answered with a shrug.
Without looking at Al and Doug, Joe nodded and hit the opening chord of A Hard Days

Night. Slowly the whole marque transformed as tables and chairs were quickly vacated as
guests displayed a preference for the dance oor where arms and legs were allowed more
rhythmic freedom.
For the next forty minutes, we played through the entire Beatle’s Singles collection. Each
song was greeted with rapturous applause, whistles and raised hands gesturing for us to
carry on.
Eventually, Joe brought Get Back to a halt and waved to the applauding guests.
‘Thanks ever so much,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘We’ll be back just as soon as we’ve
quenched our thirst and had a quick bite to eat. Thanks.’
As we began to make our way through the throng of dancers who seemed reluctant to
move away from the dance oor, Mr C. came bounding over with his usual beam of a
smile.
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‘Congratulations,’ he said laughing. ‘You played so brilliantly well, my friends.’ He placed
a hand on Joe’s shoulder. ‘I do hope you don’t mind my saying,’ he began in slightly
hushed tones. ‘But I do think it is better to play tunes that people know and love rather
than ones you have written yourself.’ Mr C. gave a slight shake of his head. ‘Not those
songs you started with,’ he said without the smile. ‘Better to play your songs to people
who like that type of thing.’
Before Joe, or any of us, could utter a word, Mr C. was once more enhancing his
reputation as he quickly shook hands and patted shoulders of selected guests. Joe began to
chuckle, which was a welcome sight compared to the past few hours.
‘Original stu ,’ he laughed. ‘I wish.’
‘At least we got back on track,’ I said with a wink at Doug. Joe winced but chose not to
comment, which was possibly the best result for me. Doug, rubbing his hands together,
nodded towards the bar.
‘Quick slurp, grab some food and then start again?’ he suggested.
I looked around at the guests who were seated once again at their respective tables and
acting as if their gyrations of the previous forty-odd minutes had been a dream.
‘Let’s hope so,’ I replied.
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‘Oh that’s guaranteed,’ said Al tapping the side of his nose. ‘Absolutely guaranteed.’

Chapter 17
Finally, after refusing several o ers of drinks, food and suggestions for what songs we
should play in the second set, I reached the table where Rachael sat with my three
o spring. Sitting down felt wonderful after being on my feet for so long. I let out a sigh
of relief.
‘Hello,’ said Rachael with a hint of hoarfrost in her voice.
Ben, Dan and Harriet, each occupied with inserting parcels of food into their respective
mouths simply gave me a brief wave with their free hand.
‘Was it something I said?’
Rachael drained her glass of wine. ‘You tell me,’ she replied placing her empty glass on the
table.
I nodded at the glass. ‘A re ll?’
‘If you would be so kind,’ she answered atly.
Al stood with his back to the bar as I ordered two glasses of wine. ‘One for you?’ I said
nodding at his almost empty glass. Al shook his head.
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‘Not for me, ta,’ he said with a grin. ‘Trouble?’ he enquired slightly tipping his glass
towards Rachael.
‘Who knows?’ I answered with a shrug. ‘More cold air than a late night trip to the fridge.’
Al gave a grunt. ‘Your humour isn’t going to go far in warming the atmosphere.’
‘The one time that a bit of global warming wouldn’t go amiss,’ I quipped.
‘Nooo!’ groaned Al. ‘Please, don’t do it. Cease with immediate e ect.’ He looked at me
directly. ‘Whatever has caused the big chill, just go and sort it. Promise?’
I nodded.
‘Thank goodness for that,’ he said with almost a smile. ‘It wouldn’t do for both of use to
be out in the cold.’
It was my turn to groan. ‘I don’t think either of us is equipped for the comedic route,’ I
said. Collecting the two glasses from the bar I gave a small shrug. ‘Tine to nd out what
I’ve done and what I’ve got to do.’
‘Go to it, boy,’ replied Al raising his empty glass. ‘You’ve got this!’
Back at the table I placed glasses in front of us and looked sternly at Rachael.
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‘I’m fresh out of quips,’ I said nudging her glass towards her. ‘So, whatever it is can we
sort it?’
‘Here you go, Dad,’ said Harriet pushing a bowl of potato chips towards me.
‘I said quips, Harriet, not chips.’
‘I know,’ answered Harriet. ‘I thought you might need something to do with your mouth
while Rachael’s talking.’
Taking a potato chip, Rachael smiled.
‘Wise before her time,’ she said with a crunch.
‘Obviously wiser than her father,’ I replied taking a handful of chips. ‘Good advice
though,’ I added lling my mouth with the salty snack.
Rachael sighed. ‘It’s us, being together,’ she started to explain. She quickly placed a hand
on my arm as my face gave me away. ‘Being together isn’t the problem,’ Rachael said
reassuringly. ‘It’s being together that’s the problem.’
The confusion and bewilderment must have been very obvious as Ben and Dan each
pushed a bowl of snacks towards me with an encouraging smile. I tried to speak but only
ended up choking on potato chip particles.
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‘I told you to listen, dad,’ said Harriet sharply as she patted my back.
Rachael took a sip of wine as I gulped every last drop from my glass. ‘Perhaps I didn’t
explain myself very well,’ she admitted. ‘What I meant was not being together is the
problem.’
I pointed at the ring on her nger. It felt easier to point rather than succumb to another
choking t.
‘Yes,’ nodded Rachael. ‘That is the point. We’re not together, together.’
I drained the contents of Rachael’s glass. ‘For a fully paid-up member of the teaching
profession, your vocabulary range is limited to the point of painful,’ I said returning the
glass to her. ‘I would have thought that…’ Further utterances were interrupted as Harriet
forced an overly large chip between my lips.
‘Thank you, Harriet,’ smiled Rachael. ‘Perhaps I should take to carrying a bag of these
potato chips around with me for just such occasions in future.’
Harriet simply smiled and continued sipping at her zzy drink while Rachael, with a quick
wink to Harriet, took my hands in hers and sighed.
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‘I do sometimes wonder,’ she said softly. Placing a nger at my lips to sti e a response,
Rachael leant forward so that her lips were close to my ear. ‘The point,’ she said adding a
squeeze of my hands for emphasis. ‘Is that we’re not together, together.’
The vacant sign showing in stuttering neon across my eyes caused another sigh to escape
from Rachael.
‘Together!’ she hissed loudly. ‘Me, you, and,’ she nodded towards my three imitations,
‘the rest of the family but,’ smiled Rachael, ‘not always at the same time,’ she added with a
wink.
The vacant sign dimmed and a smile of understanding ickered in its place. I gave a nod
to avoid choking on the chip I was still dealing with and returned the wink. At that
moment Mr C. sat down and handed me a large plate of halva.
‘Such an appetite,’ he grinned. He pointed at the plate of halva with its various shapes and
ornately decorated tops. ‘Extremely tasty,’ he said popping two portions of halva into his
mouth. ‘Is everything as it should be,’ he mumbled indicating my hands still rmly in
Rachael’s grasp.
‘They will be,’ replied Rachael. ‘I’m just trying to impress upon my ancé here, that we
need some family time.’
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‘Consider it done,’ exclaimed Mr C. swallowing noisily and with a clap of his hands.
‘Tomorrow I will arrange for you all to have a wonderful day out. A day to remember I
assure you.’ He placed his hands over Rachael’s hands, which were still clasping mine.
‘Leave it with me,’ he said with a rm shake.
‘Mr C.’ laughed Rachael. ‘You’re a marvel. Tell me,’ she said blowing a kiss towards our
patron. ‘Are you married?’ she asked dropping my hands.
Mr C. had the good grace to blush. ‘Oh yes, goodness me, yes,’ he replied. He pointed to
his hair. ‘You don’t think this grey is due to nancial worries do you?’ he asked laughing.
He stood up and took a quick glance around the marquee. ‘My wife isn’t here tonight
but,’ he whispered, ‘you have to be careful, she has spies everywhere.’
Chuckling, Mr C. sauntered between the tables and quickly disappeared within a throng
of guests.
‘How sweet,’ gushed a voice from above. Looking around, I saw Al, grinning broadly and
looking at my hands now, once again in Rachael’s grasp. ‘C’mon my lovey-dovey, time for
the second set.’
Slightly perplexed by Al’s sudden enthusiasm, I extricated my hands from Rachael’s rm
embrace and followed him up to the stage.
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As I stepped onto the stage, I notice Al deep in conversation with Joe who, with a slight
shrug, nodded his head a couple of times and actually smiled. The transformation of Joe’s
face took me so by surprise that I caught my toe on the edge of the stage, stumbled
forward a couple of steps accompanied by comments ltering up from the dance oor
concerning my consumption of alcohol.
Leaning unsteadily against a speaker cab, I strapped on my guitar and waited for Joe to
make an announcement or strike a chord. He did neither. Instead, Al sauntered across to
the microphone, produced a beati c smile and extended his arm towards the far corner of
the marquee.
‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ he said warmly. ‘May I introduce our guest for the next couple
of numbers, Mr Anil Kapur.’
As applause lled the marquee, all eyes turned to see a traditionally dressed Indian
musician carrying one of the most ornately carved sitars I had ever seen. With an
occasional nod towards recognised faces, Mr Kapur walked directly to the stage, sat in
front of Doug’s drum kit and, resting his sitar expectantly, looked across at Al.
Al, his face beaming, winked at Mr Kapur and turned to the audience.
‘Paper Sun,’ he announced and immediately nodded at Doug to start the song.
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The results were instantaneous. As soon as the notes spiralled up from the sitar Mr and
Mrs Parmar were on the dance oor encouraging everybody to participate in a sort of
corporate gyration. By the time we started the second chorus of Paper Sun the dance
oor was a large, amorphous crowd of twirling bodies. I looked across at Al who
responded with an exaggerated wink. He knew I was bemused and was taking great
delight in watching my mind process the various facts and nding no rational answer.
As Paper Sun began to conclude Al turned to Doug and myself and mouthed “Hole in

my Shoe” as Mr Kapur seamlessly wove the notes from one song to the next. From that
moment, the sitar made a smooth transition from one song to the next, covering Steve

Winwood’s, Dear Mr Fantasy, Can’t nd my way home, and then onto a few Small Faces
tunes including, Itchycoo Park, Lazy Sunday Afternoon, Tin Soldier and All or Nothing.
Al seemed to be in control as he orchestrated the ow of songs with hardly a pause
between notes. I’m not sure whether the dancers or musicians were beginning to tire rst
but I think the dancers won on a technicality as halfway through Gimme Some Lovin’,
Mr Kapur’s sitar decided to break two strings and the song trundled along as music and
dancers came to a nal rest.
At rst, the applause was sporadic, a mixture of hands and arms reluctant to resume any
form of activity and uncertainty as to the song being the last tune of the evening. The
applause eventually spread and, each of us taking a brief bow, we left the stage to a
celebration of claps and whistles.
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Before we could reach any kind of refreshment, Mr and Mrs Parmar barred our way.
‘Excellent, excellent,’ beamed Mr Parmar, pumping Joe’s hand and slapping him several
times on the back. Joe, to his credit, hardly inched and even allowed a icker of a smile to
show. Mrs Parmar, meanwhile, gave me a polite nod and clapped her hands together.
‘I am so pleased you managed to accomplish a Hole in my Shoe.’
Mr Parmar, with his hands still occupied with congratulating Joe, suddenly let out a howl
of laughter. ‘My dear wife,’ he chortled. ‘If that is the case, I must take you to see a
cobbler.’
As Mrs Parmar gave an indi erent smile, Mr Parmar was leaning on a nearby table for
support as his body shook with laughter at his own joke.
‘Cobbler,’ he wheezed as another paroxysm of laughter gripped him.
‘Forgive my husband,’ breathed Mrs Parmar. ‘His penchant for humour is on a par with
his ability to consume alcohol responsibly. Unfortunately,’ she continued as Mr Parmar
slid o the table and sat on the oor. ‘He has a talent for neither.’
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At that moment, Mr C. arrived along with two waiters who, with expressionless dignity,
carefully lifted Mr Parmar from the oor and lay him on a metal catering trolley they had
thoughtfully brought with them. At a nod from Mr C. the waiters calmly moved the
trolley carrying the still chortling Mr Parmar, between the tables, out of the marquee and
out of sight.
‘Thank you,’ said Mrs Parmar with a slight incline of her head towards Mr C. ‘I
sometimes despair of my husband,’ she sighed. ‘He’ll be totally unbearable for the rest of
the evening and then suddenly,’ she added with a snap of her ngers, ‘he will fall asleep,
wake in the morning and not remember a thing.’ Mrs Parmar shook her head sadly. ‘My
mother did warn me.’
‘Surely not about Mr Parmar?’ said Mr C. incredulously.
‘No,’ replied Mrs Parmar. ‘About men.’
Leaving the small group of representative males with their mouths open, Mrs Parmar
walked demurely towards the exit giving a little wave of her hand as she left the marquee.
Mr C. broke the stunned silence.
‘Well, Gentlemen,’ he said with a de nite emphasis on the last word. ‘That, if I may say so,
was a superb evening’s entertainment.’
‘And the band weren’t half bad either,’ quipped Doug.
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Mr C. looked confused for a moment and then broke into a smile. ‘Ah, I see,’ he nodded.
‘The English humour. It is most recognisable.’
‘You are more than kind,’ I replied before Doug or anyone else decided to provide further
examples of English humour. ‘I’m glad it went well. Everyone seemed to enjoy it if the
dance oor was anything to go by.’
‘Just so, just so,’ agreed Mr C. ‘Now,’ he added. ‘I must go and organise tomorrow’s
excursion.’ He tapped the side of his nose and grinned. ‘A surprise awaits.’ And, following
in the footsteps of Mrs Parmar, he too left the marquee with a cursory wave.
Joe gave me one of his enquiring looks.
‘It’s a surprise,’ I said with a shrug. ‘Mr C. is organising a bit of an excursion for us.
Should be fun,’ I added with a grin.
‘Oh jolly good,’ said Doug with sarcastic overtones. ‘Bernie will be so pleased.’
‘I think Denise is taking me out for lunch tomorrow,’ added Joe. ‘At least that’s what she
told me when she borrowed my credit card.’
I felt too tired to listen to marital woes. Nudging Al’s shoulder, I inclined my head
towards Mr Kapur who seemed engrossed in restringing his sitar.
‘Planned, chance, bribery or all three?’
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‘There was a certain cost involved,’ admitted Al. ‘However, Mr C. took care of that.’ His
face broke into a huge grin. ‘I noticed the Hotel had a group of resident musicians playing
in their restaurant. So, a few words, a little nancial lubricant and a few minutes spent
with his Smartphone and we were set to go.’
‘A stroke of genius,’ smiled Doug with his recently agreed truce with Al evident.
‘Certainly made the evening.’
‘Thank you one and all,’ replied Al with an exaggerated bow. ‘Now,’ he said straightening
up and rubbing the small of his back. ‘I think it’s time I reacquainted myself with a pillow
and mattress.’
‘A very good idea,’ agreed a voice behind me.
Rachael rested her chin on my shoulder. ‘Don’t you agree, Harry?’ she asked.
With her teeth in such close proximity to my ear, there wasn’t a single negative retort that
I could think of in the circumstances. ‘A most sensible suggestion,’ I replied performing
an almost smooth pirouette and walking, arm-in-arm, with Rachael towards the exit.
‘Goodnight all,’ I called with a cursory wave over my shoulder.

Chapter 18
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If only every morning could start out similar to this one. The sun was shining, Rachael
was smiling, the kids were silent and breakfast on the balcony was sublime. Rachael was
smiling because we were going out for the day as a family. The kids were silent because
their mouths were stu ed full of food, breakfast on the balcony was my idea as I couldn’t
face another room full of people after last night and the sun shining was a bonus. Taking
a long, smooth sip of co ee I surveyed the scene in front of me and smiled.
‘Nice co ee?’ enquired Rachael with a grin.
‘Nice,’ I replied allowing my eyes to close and savour the moment.
Rachael jabbed a nger into my ribs, which produced an instant reaction on both my
eyelids and nervous system.
‘Was that really necessary?’ I asked mopping co ee droplets from the front of my T-shirt.
‘Not absolutely necessary,’ replied Rachael, ‘but rewarding.’ Taking a napkin from the
table, Rachael proceeded to dab at the various spots of moisture on my shirt. Her touch
was so gentle I almost believed she had startled me just as an excuse to be close to my
body.
‘Nice,’ I murmured with my eyes once again closed to the world. A second jab to the ribs
altered my opinion and added to the surplus co ee adorning my clothes. ‘What?’ I
managed to grunt.
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‘You’re enjoying yourself,’ said Rachael with a raise of her eyebrows.
‘It’s perfectly legal,’ I replied re lling my co ee cup.
‘That may be so,’ she answered. ‘But it would be nice if you answered my question and
share your enjoyment.’
‘Well,’ I said with a grin and a sudden lack of parental awareness. ‘We did share some
enjoyable moments earlier and I had my eyes closed then as…’
A deftly inserted napkin stemmed the ow of words as Rachael followed her actions with
a warning stare. Beside me, three mouths paused in their digestive processing as six eyes
widened in amazement at the sudden intimate divulgence.
‘What I meant was…’ I managed to mumble before Rachael gave the napkin a further
prod. The resultant choking sounds emanating from my throat did nothing to distract
the awkward expressions on the children’s faces.
‘Isn’t he the limit?’ asked Rachael jokingly as she kindly removed the napkin from my
oesophagus. ‘What do we do for entertainment when your father is busy elsewhere?’
Harriet sti ed a giggle. ‘I think Dad’s embarrassed, he’s gone all red in the face.’
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‘My facial discolouration,’ I began, dabbing my mouth with the o ending napkin whilst
coordinating a cough and sni . ‘Is purely the result of having a large quantity of hotel
laundry pushed into my mouth and…’ I paused suddenly as Rachael began a form of
perverted origami with a second napkin. ‘However,’ I continued with a glance at the sky.
‘It is peculiarly humid for the time of morning.’
‘Admit it, Dad,’ said Ben. ‘You’ve made a verbal faux pas and in front of your o spring
too.’
I gave Ben one of my severest parental stares. ‘Remind me to have a word with you about
the appropriate use of your linguistic ability, but for now,’ I added. ‘It’s time we nished
breakfast and made ourselves presentable for Mr C. and his magical mystery tour.’
‘Is it a mystery, mystery,’ asked Dan, ‘or is it an age related mystery, as in you can’t
remember?
I gave Dan the remnants of my severe parental stare and nodded at Ben. ‘Join your
brother when he comes along for a little chat with me about linguistics.’
It was Rachael’s turn to sti e a giggle.
‘Being stern doesn’t become you,’ she said with mock severity. ‘Age is de nitely a mystery,’
she continued with a nod towards Dan. ‘There again your dad is a mystery at any age.’
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‘I think,’ I said beginning to stack the breakfast things together with a clatter. ‘That you
three should go and get ready while I concentrate on being enigmatic.’
‘He means weird,’ explained Rachael to three mysti ed faces.
Ten minutes later and the whole entourage, including the rest of the band and partners,
stood expectantly beside a dusty yellow minibus while Mr C. spoke animatedly with the
driver. After a urry of arm gestures and shaken heads, Mr C. appeared satis ed with the
outcome and strode over to our waiting party with a huge smile adorning his face.
‘Good morning, good morning,’ he sang enthusiastically. ‘I guarantee a most interesting
and visually stimulating day for you.’ He clapped his hands and gestured towards the
waiting minibus. ‘All aboard,’ he called out. ‘Lots to do, lots to see and somewhere to be.’
Pleased with his rhyming, Mr C. climbed into the minibus and immediately began
rummaging inside a large leather satchel, which had been strapped across his chest.
Extracting a small paper parcel, he unwrapped the contents and started to consume his
lunch.
Ben nudged my arm as we stepped onto the minibus.
‘We’ve only just nished breakfast.’
‘Sssssh,’ I hissed.
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‘Ben, my dear boy,’ laughed Mr C. pointing through the window to the bright sky. ‘It is
daylight so it is time to eat.’
‘Don’t you eat when it’s dark?’ asked Harriet, her forehead wrinkled with thought. Mr C.
started to laugh from his stomach upwards. Swallowing noisily, he gave Harriet a huge
smile.
‘My dear,’ he replied. ‘The hours of darkness are for contemplating what you have
consumed during the light of the day. Then, if your deliberations decide you have an
insu cient amount of calori c content in your system then it is time to eat once more.’
He patted his generously proportioned stomach. ‘As you can see,’ he laughed. ‘My
deliberations always indicate that more food is required.’
Bernie and Denise gave their respective husbands a knowing look and within seconds
everyone was seated and, particularly the menfolk, adjusting their posture and breathing
to maintain the illusion of a at stomach.
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It was impossible to work out precisely where we were going as the driver swung the
minibus around with the same amount of vigour usually reserved for stock car racing. At
one point we seemed to be driving through a marketplace where street traders and various
forms of tent construction lined an avenue. Almost in line with each vendor stood a tuctuc, some motorised and others relying on muscle power. Every few moments a tuc-tuc
would suddenly pull out without warning causing our driver to employ his stock car
technique to full advantage. At one point, a pair of tuc-tucs pulled out at the same time
forcing our driver to conduct a routine brake test. Within a split second of our stopping
traders swarmed around the minibus. Through the open window appeared a large glass
bottle with a pair of nondescript sh swimming aimlessly inside. The hairy arm that held
the bottle twitched continuously generating mini tsunami, which didn’t seem to bother
the sh or create any interest inside the minibus. From another window, a hand displayed
a collection of hairbrushes. A smiling face at the window demonstrated the e ectiveness
of the hairbrush creating several uses for the brush including the proverbial back scratcher.
Just as Mr C. was beginning to get agitated at the economic opportunism the temporary
blockage sorted itself and we continued our journey nancially intact.
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As the avenue of tents and traders was slowly replaced with mature trees, the driver
appeared intent on taking a rambling route through various streets. Just as one of us
would point out something of interest we’d driven straight by and someone else would
indicate another building of interest. Not only was it becoming quite frustrating seeing
potentially interesting buildings or monuments dash out of sight, we were all beginning
to feel queasy with the constant turns, jolts and sudden swerves to avoid tra c and
pedestrians. So, when the minibus nally lurched to a halt it was a collective sigh of relief
and then, when everyone saw what stood before us the sigh was repeated but this time in
awe.
‘Ah,’ cried Mr C. appreciatively. He waved an arm towards the spectacle. ‘May I present to
you Lal Qila.’
Standing imposingly behind a wall of stone, itself seemingly capped with a carpet of grass,
rose a huge red sandstone structure. Two apparently hexagonal towers stood imposingly
against the sky. Each tower, with ornamental features and carvings, supported a nely
decorated dome almost like open-sided bell towers without the bell. Sitting between the
towers were two slender, smaller towers, which embraced an archway of marshmallow-like
domes. Rising from the centre of the structure stood the sleek, white pole adorned by the
Indian ag.
‘It’s red,’ muttered Ben.
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‘Is this it?’ whispered Dan. ‘We’re going to spend a whole day looking at chiselled lumps
of rock?’
‘The Red Fort,’ smiled Mr C. with a wink at Dan, ‘was commissioned by the Mughal
Emperor Shah Jahan and completed in 1648.’ He nodded at the incomprehension
displayed amongst the non-Indian contingent in the minibus. ‘Perhaps you might know
him better as A'la Azad Abul Muza ar Shahab ud-Din Mohammad Khurram?’
A howl of laughter interrupted the stunned silence. Mr C. held his sides as his laughter
took complete hold of his body. Eventually, the laughter subsided and Mr C. managed to
bring a hint of composure to his mouth and mind.
‘I do apologise profusely,’ he said with di culty as another bout of laughter attempted to
erupt. ‘I could not resist the temptation to see your faces at the full name of Shah Jahan.
Perhaps,’ he continued, his head giving little nods of encouragement. ‘Perhaps you would
know the Emperor’s other famous landmark, the Taj Mahal at Agra?’
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The synchronised nods from the tourist troupe seemed to please Mr C. Placing his hands
across his ample stomach he sighed contentedly. ‘The Blessed Fort engulfs the older
Salimgarh Fort of the medieval city of Shahjahanabad, which is Old Delhi today.’ He
looked around at his audience and duly noted their singular lack of interest. With a sni
Mr C. prodded the window facing the Red Fort. ‘That was the zenith of Mughal
creativity, a place where beauty was evident amongst the people and the place,’ he added
with barely concealed annoyance.
I could see that Mr C. was beginning to feel somewhat narked at his treat being greeted
with such a marked lack of enthusiasm.
‘I think, Mr C.’ I said in my most conciliatory tones, ‘that we are all feeling a bit hot and
bothered after the journey. Is it possible we could get out of the minibus and get some
fresh air and stretch our legs? I’m sure we’ll be able to appreciate the magni cent fort all
the more once we’re outside.’
Mr C. cleared his throat and, rubbing his hands together nervously, began to manoeuvre
himself out of the minibus.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

I was possibly a little optimistic when I referred to getting some fresh air. It was de nitely
good to move the muscles and coax the bones into movement. Unfortunately, the air was
anything but fresh. A mixture of tra c fumes, dust and the faint aroma of cooking made
for a heady concoction. Mr C. was, apparently eager to continue with his historical
narrative of the Red Fort.
‘From the eighteenth century, the Red Fort su ered a series of unfortunate incidents,’ he
said with a grand gesture towards the Fort. ‘With one emperor murdered, declining
nances meant that the silver ceiling of the palace Rang Mahal, one of the many once
splendid buildings in the fort, was replaced with copper.’
‘At least it got replaced,’ grinned Doug. ‘Where we live they just strip anything and
everything that has a value from any roof within a thirty-mile radius.’
‘Barbarians,’ exclaimed Mr C. ‘But,’ he said with a wag of his index nger for emphasis.
‘This form of vandalism is not a new thing, oh no.’
‘The same in our town,’ laughed Doug. ‘It’s a skill passed down from father to son
through the generations.’
Bernie prodded her husband in the ribs. ‘Hey,’ she said sternly. ‘Don’t be so sexist. The
girls are just as adept as the menfolk at wreaking havoc.’
‘You can say that again,’ muttered Al.
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‘I heard that,’ replied Rachael with a warning glare.
‘I was only agreeing with Bernie,’ replied Al. ‘I wasn’t referring to any one female in
particular.’
‘I should hope not,’ said Rachael. ‘I don’t need to remind you…’
‘Mr C.’ I said with an over-loud interruption. ‘You were saying?’
‘Ah, yes,’ smiled Mr C. ‘Well the Fort has a history of being ransacked and stripped of its
glory. Particularly after the failed uprising of 1857 against the British,’ he continued with
the decency to look slightly embarrassed at his comments. ‘The British oversaw the
removal and sale of all the valuables from the palaces within the Red Fort. Many buildings
were destroyed, gardens ripped up and the whole place became nothing more than
accommodation for military personnel.’ He seemed to shudder at the thought.
‘However,’ he continued. ‘Even after Indian Independence, the site continued as a
military camp for the Indian Army until 2003, when it was handed over to be developed
for tourism.’
‘Do they sell ice-cream?’ asked Harriet who had quickly tired of the history lesson and was
busily looking around for something of interest to her.
Mr C. who looked as if he were just about to embark on a further dose of historical
verbosity, smiled kindly at Harriet and indicated a pathway that led to the left of the
imposing front structure of the fort.
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‘If you would all be so kind as to follow me and we will enter the Red Fort by the Lahori
Gate.’ He nodded at the herd of luggage that Bernie, Denise and Rachael carried between
them. ‘I am afraid your bags may be searched. Perhaps,’ he added with a gesture towards
the minibus, ‘you might prefer to take only the most essential hand luggage and leave the
rest on the minibus where our driver will take good care of them.’
For several minutes the ladies deliberated on the various merits of individual bags. Finally,
and somewhat reluctantly, the ladies rejoined the group each carrying a single piece of
multi-purpose hand luggage. Bernie looked extremely disgruntled. She gave Doug yet
another prod in the ribs.
‘You said there would be shops. Take a bag you said. Don’t forget your purse you said.’
She pulled her shoulder bag rmly across her body. ‘A fat lot of shopping I’ll get in this
excuse for a bag.’
‘I didn’t know where we were going,’ insisted Doug. ‘But there are always shops,
everywhere you go there’s something to buy and I thought…’
‘Don’t,’ snapped Bernie. ‘A thinking drummer is an oxymoron.’
‘An oxy-what?’ asked Doug.
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Bernie glared at Doug, not knowing whether he was being sarcastic or simply didn’t
know what an oxymoron was. Deciding on the latter and, fortunately for Doug, she
accepted the distraction of Denise and Rachael as they compared the potential shopping
capacity of their respective bags.
Following Mr C’s lead, we approached a little ticket o ce located at the bottom of some
stairs on the left-hand side of the entrance. Surprisingly, Mr C. had led us straight passed
one line of local tourists and directly up to the ticket o ce. Sensing my discomfort and
ingrained queuing conformity, Mr C. gave me a wink.
‘A nod towards imperialism?’ he said with a grin.
‘Well, I’m not sure I’m particularly happy with…’ I began before Mr C. gave a chuckle.
‘I am only jesting Harry,’ he said with a conspiratorial wink. ‘It is more to the point that
foreign tourists will spend money. The sooner they get you into the bazaar the sooner
they can relieve you of your money.’
‘Did someone mention a bazaar?’ asked Bernie animatedly. She went to prod Doug in the
chest but a neat body swerve, quite an athletic movement for Doug, saved him from any
temporary damage. Bernie, having had her prodding technique found wanting, sni ed
noisily.
‘I hope your wallet is primed and ready,’ she said curtly.
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Doug, luxuriating in his achievement at avoiding Bernie’s once expert nger, pulled a few
coins out of his pocket, made a show of counting each individual coin and smiled.
‘Anyone fancy sharing a chapatti?’
Bernie gave Doug a glare that we all could read as “later”, but, for now, we let Doug
savour the moment. As Mr C. predicted there was a cursory bag check before we were
encouraged to walk through an ornate archway set at the base of yet another huge wall of
red sandstone.
The sight that presented itself immediately remind me of your standard airport where,
having obtained your tickets, passed the various security checks and almost choked on
drinking every last vestige of liquid from the can of zz purchased moments before, you
must pass through the Duty Free shopping area before you get to where you really want
to go. Vaguely discernable as an image through the distant archway, shimmered an ornate
building whose almost white roof stood out from the vast palette of red that surrounded
us. Before we could pass through the rst archway, Mr C. barred our way like a tra c
policeman.
‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ he sang out. ‘Through the archway, you will nd the Chatta

Chowk, or as those of a more common disposition would call it, the Meena Bazaar.’
Bernie clapped her hands in delight at the thought of being greeted by shops at the start
of a tour rather than at the end. Doug shook his head stoically while Mr C. grinned.
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‘Inside the bazaar,’ he said with an emphasis towards Bernie. ‘You will nd a place that
once sold luxury goods for royalty, such as nely woven carpets, exotic quilts, shawls and
costumes. Now,’ he continued with a grimace, ‘you will nd an array of shops selling
arti cial jewellery, antiques,’ he added with a raised eyebrow. ‘Wall hangings, bags,
paintings and other tourist trinkets.’
Bernie, Denise and Rachael each examined the limited size of their bags and gave each
other a look of pessimism tempered by a determination to rise to the challenge.
‘Once you have negotiated your way passed the traders,’ Mr C. looked sternly at the three
seasoned shoppers. ‘And I must emphasise, ladies, the need for negotiation. You will see
before you the wonderful Naqqar Khana. The building, with its carvings and arched
windows, was used to store the royal palanquins and musical instruments. But,
unfortunately, that is no longer the case.’
Harriet tugged Mr C.’s sleeve. ‘What’s a palan-queen?’ she asked.
‘Palanquin!’ laughed Mr C. ‘It is like a covered bed that is carried on the shoulders of four
men. You must have seen something like it in lms?’ he said giving Harriet’s hand a pat.
‘I think so,’ she replied. ‘But it looks a very lazy way to get about if you ask me.’
‘That’s royalty for you,’ grumbled Joe.
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‘Republican,’ quipped Al.
Joe looked at Al from beneath his bushy eyebrows. ‘Monarchist,’ he replied with a grin.
‘Esteemed guests,’ clapped Mr C. ‘the bazaar is mere pi e compared to what waits
beyond. After the Naqqar Khana, there are the inner palaces of the Rang Mahal, Khas
Mahal and Zafar Mahal. So much to see,’ he added enthusiastically. ‘But,’ he continued
holding a warning nger towards the sky. ‘There are guards here and the palaces are
cordoned o to keep visitors from entering. Please do not attempt to stray beyond the
permissible areas. It will cause a very serious disturbance, dear me, yes, indeed.’
Catching Doug unaware, Bernie hooked arms and started to escort him towards the
bazaar. ‘As long as they haven’t cordoned o any of the shops,’ she laughed, ‘I’m a happy
bunny.’
‘Please,’ said Mr C. nervously. ‘Don’t forget the signs, the cordoned areas and don’t feed
the guards,’ he added using humour to cover his obvious anxiety.
‘Don’t worry, Mr C.’ I said as the rest of the group followed Bernie’s lead. ‘All will be well.
See you in a couple of hours.’
‘Yes, indeed, yes,’ replied Mr C. clasping his hands together. ‘Do be careful and to make
sure your children enjoy themselves, safely,’ he said with added emphasis.
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Reassuring Mr C. of enjoying everything safely, I trotted after the entourage and passed
through yet another archway and into the bazaar.

Chapter 19
On entering the Meena Bazaar, I was immediately aware that something was missing.
Well, not quite missing exactly, more of an absence of something that was present
elsewhere but for some reason, wasn’t actually making its presence felt here.
Admittedly, we’d only been in India for a couple of days but in that short time, I’d gone
from sensory overload to sensory deprivation whenever any part of my senses felt left
out. Seasoned travellers say you can never really feel or know India until you’ve set foot
on its soil. In many respects this is true, although you can get a fairly accurate idea from
watching TV – the sights, sounds, and general busy-ness of the place but what you
cannot experience digitally is the cornucopia of cooking smells and the taste of dust.
After the experience of fumes and dust from the area outside of the fort, where large
amounts of passengers emerge from a constant stream of vehicles, creating copious
amounts of dust, the inside of the Meena Bazaar was almost luxury. Screened from the
sun and protected from the dust, the elegant white walls and decorated ceiling gave an
otherworldly feel to the bazaar.
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The rst thing that literally assails you is the ampli ed noise. The tall, arched ceiling seems
to collect the cacophony of sounds, blend them into a tumult of noise and channels the
result into the tunnel-like bazaar. As your ears start to lter out the unwanted voices,
your eyes are assaulted by the myriad of items screaming for attention. Statues, paintings,
trinkets, bangles and bags are each re ected by the many mirrors demanding
consideration from your wallet. Against a stark white backdrop, large black letters shout
out what you can already see displayed in the shop below. Traders keep a keen eye on the
trinket tourists whilst also staying on the alert for the nancially bereft shopper.
Bernie, Denise and Rachael didn’t know where to look, or shop, rst. For a few moments,
they discussed a retail strategy and then descended upon a jewellery shop in force, causing
the trader to feel mixed emotions of panic and pro t. Holding Harriet’s hand rmly I
edged Ben and Dan to one side.
‘Stick close, guys. If you stray too far it’ll likely take days to nd you.’
‘Dad,’ grumbled Ben. ‘Sometimes you treat us like children.’
‘Er, remind me of your ages again,’ I replied with sarcastic overtones.
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Ben rolled his eyes before responding. ‘What I mean is, Dad. I don’t think either me nor
Dan want to wander o . Firstly, you’ve got the money and, secondly I don’t fancy trying
to explain to someone who I am and where I’m staying.’ He looked at the mass of people
mooching along the bazaar. ‘Besides, I could easily be misunderstood and nd myself
married to some local trader’s daughter.’
‘Or a cow,’ teased Dan.
‘Or even an elephant,’ giggled Harriet desperate to join in the fun.
I quickly placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder. ‘I think they may be jealous of your
popularity,’ I said with a smile. Ben gave me a sigh from his repertoire of teenage retorts.
‘Cheers, Dad, appreciated,’ he replied coolly.
‘That’s what dads are for,’ I answered somewhat glibly. Joe and Doug temporarily released
from shopping duties sauntered over.
‘Mind if we tag along,’ asked Joe nervously glancing over at Denise who along with
Rachael and Bernie, were busily testing the re ective abilities of an ornate collection of
mirrors. ‘I haven’t seen Denise get her purse out yet so I may have a few minutes grace
before she requires my investment in her retail activities.
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Leaving what we thought was a safe economical distance from the female trio, we
followed Rachael, Bernie and Denise as they interrogated each trader and judged their
wares. Part way along the bazaar, the walls opened into a large, circular area that was lled
with light from the windows seated below the high dome above. To the left, an archway
revealed an exit beyond which a walkway and more of the Red Fort could be seen. Joe
took a couple of steps towards freedom before Doug wisely caught hold of his arm.
‘No, Joe, it’s not worth it,’ he cautioned.
Just as Joe paused and turned to speak, Denise suddenly appeared.
‘Good grief woman,’ snarled Joe. ‘I was only…’
‘Oh be quiet,’ ordered Denise. Turning to me with a severe expression, she gave a slight
movement of her head to indicate the scene behind her. ‘It’s Rachael, she’s run o .’
For a moment the hustle and bustle of the bazaar seemed to drift into a mu ed murmur
as what Denise had just said hit home.
‘Harry!’ shouted Denise.
‘What?’ I replied dragging my hands down my face as if to peel away the previous scene.
‘What’s happened? Where’s Rachael?’
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Denise grabbed my arm and pointed to an opening between two shops, which led to a
stairway.
‘That way,’ she said. ‘And don’t ask why because I don’t know.’
Thrusting a handful of money into Denise’s hand I garbled something about taking care
of my three o spring as I ran across to the indicated stairway.
Taking the steps three at a time, I was vaguely aware of somebody shouting behind me
but I had more urgent matters on my mind, besides, I didn’t speak the language. The
darkened stairway suddenly gave way to bright sunlight as I reached what was
immediately apparent as the roof of the bazaar. The building was far less grand from this
perspective with discoloured mini-turrets evenly spaced alongside the raised archway of
the roof. Looking towards the front of the fort I could see the Indian ag uttering in
the breeze above red, stonewalls that had received less attention to detail than the
exterior. Carefully avoiding the edge of the roof I quickly scanned the roof for any sign of
Rachael. All appeared quiet and absent of life.
‘Rachael,’ I hissed as loudly as I could without attracting attention from the people below.
A faint noise in front of me drew my attention. Behind one of the discoloured turrets, I
caught a glimpse of curly hair.
‘Rachael,’ I called in a low voice.
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Cautiously Rachael’s face appeared from behind the turret.
‘Harry,’ she cried getting up from her crouching position and hurrying towards me.
I held her close to me, partly for comfort and partly to stop us both from stepping too
near the edge of the roof, ‘It’s OK,’ I said soothingly. I lifted her tear-stained face towards
mine. ‘What’s wrong? Why have you run up here?’
‘Harry,’ she said as tears trickled down her face. ‘I was so scared.’
‘What has happened to scare you?’ I asked gently stroking her hair, which I knew she
found so comforting.
‘I was with Bernie and Denise browsing through the jewellery when I felt someone
tugging my handbag. I turned around and then someone else grabbed my arm. Harry,’
she said with alarm in her voice. ‘I’m sure it was the same two guys who followed us near
the hotel. I’m almost certain it was.’
Any further explanation was sharply interrupted by furious barking. At the far end of the
roof, two dogs had appeared closely followed by a panting guard. Deciding that a quick
exit was the preferred diplomatic option, rather than an extended explanation, I halfdragged Rachael back along the roof and down the stairs.
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As we reached the nal few steps two gures appeared at the archway. Fortunately, our
momentum allowed us to barge our way past the gures and into the main bazaar. With
the satisfying sound of breath being forcibly expelled as two bodies landed clumsily onto
the stone oor of the bazaar, I half carried, half dragged Rachael to the far end of the
bazaar and into a courtyard.
In my haste, I almost charged us straight into a TV crew who were busily having a heated
discussion regarding camera angles. O ering a garbled apology I quickly looked around
for somewhere to rest out of sight.
Immediately in front of us steps led to two arched doorways. To our left sat a sort of
shed-like structure that o ered minimal seclusion and was a fairly obvious place for
anybody to look. It seemed that our best option was to follow the stream of people
walking through a large archway on our right, which I could only assume led to the
Naqqar Khana and beyond.
With barely a pause to o er any explanation for my action, I quickly led Rachael through
the archway. Fronted by a row of railings coveting neatly mown lawns sat the Naqqar
Khana with its elaborate musician’s gallery. A brief glance con rmed just how magni cent
it was but my thoughts were more about seeking seclusion and not splendour. Without
stopping we turned left along a narrow path that directed us towards a similar building a
little way o .
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‘They’ll think we’ve followed everybody else and gone to the Naqqar Khana,’ I burbled.
‘You think so?’ replied Rachael between breaths. ‘It seems more likely they’ll think that we
thought they’d go for the obvious and, consequently, follow us here.’
I couldn’t spare the energy to try and work out that convoluted logic so I simply smiled
and raced to the bottom of a stairway. An elaborate sign informed us that we were now
about to enter the Indian War Memorial Museum.
Rachael gave the sign a momentary stare and then shrugged.
‘Where else would you hide when thugs are after you?’ she said with heavy sarcasm.
My retort was silenced as a family group, complete with obligatory lm director, barged
their way up the stairs.
‘Behind me, woman,’ growled the father and part-time movie mogul. ‘I need a clear shot
of the entrance to the museum.’
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The woman obliged and then smiled as she saw my look of surprise. She glanced swiftly at
her husband and, seeing he was busily occupied with capturing each individual step for
posterity, she tapped the side of her head and rolled her eyes. With a slight giggle at her
matrimonial audacity, she followed after her husband as he proceeded through the
entrance giving a monologue as he walked. Following as quickly as we could without
being caught on camera, I led Rachael into the museum.
Once through the entrance and a further ight of stairs, we were greeted with a room
displaying knives, swords, and various stages of gun development each residing behind
polished glass. Rachael took one look at the armoury and sighed.
‘Choose your weapon,’ she said with a heavy glare towards me.
‘I wasn’t to know,’ I shrugged.
‘Well,’ she said atly. ‘Just what did you expect in a war museum, white ags?’
Anxious to redeem my credibility, I pointed at the glass separating the weapons from the
general public.
‘They’d have to make an exhibition of themselves breaking into that lot,’ I quipped.
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Rachael rolled her eyes and allowed a groan to escape. Choosing to ignore any further
quips from me, she began to negotiate the trickle of people viewing the weapons and
made her way towards the far end of the room and a narrow corridor.
Walking briskly along the corridor with pictures of battle scenes framed by various
implements designed to in ict serious abrasions or worse, we made our way along a
second corridor. Trying to catch a glimpse of the exhibits as we sped by, I failed to notice
that Rachael had come to a sudden halt at the end of the corridor. Normally, being skinclose didn’t present a problem. This time, however, her sharp intake of breath and pained
expression told the tale. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I began before Rachael silenced my apology with
her hand rmly holding my mouth closed.
‘Ssssh,’ she hissed. ‘Be quiet.’
As I didn’t appear to have any other option, I did as I was told. Gingerly rubbing the
small of her back, Rachael peered around the corner of the corridor and immediately
stepped backwards. The resultant gasp of pain that I failed to contain caused Rachael to
place her hand on my mouth once more.
‘Do be quiet,’ she ordered in a whisper. ‘It’s Mr C.’
‘So why are we whispering? I asked as confusion began to rear its ugly head.
‘Because, dear heart, he’s talking to the two guys we bowled over in the bazaar stairway.’
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Peering around the edge of the corridor I could see Mr C. apparently deep in
conversation with two guys who looked slightly the worse for wear, with one sporting a
large, red mark just below his left eye. The two guys stood silently as Mr C. wagged his
nger at them and spoke in harsh, hushed tones.
‘What’s going on?’ asked Rachael.
I have to admit to a feeling of complete confusion. Up until now, Mr C. had been
everything a host should be but seeing him in the company of these two guys made me
think again. I’m not used to making quick decisions or a snap judgment. When I’m at
home I normally make myself a mug of co ee and go into the garden and chat things
through with my milk crate. Over the last couple of years we’d become close friends,
con dants since my discovery of the paint-splattered crate hiding in the shed. I’d shared
many of my deepest thoughts and concerns with the crate and, up until now, it had never
let me down. Rachael nudged my arm.
‘Let me look,’ she said manoeuvring herself between wall and my body. After a few
seconds she stepped back and, once again trod on my foot. ‘Remind me never to play
hide-and-seek with you,’ she grinned.
‘What’s Mr C. doing now?’ I asked eager to take attention away from my foot.
‘He seems to be having a stern word with two guys,’ she replied. ‘Funny thing is though,’
she added. ‘Those two guys look di erent to the two guys who stalked us at the hotel.’
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‘Di erent clothes,’ I suggested, ‘or even di erent guys.’ I shuddered at the thought of
several thugs to contend with. ‘Come on,’ I whispered. ‘I’m not sure I know what to
think but I don’t think I’ll like whatever conclusion I arrive at.’
Rachael turned, half-smiled and kissed my nose.
‘I love you,’ she said with her lips still attached to my nose. ‘You’re almost crazy.’
‘Thanks,’ I muttered. ‘But couldn’t you have said that without chewing my nose?’
‘Wimp,’ she replied brushing a nger down my nose.
I nodded towards the corridor where Mr C. and his two companions stood. ‘More
importantly, what are we going to do about them?’
Rachael appeared to dither for a moment before deciding.
‘I reckon we ought to confront Mr C. and see what he has to say for himself,’ she said
rmly.
‘Wouldn’t it be better for him not to know what we know about what he knows?’
Rachael looked at me and shook her head.
‘Forget the almost,’ she sighed. ‘You are crazy.’
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‘You say the loveliest things,’ I smiled. ‘But isn’t it better that we allow Mr C. to keep
thinking we don’t know he’s in cahoots with those guys?’
‘Possibly,’ replied Rachael. ‘But the worst thing is that we haven’t a clue what he’s up to
and why does it involve me?’
She shivered involuntarily at the thought. I hadn’t a clue what we were going to do with
the knowledge about Mr C. but at least we knew he was up to something. I put my arm
around Rachael’s shoulders. ‘Come on,’ I whispered pulling her close to me. ‘Let’s go
back to the bazaar and the rest of the group while those two guys are busy being tongue
lashed by Mr C. At least we know where they are.’
Rachael nodded and together we retraced our steps back to the bazaar and some sort of
safety.

Chapter 20
‘Where on earth have you two been?’ growled Joe. ‘We’ve made a right nuisance of
ourselves trying to nd the pair of you.’
As Rachael’s eyes moistened and her lips twitched, Denise reacted angrily with a pain
inducing thump to Joe’s arm.
‘You insensitive oaf,’ she hissed at her husband. ‘As usual your brains are in your
underpants.’
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‘Hey,’ winced Joe. ‘Steady on, I need that arm.’
‘Not half as much as you need some common sense knocking into you,’ hissed Denise.
Ignoring her husband’s injury she placed an arm around Rachael. ‘Don’t you listen to
him. He’s got all the diplomacy and tact of a politician that one.’
‘That was a bit below the belt,’ moaned Joe.
‘As I said,’ replied Denise without a glance at her husband. ‘Just like a politician who’s all
talk, no sense and no action.’
Joe chose to show that he did have some sense and could act diplomatically by choosing
not to respond to his wife’s comments. As Denise applied the arm of comfort to Rachael,
Joe beckoned me to one side.
‘What’s going on?’ he whispered as Doug inclined his head to accidently overhear my
reply.
‘Yesterday,’ I replied trying to keep my voice as calm as possible. ‘We had two guys stalking
us near the hotel. Today, someone tried to make a grab for Rachael but she managed to
escape and hide on the roof of the bazaar.’
‘Strewth,’ whistled Doug. ‘And here’s me thinking it was something serious.’
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Bernie’s ability to hear what her husband said from any distance was fabled, and this was
no exception. One moment her voice was calm and soothing as she talked to Rachael, the
next her voice was harsh and whip-like.
‘Did I hear you correctly?’ she said, her mouth set in a thin line.
Doug took a little step back and braced himself. ‘It was a humorous quip, my angel, a
distraction.’ He attempted a smile. ‘Intended to inject a touch of levity into a somewhat
serious matter.’
I think Doug needed to have some lessons from Joe on tact and diplomacy as Bernie took
a couple of steps forward and stood nose-to-nose with her husband. To give him his due,
Doug didn’t inch but stood his ground. On a nod from Joe I took a step backwards
quickly joined by Al. My supportive children were more concerned with Rachael and
hovered near her while Denise continued with the comforting chat.
Bernie remained nose-to-nose until Doug blinked.
‘I win,’ she quipped. ‘Knew you couldn’t hold your nerve.’ She returned to Rachael and
Denise leaving Doug with a wry smile playing on his lips.
‘Thanks, guys,’ he said with a sni . ‘I knew I couldn’t count on you.’
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Joe shook his head. ‘I don’t intervene in marital situations,’ he said solemnly. ‘It’s
dangerous for all concerned. Besides,’ he added rubbing his arm, ‘I don’t like pain.’
Ben suddenly appeared at my side. Struggling to keep his voice in the lower vocal range to
which it had recently become accustomed, he put his head on my shoulder.
‘What’s going on, Dad?’ he asked in his almost manly voice.
‘I wish I knew,’ I replied giving his hair a gentle ru e. ‘But whatever it is, it isn’t
particularly nice.’
‘I thought this would be an adventure, something fun, but it’s turning out all wrong,’
said Ben, his eyes rmly on Rachael and the girls.
I honestly didn’t know what to say. Even before we’d left home the whole process had
been di cult. Initially, Al had thrown the band into disarray and then caused a scene at
the airport. Getting through customs had proven less than straightforward and the hotel
and following gig were about as smooth as a cobbled street. I gave Ben a grin.
‘It’ll all be ne when we get on the train and settle down for a few days in Dehradun.’
He looked at me with a mixture of suspicion and hope. ‘If you say so, Dad,’ he replied.
‘But it had better be a whole lot more interesting than the last couple of days.’

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

I gave him a less than reassuring smile. ‘I’m sure it will be. After all, it can’t get much
worse can it?’
Ben looked at me with questioning eyes. I think we both knew that somehow things were
not destined to improve. At that moment, Mr C. arrived looking ustered. He came to
panting halt just in front of us.
‘So sorry,’ he said dabbing a handkerchief to his forehead. ‘I had some business to attend
to.’ He looked at the small female huddle. ‘Is everything to your satisfaction?’ he enquired
with the hint of a frown.
Studying Mr C’s face I couldn’t help but think he was either a superb Poker player or
genuinely surprised at the scene before him. My facial contortions must have given me
away as Mr C. looked enquiringly at me.
‘Is all well with you, Harry?’ he asked.
He did play Poker. It was a question that I couldn’t answer truthfully without leaving
myself open to further questions, and the inevitable admission that we’d seen him with
two suspicious guys, and I couldn’t pretend everything was all right without appearing to
be an obvious liar. I glanced at Rachael who was still within the protective female huddle.
‘I think the humidity, noise and almost claustrophobic crowd have proved too much for
both myself and Rachael,’ I replied. ‘Possibly brought on by not having enough sleep.’
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Mr C. nodded and stroked his chin thoughtfully. For a few moments he seemed to be
deliberating over what to say and then he smiled.
‘If you would allow me to be so forthright,’ he said placing the tips of his ngers together.
‘My advice would be for us to return to the hotel, be refreshed, have a relaxing meal and
an early night.’ He waited for a non-existent response. ‘Good. Now,’ he added with a
smile. ‘Might I suggest we return to the taxi. I need to make the necessary plans for our
train journey to Dehradun tomorrow. It will be most important that I acquire for you the
most comfortable accommodation on the train.’
With a curt nod and a further mop of his brow, Mr C. walked towards the exit of the
bazaar. By this time, Rachael had left the embrace of the female huddle and stood by my
side.
‘Necessary plans?’ she whispered in my ear.
I nodded. ‘Just what I was thinking.’
Rachael held my arm tight. ‘Harry, I’m scared.’
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I wasn’t sure we knew what to be scared about. A couple of guys acting oddly outside the
hotel, Rachael thinking someone grabbed her arm in the bazaar, another two guys
seemingly in close attendance at the Red Fort and Mr C. appears to know more than he is
telling. It doesn’t add up to an awful lot, and would most likely cause a certain amount of
hilarity at the local Police Headquarters were we to try and report the alleged incidents. I
had to agree with Rachael, it was scary but what were we scared of exactly? Leaning my
head towards Rachael, I kissed her ear.
‘Time we made some plans too,’ I mumbled.

Chapter 21
Breakfast continued the same subdued mood from the previous evening. The journey to
the hotel had been relatively silent, provided you ignore the accompanying roaring tra c,
raging motorists and rampant horn blowing. Once freshened the entourage sated
appetites with only the occasional muted comment on the food and clinking of
orchestrated cutlery. The usual jovial banter over co ee had been half-hearted at best and
almost as stimulating as the deca einated drink.
Harriet, seemingly oblivious to the atmosphere around our table, continued to busily pull
her croissant into small pieces and then steadily spread particles of jam on each. Whether
it was intentional or not her actions proved a welcome distraction from the cacophony of
thoughts lling our heads while stomachs waited patiently.
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‘Didn’t think I’d miss home, but I do,’ mumbled Dan through a mouthful of cereal. ‘Even
our bargain bucket cereal tastes better than this,’ he added, his tongue scrutinising the
contents of his mouth.
Rachael smiled gallantly. She ru ed Dan’s hair causing him to swallow noisily. ‘Bit of a
culture shock, Dan.’
Dan raised his eyes towards the ceiling. ‘Tastes like it,’ he grinned.
Rachael ru ed his hair again and stared at her cup of tea. ‘I’m looking forward to a
decent cup of tea,’ she said idly twisting the spoon in her cup to make gentle waves.
Harriet continued with her breakfast dissection while Ben toyed with a bowl of dry,
nondescript cereal. Looking between the four faces, each occupied with their breakfast
and thoughts, I began to wonder whether anything was liable to be straightforward in
this cultural cornucopia that is India. Any further cerebral considerations were abruptly
interrupted as Mr C. blustered into the dining area.
‘So sorry,’ he gabbled with the now customary mopping of his forehead. ‘So sorry,’ he
repeated. ‘Too many people to see and things to do.’ He quickly examined the remains of
breakfast still littering the tables. ‘Goodness,’ he exclaimed. ‘The breaking of the fast has
more meanings than I thought.’
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Laughing at his own humour, Mr C. sat down and helped himself to a cup of tea. ‘You
can’t beat a good cuppa,’ he said in a half-mocking Midlands accent. ‘Sets you up for the
day it does.’
‘Why are you talking funny, Mr Chatterjee?’ asked Harriet with a deft lick of her jamladen lips. Mr C. grinned broadly.
‘Just trying to make you feel at home,’ he replied. Looking around at the breakfast faces it
was quite obvious that his humour and attempt to bring a hint of familiarity into the
atmosphere had both failed miserably. Taking a quick slurp of tea he sighed and, with
deliberate movement, replaced the cup onto the saucer with care. ‘Well,’ he announced.
‘Things to do.’ He stood up and, after taking his handkerchief out of his pocket, deciding
that the act of drinking tea hadn’t caused him to perspire unnecessarily he replaced the
monogrammed piece of cloth and nodded.
‘Can I remind you all to be outside of the hotel in an hour? That will give us plenty of
time to get to the train station, complete formalities and be waiting for our train to
Dehradun.’
Ignoring the bemused faces around him Mr C. patted his jacket pockets and left the
breakfast room.
‘This train journey,’ said Dan who still seemed to be struggling with a mouthful of dry
cereal. ‘Is it going to be long?’
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‘I’m not sure,’ I replied with a shrug. ‘It’s a fair few miles so a couple of hours or more.’
‘Just over six,’ said Rachael with an exaggerated sigh. ‘Remind me to always ask you my
weight in future.’ She winked at Harriet. ‘I just love the way your Father under-estimate
things.’
‘You’ve got a good one there,’ chuckled Bernie. ‘You ought to marry him and be done
with. My man always exaggerates everything.’ She exploded with laughter as Doug choked
on his tea. After several resuscitating smacks from Bernie, Doug coughed and rubbed his
pummelled back.
‘There was no need for that,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Anyway,’ he added. ‘It’s a man thing.’
‘It certainly is,’ agreed Bernie with nods of agreement from Denise.
I was beginning to feel uncomfortable with the turn of conversation. Stacking my
crockery neatly into a pile in the centre of the table I started to usher my three
delinquents out of the room.
‘Just packing the kids o to pack,’ I quipped. The resultant groans made the pun so
worthwhile. As my o spring sauntered to their rooms, Rachael hugged my arm.
‘It’ll be good to leave all this behind,’ she murmured.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘De nitely,’ I replied with a return hug. ‘New Delhi will soon be little more than a
memory in a photo album.’
I hope so,’ said Rachael with a weak smile. ‘I feel like I’ve been here too long all ready.’
‘Don’t worry. Dehradun will be a whole new experience. Besides,’ I added. ‘You’ll get the
chance to put your feet up and relax. Let’s face it, there’s not much that can go wrong on
a train is there?’
Rachael lifted her face and stared at me with her beautiful eyes. I knew instantly what she
was thinking. I just had to hope that those were not famous last words.

Chapter 22
I’ve visited a fair few train stations in my life. My early years seemed to be an endless ride
of trains to far o places where the then exotic names of Crewe, Paddington, and
Liverpool Lime Street were spoken of with awe. It was at these places, and many others,
where I would watch my Dad for hours eagerly taking note of every piece of railway
rolling stock in view. Armed only with a notepad and thermos ask, and a bag of sweets
for me, he’d cluck excitedly when a particularly notable engine crawled majestically into
the station. I’m not sure what my Dad would have thought of New Delhi Railway
Station – I’m not sure what to make of it myself.
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The journey to the station had been held in virtual silence, apart from an occasional grunt
from Joe at some eeting image observed on the streets, and Doug regularly invoking the
name of God in response to the bizarre driving of various road users. Once we’d arrived
and dragged our luggage into the ticket o ce things got a little surreal.
During our short time on the sub-continent my body had been pummelled, prodded,
pushed and pulled until I realised that the concept of queuing was alien to the Indian
psyche. Our genetically instilled desire to form an orderly queue, is begrudgingly pushed
to the back of your mind as the need to obtain whatever it is that you want overcomes
any inhibitions that may linger. The Ticket O ce was similar to any other overcrowded
public place that we had so far encountered. What took me by surprise were the mounds
of luggage and the dogs. Any oor space not occupied by people or string-bound luggage,
was occupied by lazing dogs. The only form of canine movement was when some wouldbe traveller dropped a titbit of food. Ben nudged my arm.
‘Dad,’ he whispered. ‘I read somewhere about rabies being very unpleasant.’
‘Don’t worry,’ I replied with a hint of false con dence. ‘I’m sure there’s nothing to worry
about here. Just don’t look into their eyes,’ I added with a wink.
Rachael leant her suitcase against my leg. ‘Bit crowded in here,’ she said with a forced
smile.
‘Dad,’ whispered Harriet.
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‘Just a minute,’ I muttered.
‘But Dad,’ insisted Harriet.
‘Shush,’ I hissed.
Turning to Rachael I o ered her a shrug. ‘I’ve no idea what we are supposed to do now.
There doesn’t appear to be any sign of Mr C.,’ I said with a brief look back towards the
door.
‘Dad,’ whimpered Harriet once more tugging at my sleeve.
‘For goodness sake, Harriet, what’s the matter?’
Harriet pointed towards three dogs that were slowly walking towards her.
‘That’s the matter,’ she whimpered pointing at the three dogs and clutching a small paper
bag to her chest.
I stood between Harriet and the advancing dogs. The largest beast bared its yellowing
teeth.
‘What have you got in the bag?’
‘Breakfast leftovers,’ replied Harriet clutching the bag even tighter.
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‘Give it to me,’ I said waving my arm behind me whilst watching the dogs.
With a sigh of reluctance, Harriet pushed the bag in my hand. Without investigating the
contents, I threw the bag in front of the three dogs. Before they could examine the
contents a broom suddenly appeared and swept the bag away.
‘Please not to be feeding the animals,’ said a small, bearded man in a neatly ironed white
shirt and delicately creased jeans. ‘It will ruin their appetite most decidedly and get them
into the habits most terrible.’
‘They seemed a little eager to eat,’ I replied nodding towards the dogs, ‘and possibly a
touch erce?’
‘The dogs?’ queried the man. He rested the broom against his shoulder and raised his
hands in a claw-like manner and growled. Immediately the three dogs began to whine and
scurried away. The bearded man laughed as he swept after them. ‘Fierce?’ he laughed
again.
At that moment Mr C. blustered into the Ticket O ce.
‘I have been looking everywhere for you,’ he said mopping his forehead with one of his
many white handkerchiefs.
‘So where did you think we’d be?’ growled Joe. ‘It ain’t like we know our way around.’
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‘No, dear me, no,’ replied Mr C. ‘The tickets are most assuredly organised, and you were
to be directed to the Travellers Lounge on Platform 16.’ He smiled at my three o -spring.
‘They have Wi-Fi there.’
Without waiting for a parental comment the three hurried their luggage towards the door
encouraging Mr C. to show them the way.
‘This way,’ beckoned Mr C. with a wave of his handkerchief. ‘Please follow me.’
Mr C. led us along a gantry that spanned the sixteen platforms that formed New Delhi
Station. On each platform the whole gamut of India stood eating or drinking Chai while
a tannoy continuously apologised for any inconvenience caused. I never did discover
what exactly was causing an inconvenience but it was reassuring to receive an apology
anyway.
As we walked over the heads of the travellers below Mr C. treated us to another running
commentary.
‘’…being the second busiest in the whole of India,’ he announced. I assumed he meant the
station but equally he could have been referring to one of the many chai sellers or ticket
touts that blatantly tried to sell you a rail ticket at vastly in ated prices.
‘Three hundred trains a day,’ continued Mr C. ‘Dealing with three hundred and sixty
thousand passengers each day.’
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‘Blimey,’ cried Doug. ‘That’s twelve hundred people on each train.’ He copied Mr C’s
handkerchief ritual. ‘There won’t be any seats left.’
Mr C. turned around and smiled.
‘Almost certainly,’ he said. ‘That is when luggage becomes most useful.’

Chapter 23
For the duration of our wait in the Traveller’s Lounge, Mr C. continued his tourism
diatribe interspersed with lurid tales of overcrowded trains, over owing toilets and
oversized passengers. Each story was accompanied by large bouts of laughter from Mr C.
and increasing gloom amongst us. My o spring were totally oblivious to the depressing
tales, occupied as they were in the global ether and frenetic tapping of their smartphones.
It was with a certain amount of fear and trepidation that we emerged from our
temporary con nement and stood on the platform waiting for the train to nally come
to a standstill and disgorge su cient passengers to create enough room for us to get on
board.
Finally, after nimbly avoiding the descending horde, a porter appeared and began loading
our luggage. With Rachael holding rmly to my arm I declined the porter’s o er of
loading my guitar case precariously on top of the mound.
‘The Princess stays with me,’ I informed him loudly. With a look of puzzlement, the
porter shrugged and began his trolley duties with our luggage.
Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

I was pleasantly surprised when we reached our carriage to nd almost comfortable seats,
air conditioning and windows that let the outside world look in to see who was looking
out. While my three children moaned pitifully about the lack of Internet access, I kissed
Rachael’s shoulder.
‘A chance to relax for a few hours,’ I grinned. Rachael formed a smile for my bene t.
‘Easier to say than do,’ she remarked rubbing the window with her sleeve. ‘I’m wondering
what awaits us in Dehradun.’
She had a point and there was nothing I could say or do that would be remotely useful.
At that moment the train began its journey with a gentle lurch forward causing Rachael’s
head to lean on my shoulder. Slowly drawing my ngers through her hair I watched New
Delhi Station retreating out of view.
‘I don’t think Mr C. is a bad sort,’ I mused.
Rachael twisted her head away from my ruminating ngers and looked at me ercely.
‘How can you think that?’ she retorted. ‘You wouldn’t be so inclined to give him the
bene t of the doubt if someone had grabbed at you and chased you half way around a
fort.’
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‘Not half way around,’ I grinned. ‘Only onto the roof and…’ I gasped for breath as
Rachael jabbed a nger hard into my stomach.
‘Now you know how I felt after running up those stairs and around the roof,’ she
snapped.
‘I was only trying to say that…’
‘Well don’t,’ replied Rachael angrily. ‘More importantly,’ she continued getting up from
her seat. ‘I need the toilet.’
‘I’d better come with you,’ I said following her into the aisle. Her hand against my chest
hindered any further forward motion.
‘There is no need,’ she said rmly. ‘I can manage quite nicely without your help.’
Several of the passengers diverted their eyes from my stare as they looked out of the
window and chuckled at the passing scenery.
Bernie rose from her seat and smiled at my discomfort.
‘I need to go too,’ she said helpfully. ‘Safety in numbers,’ she added with a grin.
I shrugged as the two females disappeared. ‘Just wanted to be on the safe side,’ I said
nodding at Doug and Joe. ‘You can’t be too careful.’
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‘Bernie’s there to keep her out of mischief,’ joked Doug. ‘And, as for anyone else, I can’t
see them wanting to tackle my wife.’
‘Always the brave one when your Bernie is out of radar range,’ grunted Joe.
‘Self-preservation and maintaining a happy marriage,’ quipped a grinning Doug.
Joe muttered something into his beard as Al, apparently eager to revel in his state of
bachelordom, commented before Doug could make any retort.
‘Great technique, Joe,’ he laughed. ‘Mumbling something unintelligible into your beard
must drive Denise mad.’ Al stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘You’ll have to teach me how it’s
done sometime.’
‘I might just do that,’ growled Joe. ‘But we’d better wait until you start sprouting
su cient stubble to form a beard.’
‘Might be some time,’ chuckled Al stroking his chin again. ‘Perhaps that’ll be about the
time to settle down too.’
‘You’d better not repeat that in front of Rachael,’ I said nervously. ‘She’d go ballistic. You
know what she thinks about you and Steph.’
Al watched the landscape moving passed the carriage window. ‘Reckon you’ve got a point
there,’ he said distantly.
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As Al continued his landscape vigil, a waiter arrived bearing a large tray of bowls
containing a variety of hot food.
‘With the compliments of Mr Chatterjee,’ announced the waiter as he passed the tray
between us.
‘Just in time then,’ smiled Rachael as she and Bernie resumed their occupancy of the
almost comfortable seats.
All thoughts of hairy chins and unintelligible mutterings vanished as food took control of
our thoughts and desires. Eventually, the heady concoction of food, weariness and the
rhythmic motion of the train combined to soothe each of us to sleep. Just before my
eyelids succumbed, I leant over towards Rachael and was about to say something
endearing when her gentle, rumbling snore suggested a better moment might lay ahead.
I don’t know how long I slept for but I was vaguely aware of a sense of calm in the
carriage. As my eyes begrudgingly opened, I noticed that virtually everybody within the
compartment was asleep or simply resting their eyes as my Mother used to say. I felt
rested, my stomach was sated and we were travelling to play some good music. Life was
good. I turned to see if Rachael felt the same way and was greeted with an empty seat. I
took a hurried look around the compartment but only saw faces occupied with sleep.
Moving quickly over to Bernie I shook her arm.
‘Bernie, wake up,’ I pleaded.
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Gradually Bernie’s eyes recognised the daylight. For a moment she seemed totally
preoccupied with trying to focus.
‘Harry?’ she groaned. ‘What do you want?’ She looked at me blearily. ‘It had better be
worth it.’
‘It’s Rachael,’ I gabbled.
‘What about Rachael?’ asked Bernie licking her lips into life.
‘She’s disappeared.’

Chapter 24
For a few moments Bernie struggled with consciousness and trying to make some sense
of what I had just said. Finally, she smiled and allowed her eyes to close once more.
‘She must have popped to the toilet,’ sighed Bernie. ‘Nothing to worry about, let me go
back to sleep.’
‘Bernie,’ I said irritably. ‘Her seat next to me is cold. She’s been gone for ages.’
‘And?’ said Bernie slowly pushing herself upright in the chair.
‘Go and have a look for her, please. She’d almost certainly have gone to the same toilet as
last time and you know where that is and…’
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Bernie’s semi-comatose body peeled itself away from the warm seat and started to amble
along the aisle.
‘Thanks, Bernie,’ I said almost heartily. Bernie raised a hand but whether in
acknowledgement or a less polite salutation I wasn’t sure. Doug opened one eye and
curled his top lip, which was quite impressive for him given that he thought multi-tasking
to be a more cerebral than physical activity.
‘Cheers, Harry,’ he grumbled. ‘Bernie hates her slumber being disturbed unless you waft a
bucket of tea under her nose rst.’ He allowed his eye to revert to the closed position.
‘Even then there’s no guarantee of safety.’
‘I’m sorry,’ I mumbled. ‘I didn’t think she’d mind.’
Doug’s eyes momentarily shot open, gave me a hard stare and then closed again. I had no
idea what he thought and, to be blunt, I didn’t really care. Rachael’s absence was of more
concern to me. Besides, I knew Doug couldn’t stay angry for more than a few minutes,
an unpleasant few minutes but a short period of time, thankfully.
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For a while my mind replayed some of the funnier moments when Doug’s anger had got
the better of him and he let everyone know it. Notable memories included Doug’s
overloaded van breaking down in rush-hour tra c in the middle of a thunderstorm, his
temporary incarceration in a gorilla costume and almost being arrested for owning a
drum kit. A smile played across my face until I realised how much time had passed since
Bernie had gone in search of Rachael. I pressed Doug’s knee to wake him up.
‘Can’t,’ he muttered sleepily. ‘I’m married.’
‘Doug,’ I hissed.
‘Persistence won’t help,’ he moaned. ‘Still married.’
‘Wake up you dozy lump,’ laughed Denise.
Doug slowly opened his eyes and looked at Denise in surprise. Rubbing the sleep from his
eyes, Doug looked blank for a moment and then smiled. ‘Denise,’ he said coyly. ‘So
blatant.’
‘Oh, Doug,’ chuckled Denise. ‘I just couldn’t help myself.’
I couldn’t believe what was playing out in front of me. ‘For goodness sake you two,’ I
snarled. ‘Rachael’s missing, Bernie went to look for her and now she’s missing and you
two just fool about and…’
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‘Steady,’ soothed Denise. ‘Rachael’s most probably got a delicate stomach and Bernie’s
gone in search of a cup of tea while she waits.’
‘Sort it out, Den,’ growled Joe with his eyes refusing to acknowledge the mini-drama.
‘Needs someone with a bit of sense to sort their mess out.’
‘Counts you out then,’ quipped Denise. Before Joe could form any kind of retort she had
sauntered down the carriage in search of Rachael and Bernie. Joe gave an unsighted shrug
and resumed his acquaintance with sleep. Doug smiled and nodded encouragingly.
‘Looks like a good idea to me,’ he commented snuggling down into his seat.
Staring out of the window I watched the landscape slowly welcome the evening’s
embrace. I wasn’t sure precisely when my eyelids succumbed to slumber but a violent pain
in my rib jolted me awake. Opening my eyes I was just in time to stop Joe performing a
second nger-stab into my ribs.
‘I’m awake,’ I said hurriedly placing my hands over my ribs. ‘Steady with the knuckle
probe.’
‘Sorry,’ mumbled Joe into his beard. ‘But Denise has been gone for a while now and it’s
unlike her to be separated from her handbag for any length of time.’
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Doug sat upright and exhaled slowly. ‘Got to hand it to you, Harry. One woman isn’t
good enough for you.’ He paused for a moment and then winked. ‘You have to go and
lose three.’
I acknowledged his attempt at humour with a curt nod. ‘Time to get Mr C. on the case.’
It didn’t take too long to locate Mr C. With Joe forging ahead nobody appeared over
keen on standing in his way. On reaching the First Class carriage, Joe strode straight over
to where a small group of people hovered around Mr C. Standing in the aisle, silent and
menacing, Joe simply looked Mr C. in the eye. Smiling, Mr C. waved his mini-entourage
away and gestured for us to sit down.
‘You wish to see me?’ asked Mr C. with his hands clasped rmly together. ‘Is anything
wrong? You each look most perturbed.’
Leaving Joe to glare menacingly, I placed my hands on the table and steadied my voice.
‘Rachael’s missing.’
‘And Bernie,’ added Doug.
Mr C. glanced at Joe. ‘Denise?’
‘Her too,’ growled Joe.
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‘Oh dear,’ sighed Mr C. ‘That really won’t do.’ He seemed to consider the situation for a
few moments before rising from his seat. ‘It really will not do at all,’ he muttered to
himself.
‘Too damn right it won’t do,’ I snapped.
‘Harry, ‘ began Mr C. ‘I can fully understand your concern but…’
‘Concern?’ I yelled. ‘I’m not concerned, I’m absolutely furious!’ Mr C. began to raise his
hands in a calming gesture. ‘And there’s no use trying to placate me,’ I continued
stabbing my nger against the table-top to emphasise each syllable. ‘I won’t be fobbed o
with banal comments and crass platitudes.’ I allowed myself a brief sense of satisfaction at
Mr C’s obvious discomfort, possibly as much from my display of anger as my use of
words.
‘Harry,’ began Mr C. once again. ‘You must keep calm.’
‘How do expect me to keep calm?’ I ranted. ‘For all you know, Rachael could be lying
beaten and battered somewhere.’ An involuntary sob sounded deep in my throat.
‘Robbed,’ I coughed to disguise the emotion rising from my chest, ‘of everything
including her life.’
‘If I may say so,’ said Mr C. rmly. ‘Forgive my bluntness, but there are women on this
train literally festooned with more jewellery than Rachael will ever own.’ He brushed at
the lapels of his jacket. ‘I do not see robbery as the motive.’
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‘I don’t give a monkey’s ea about a motive,’ I want to know what has happened to
Rachael, where she is and how to get her back. And you don’t seem to give a…’ The nger
I was just about to use for emphasis on Mr C’s chest was suddenly held in a vice-like grip
by an unknown hand.
‘If you would be so kind as to return your nger to its original position,’ rumbled a deep
voice. I looked up at a crop-haired monolith that had gracefully placed himself between
myself and Mr C. The monolith calmly answered my stare with a shallow smile.
‘Thank you, Abhay,’ said Mr C. from behind the bulk. ‘You can release Harry’s nger
now.’
Restoring the circulation to my nger I nodded at Abhay. ‘It’s a pity he wasn’t around to
prevent Rachael being assaulted.’
‘A pity indeed,’ agreed Mr C. ‘It is something I will need to investigate,’ he added looking
sternly at Abhay. ‘Now,’ he continued. ‘You will have to excuse me, gentlemen,’ he said
apologetically. ‘I will now go and see if there is any light to be shed on these most
unfortunate circumstances.’
I was just about to remonstrate further when Doug placed an arm around my shoulder.
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‘Leave it for now, Harry,’ he counselled as we watched Mr C. disappear out of the carriage
‘How the Peking Duck he is going to sort this out, I don’t know?’ shrugged Doug. ‘He
seems pretty certain he can just click his ngers and do a Mary Poppins.’
‘Eh?’ grunted Joe. ‘What the heck is a Mary Poppins when she’s at home?’
‘When she’s at home,’ I said with the glimmer of a smile, ‘she clicks her ngers and all the
mess is magically cleared up.’
‘Could do with her at my house,’ grinned Joe. ‘If I clicked my ngers in front of Denise
they’d be in splints for weeks.’
‘Talking about Denise, shouldn’t we…’
‘Too right, Harry,’ said Joe rmly. ‘Let’s see where our ladies have got to.’
It didn’t take many minutes for us to locate two of the ladies. Behind a beaming Mr C.
Bernie and Denise sauntered along, both holding a glass of red wine.
‘Immediately sorted,’ exclaimed an ecstatic Mr C. ‘You tell me and within seconds your
problem is solved.’
‘We made it easy,’ grinned Bernie. ‘We were both sitting down and indulging in a little
glass of grape juice when Mr C. wandered into the carriage.’
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‘Ah, well,’ replied Mr C. looking uncomfortable. ‘At least I knew where to look.’
‘So did we,’ said Denise. ‘We’ve searched every privy on the train and not without
embarrassment,’ she added.
‘Why have you searched every toilet facility?’ enquired a bemused Mr C.
‘Looking for Rachael,’ I explained. ‘She was last seen visiting a toilet.’
Mr C. nodded and reached for his handkerchief. Turning to Bernie and Denise he gave a
little bow. ‘I apologise for your embarrassment,’ he said politely.
‘No need,’ chuckled Bernie. ‘It wasn’t us who got embarrassed.’
Oh, er, yes, I see,’ mumbled Mr C. ‘I think I’d better…’
Mr C. was saved from further discomfort when a man, dressed in a sort of uniform that
could possibly be associated with a railway, came along and started to complain. Although
we couldn’t understand a word of the diatribe it was fairly obvious that Mr C. was being
castigated for the behaviour of his female English passengers.
Waving away a couple of his aides Mr C. placed an arm around the uniformed man and
gently walked him out of the carriage accompanied by a series of conciliatory tongue
clicks and agreeing nods from Mr C.
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‘What about Rachael?’ I asked loudly. ‘Where is she?’
‘That,’ admitted Bernie, ‘is a mystery.’
‘She can’t have gone far,’ I said angrily. ‘There’s only so many places on a train that you
can hide a grown woman.’
‘Agreed,’ said Denise with a sigh. ‘But we have honestly checked every possible nook and
cranny. There just isn’t anywhere else to look.’
Mr C. came back and sat down beside me. Thankfully he didn’t place an arm around my
shoulders, wring his hands in consternation or o er me his handkerchief.
‘So, where is Rachael?’ I asked looking him directly in the eyes.
Mr C. shrugged an apology. ‘I’m afraid, at this moment in time, I do not know.’ He
shook his head slightly. ‘It is most disconcerting. However, the train has only made six
stops of two minutes each during our journey so far. Very di cult to force somebody o
the train in that time.’
Mr C. placed his hand over mine. ‘I have contacted friends in every place the train has
stopped,’ he said calmly. ‘From Ghaziabad to Roorkee and, if Rachael has left the train in
any of those places, they will nd her.’
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‘You seem pretty con dent of nding her,’ growled Joe. ‘What makes you so sure you’ll be
able to locate her whereabouts?’
Mr C. made a half-hearted attempt to remove his handkerchief from his top pocket but
appeared to think better of it. Instead he rubbed his nose thoughtfully. ‘I have, as you say,
many ngers in many pies. I am not a man that you would want to…’ He seemed to
struggle for a few moments to nd the correct phrase. ‘How do you say, erm, something
like I am not the man you want to get out of bed on the wrong side with?’
Bernie and Denise almost choked on their drinks. ‘Possibly,’ replied Doug trying
desperately to keep his mouth in order. ‘Possibly the phrase is not get on the wrong side

of. I don’t think, with the best will in the world, that any of us would be getting out of
bed with you.’
‘Oh dear me,’ said a ustered Mr C. ‘that is not what I meant at all.’ This time he
removed the handkerchief and performed his mopping ritual. ‘I simply wanted you to
know that it is better,’ he added with a ourish of the handkerchief, ‘to work in
partnership with me.’
‘Mr C.’ said Bernie with a hint of attery. ‘You’re not telling me that there is a bad side of
you?’
‘Ladies,’ stuttered Mr C. looking at each of us in turn. ‘Gentlemen, I most humbly beg
your forgiveness. I simply wanted to make it clear that when people work together we can
achieve great things but separately very little can be accomplished.’
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Either Mr C. really was a superb Poker player or he was on the level. I couldn’t detect any
ambiguity in his face. ‘So,’ I said coldly. ‘Where is Rachael?’
‘That, my friend,’ replied Mr C. ‘Is something I mean to nd out.’

Chapter 25
Dehradun Station beckoned us out of the gloom. The bustle of people, bright lights and
neon signs should have been a welcome sight. Unfortunately, for Dehradun, our arrival
found me feeling tired, tetchy and uncommunicative, which wasn’t a major problem, as I
couldn’t speak a word of the local dialect anyway.
As we alighted the train the late evening air did little to dispel the cloud of despair that
swirled around us. Checking over the pile of luggage on the platform, I made a quick
count of three children, my guitar case, the band and a space that the lady who had,
thankfully, nulli ed my single-parent status wasn’t occupying. Everyone displayed the
same weariness of body and mind, as the events of the day lay restless on our collective
consciousness.
Mr C. noticing the lack of interest in our new surroundings, hurried along the platform.
‘Here we are then,’ he said with more enthusiasm than his face showed. ‘I think it best we
get a good night’s sleep and see what the morning brings.’
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‘And that’s your best solution for nding Rachael?’ I snapped. ‘How am I supposed to
sleep knowing that Rachael is out there somewhere,’ I added pointing into the darkness
beyond the station.
‘Harry,’ said Mr C. placing a hand on my shoulder. ‘Trust me, there is little that can be
done tonight. However,’ he continued with a forced smile. ‘Believe me, I have set things
in motion that will help us nd her.’
‘Your con dence is underwhelming,’ I replied coolly. Any further discussion was
interrupted as three porters began clearing the platform of our luggage. Mr C. beckoned
us to follow our belongings.
‘Your taxi awaits,’ he smiled encouragingly.
Reluctantly we left the station and what felt like my last link with Rachael. As the taxi
meandered through the streets of Dehradun I replayed various scenes in my head of our
relatively short time together. From the evening of the nylon underpants to the snail
escapade and the shin-kicking episode when I proposed to her, Rachael’s smiling face, her
curly hair and street-lamp earrings lled my vision. Before I knew it the taxi stopped
beside a large, beige coloured building with an elaborate arch over the entrance that
informed the weary traveller that they were about to enter the Hotel Grand Raj.
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We entered the reception area to nd our luggage neatly stacked in the form of a pyramid.
Normally there would have been a remark from someone, usually Joe, about the waste of
e ort or some genetic throwback to the time of the Pharaohs but not tonight. Leaving
Ben in charge of my guitar case I turned towards the reception desk. Harriet trotted after
me, took hold of my hand and leaned her head against my arm. Gently stroking her hair I
gave the guy behind the desk a brief smile.
‘Hi, we’re…’
‘Welcome to the Hotel Grand Raj, Mr Cousins,’ he said cheerily. ‘I hope that you and
your party have a relaxing stay in our exquisite environment. We have…’
‘Tsk, tsk,’ clicked Mr C. ‘The keys if you please. My friends are most tired and wish to
retire to their rooms.’
Interrupted in extoling the virtues of the hotel, the receptionist obliged by placing the
keys on the counter along with a number of forms.
‘If your guests would be so kind as to complete these forms…’ began the receptionist.
‘Give them to me,’ replied Mr C. snatching up both the keys and forms. ‘I will see you get
the forms in due course.’
‘But…’
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‘I said in due course,’ repeated Mr C. ‘Or do I need to speak to the manager?’
‘Would you like a pen?’ asked the receptionist waving a bundle of monogrammed pens.
Mr C. didn’t look at the pens or the receptionist. Handing out the keys he nodded
towards the stairs that lay o to the right of the reception area. ‘I’ll see you all at breakfast
after,’ he said with a forced smile, ‘a good night’s sleep.’
After a less than hearty Good Night to the other adults, I opened the door to the room
Rachael and I were to share. I stood on the threshold and looked at a room laid out for
two people and feeling very alone. Feeling a hand on my arm I looked around to see Ben,
Dan and Harriet standing there with their luggage.
‘Thought we’d all hunker down in the same room, Dad,’ said Ben sounding far more
grown-up than I felt.
‘I’ll make us all a hot chocolate,’ smiled Harriet as Dan placed my guitar case on the bed.
‘Thought you’d like the Princess next to you,’ he said with a hint of a grin.
With each of us cradling a mug of hot chocolate I had to smile at the scene before me. It
didn’t seem that long ago that we’d sat in a sparsely furnished house, sipping a hot drink
and wondering what the future held for us as a one-parent family.
‘Just like the old days,’ I quipped.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘Certainly not the good old days,’ replied Ben stirring his drink vigorously.
‘C’mon, Ben,’ I replied. ‘It could have been worse.’
Ben allowed his spoon to hover over his mug. Little drops of cooling chocolate fell into
liquid mass below. He waited a few moments and then smiled.
‘Thought you were going to add, “It could have been worse. You could have stayed with

your mother.” Or something similar,’ he added in a surprisingly accomplished imitation
of my voice.
‘As if,’ I said becoming quickly engrossed in stirring my own drink. Harriet looked directly
at me, her watery eyes blinking away the rapidly forming tears.
‘I want to go home,’ she said holding her mug of chocolate carefully on her lap. ‘I want
Rachael back and I want us to be a family.’
Ben and Dan seemed too preoccupied with the contents of their mugs to look at me. I
felt exactly the same as Harriet. When you’re on home territory things somehow seem
more manageable, but here everything is out of my control and I felt totally dependent
upon other people - nothing new there then! I did what I always do in these situations
and attempted to lighten the atmosphere with inane humour.
‘Steady,’ I said with a smile to Harriet. ‘You’ll dilute your hot chocolate.’
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‘Dad,’ groaned a chorus-line of three.
‘Sorry,’ I said taking a sip of my cooling drink.
‘Your humour doesn’t get any better,’ replied Dan with a slight shake of his head.
‘It doesn’t,’ I agreed. ‘But, look on the bright side, it doesn’t get any worse.’

Chapter 26
‘Dad,’ cried Harriet. ‘Look, it’s Rachael.’
We were just walking down the stairs towards the restaurant area when Harriet spotted
Rachael. My heart skipped a beat, as did my feet, which forgot to make contact with the
bottom three steps. Sitting in a heap on the oor I quickly scanned the rows of tables.
‘Where?’
‘There,’ replied Harriet pointing towards the middle of the restaurant.
Standing unsteadily, as much from nervous anticipation as the pain in my ankle, I looked
again but still couldn’t see Rachael. After a tful night of unrest it did occur to me that
Harriet might be still in her dream world. ‘Harriet, sweet, I can’t see Rachael anywhere.’
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Harriet gave one her of quickly maturing feminine tongue clicks and walked over to a
small TV sitting on a table in the centre of the restaurant. The ickering screen displayed
a crease-faced newsreader staring out at the sub-continent. A passing waiter took one
look at the screen, smacked the side of the TV and the creases instantly fell from the face
of the newsreader. Towards the top right of the screen a picture of Rachael hovered
expectantly.
‘See?’ sni ed Harriet. ‘It’s Rachael.’
My head nodded in agreement but this was the Rachael of a grim passport picture and
not the bodily form to which I’d become accustomed.
‘Rachael’s famous, Dad,’ grinned Dan his eyes eagerly surveying the tables for any sign of
food.
‘I’m sure she’d appreciate it more from this side of the screen,’ I said still gazing at the TV
image.
‘Good morning, good morning,’ called the voice of Mr C. ‘Not eating yet? He asked with
mock severity. Without waiting for a reply he caught the attention of a waiter with a mere
incline of his head and immediately a table was arranged to accommodate a somewhat
bemused and sleep deprived English family.
As the food arrived and my three youngsters busily lled their plates to capacity, Mr C. sat
down and helped himself to a cup of co ee.
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‘That’s better,’ he sighed after talking a sip of the hot brew. ‘One of the best ways to start
the day.’
‘I can think of better,’ I said looking at the TV screen where Rachael’s picture was now
replaced with someone interviewing an extremely well fed suit.
Mr C. shrugged, smiled and sipped more co ee. Eventually, having sated his thirst and
taking a bread roll, he gave me a wink. ‘Would you like the good news?’ he asked pushing
the roll of bread into his mouth.
‘Always a good place to begin,’ I replied eagerly.
‘Rachael did not leave the train at any of the stations we visited during our journey here.’
‘What?’ I exclaimed. I wasn’t sure whether to be angry or relieved. ‘That’s it, the good
news?’
‘It’s a good start,’ replied Mr C. levelly. ‘We have managed to narrow down the search area
quite considerably.’ He nished the remains of the bread roll and scoured the table for
anything edible that my children might have overlooked. ‘We now know that we have to
concentrate our e orts here in Dehradun.’ He took an untouched slice of toast from my
plate. He nodded towards the TV. ‘You saw the news?’
‘Yes, we did,’ replied Harriet grinning. ‘Rachael is a celebrity.’
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Mr C. smiled and produced an envelope. Carefully extracting a grubby piece of paper he
spread the paper onto the table. ‘And,’ he said tapping the paper. ‘We have further good
news.’
I raised my eyebrows expectantly. ‘Better than the rst piece of good news?’ I asked.
‘Relatively speaking,’ answered Mr C. ‘We have a ransom note.’
The whole restaurant appeared to slip into slow motion. As everything around me moved
at half-speed my mind was racing: Who had sent the ransom note? What did they want?

Where was Rachael? Why Rachael? Mr C’s face loomed into focus.
‘Harry,’ his voice echoed around my consciousness. ‘Harry, snap out of it. Concentrate.
Listen to me.’
With an e ort I raised my heavy hands to my eyes and rubbed at them as if trying to rid
them of an irritant. I picked up the ransom note but couldn’t understand any of the
squiggles.
‘Let me,’ o ered Mr C. taking the note from me. ‘Now,’ he began, ‘it simply says “To the
most distinguished English guests. We would like to reassure you that we are taking good
care of your Lady Princess. To ensure her safe return to you we would humbly request a
payment of ve million rupees. We will contact you at your hotel later today. With our
very best regards.” Hmm,’ continued Mr C. ‘Very interesting.’
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‘Interesting?’ I said banging my hand on the table. ‘How interesting is ve million
rupees?’
‘Approximately forty-eight thousand pounds,’ sni ed Mr C. ‘I wonder how they arrived
at that gure?’
‘I don’t give a damn how they arrived at that gure,’ I snapped. ‘I haven’t got that gure
and all I want to know is how to get Rachael back.’ I paused as something started to nag
at my thoughts. Sitting back I went through what Mr C. had quoted, word by word until
it suddenly struck me. Snatching the paper from Mr C. I prodded at the writing. ‘Did you
quote word for word or simply give me an outline of what they said?’
For a moment I thought Mr C. was going to become angry. His eyes darted from side to
side and the veins at the side of his forehead seemed to bulge. He took a deep breath
before speaking.
‘Harry,’ he began trying to remain calm. ‘I am not accustomed to the accusation of not
being thorough in my work.’ Spreading the note on to the table he continued. ‘I have
given you a full and precise translation of the ransom note and…’
‘That’s it,’ I said taking up the note and waving it in front of him. ‘Why do they refer to
Rachael as our Princess? I have never called her by that name, she has never referred to
herself as a Princess and the only Princess…’
‘Isabella,’ interrupted Dan with a huge grin.
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‘Exactly,’ I said slapping the table for e ect. ‘Princess Isabella.’
‘Who,’ asked Mr C. ‘is the Princess Isabella and why have I not been introduced to this
female representation of royalty?’
‘Ben, would you…’ I called after the retreating gure of my eldest son.
‘On my way, Dad,’ he called over his shoulder.
A few moments later Ben returned to the restaurant carrying my guitar case. Mr C. sat
back in his chair, his face vacillating between anger and intrigue. Laying the guitar case in
front of him, I slowly opened the case and with a ceremonious wave of the hand revealed
the guitar.
‘Mr Chatterjee, may I introduce you to the Princess Isabella?’
Mr C. stared at the guitar, looked at me, at the guitar and then looked around the table at
the faces looking him. Slowly his shoulders began to move up and down slightly, his
mouth twitched and his eyes danced. Suddenly a loud rumble echoed around the
restaurant as Mr C. began to laugh.
‘Harry,’ said Mr C. with di culty. ‘Forgive me, but these people have mistaken Rachael
for a guitar?’ he dissolved into laughter again.
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‘Well,’ I said defensively. ‘There is a certain similarity in the curvaceous body, slender neck
and shapely head and…’
‘Harry,’ begged Mr C. tapping my knee. ‘Please stop. I may do myself an injury if I laugh
any more.’
‘What’s to laugh about?’ growled Joe walking into the restaurant.
‘Don’t mind him,’ said Denise, giving her husband a sharp jab to the elbow, ‘he’s just
grumpy because he didn’t get…’
‘Never mind that,’ snapped Joe. ‘Anyway, I’m not grumpy, I’m hungry.’
Mr C. beckoned a waiter and another table was instantly prepared and laden with further
breakfast consumables. Doug, Bernie and Al quickly lled their plates before Joe remedied
his grumpiness. Mr C. waited patiently while breakfast was observed and then took the
opportunity to explain the earlier bout of laughter. At the end of his tale the recent
arrivals could hardly contain their laughter and even Joe found it di cult to drink his
co ee and laugh at the same time. As the merriment subsided and normal food
consumption resumed Harriet ambled around the table, gave me a hug and placed some
rupee notes in my hand.
‘For Rachael,’ she whispered. ‘And I don’t need my pocket money this week.’
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Using a table napkin to help clear my blurred vision I returned the hug and kissed Harriet
on her cheek. Before I could say anything Bernie came over and put her arms around
Harriet.
‘You little angel,’ she whispered. ‘That’s one of the sweetest things I’ve ever seen.’
Harriet looked embarrassed and returned to her seat and nibbled at a piece of cold toast.
Mr C. smiled and patted my hand.
‘You have some exceptional females in your life,’ he said. ‘Including Isabella,’ he added
with a grin.
‘I’m a very fortunate man,’ I replied.
‘Just so,’ replied Mr C. ‘I think we need to consider the best way to restore the female
triumvirate.’
Al, who had continued to be unusually quiet recently, poured himself another cup of
co ee and gave a slight cough for attention.
‘Being an avid fan of TV sleuths,’ he grinned, ‘and following in that great tradition of
putting all the known facts on the table, we should start with what we know and arrive at
a logical conclusion.’
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Mr C. who had been nodding in agreement sat back, placed the tips of his ngers
together and smiled. ‘So, my esteemed guests, where should we begin?’
‘Someone had to be close enough to us to hear about the Princess,’ said Dan.
‘Yes, and they knew where we were staying and where we were going,’ added Harriet.
‘And there were those two guys outside of the Hotel and the other two at the Red Fort,’
said Ben with a wink at his brother and sister.
‘My goodness,’ laughed Mr C. ‘We seem to have three detectives with us for breakfast.’
He inclined his head towards me. ‘Harry, I must congratulate you on having three such
diligent and thoughtful children.’
A smile accompanied a slight raise of my eyebrows. ‘It must be something in the water
here,’ I jested.
‘I do hope you are being most careful with the drinking water,’ replied Mr C. totally
misunderstanding my joke. ‘I strongly advise you to ensure your water is of the bottled
variety. Most certainly.’
Before I could make another comment that could be misconstrued, Denise took a pen
and notebook from her bag. ‘Right,’ she said in an e cient manner. ‘What do we know?’
She pointed her pen at Al. ‘Don’t even think of making an inane comment,’ she said
rmly.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘I wasn’t going to say anything that isn’t pertinent to the case,’ he said defensively.
Denise shook her head slowly. ‘And don’t try talking smart,’ she said with a grin. ‘It
doesn’t become you.’
‘Cheers,’ muttered Al as he helped himself to a slice of cold toast.
‘Right,’ said Denise with her pen poised. ‘We have person or persons unknown who have
been close to use to hear about a Princess.’
‘That must be somebody who was around when we rst arrived,’ commented Doug with
a mouthful of breakfast.
‘Not with your mouth full,’ chided Bernie. She nodded at Denise. ‘And somebody who
knew or could easily nd out about our travel arrangements.’
Denise busily scribbled in her notebook. ‘Great,’ she smiled. ‘What next?’
Ben, eager to assert his emerging adulthood, waved the remnants of a slice of toast.
‘There were those two guys you bowled over with oranges, Dad.’
‘Waste of good fruit,’ I grinned. ‘But let’s not forget the two guys I also bowled over at
the bazaar in the Red Fort.’
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‘Indeed, just so,’ said Mr C. looking slightly uncomfortable. ‘Let us not forget that the
abductors also have su cient knowledge of the railway service and the internal layout of
the carriages to conceal Rachael.’
Our breakfast continued quietly while everyone digested the information. Al broke the
silence with a loud slurp of his co ee.
‘Sorry,’ he grinned cheekily. ‘But I have to say that your original thoughts on the identity
of those guys outside of the hotel seem to t the bill, Harry.’
‘The one’s that Rachael thought looked like the taxi drivers from the airport?’
‘Seems logical,’ said Joe. ‘If anyone knows our travel arrangements it’d be them.’
‘And’ added Doug, ‘they would have heard everything that was said during the taxi ride to
the hotel.’
‘But how would they know about the train journey and where to hide Rachael?’ asked
Denise. ‘I agree they appear the most likely but I don’t see how they could organise the
train bit.’
‘The criminal fraternity,’ said Mr C. solemnly, ‘are a close-knit network.’
‘Do you mean that Rachael’s been abducted by an organised gang?’ I asked loudly.
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‘I didn’t mean to imply an organised criminal network,’ answered Mr C. ‘Merely that
some people of a criminal leaning tend to work together for their mutual bene t. But,’ he
added with a wave of an index nger. ‘I think we are dealing with people of a limited
intellect.’
I pushed now cold co ee cup away from me. ‘How do you arrive at that conclusion?’ I
asked. The waiter, noticing my cup was empty, brought a fresh pot of co ee over to the
table. As he re lled everyone’s cup, Mr C. smiled.
‘Well,’ he said cradling his co ee cup. ‘It is apparent that they are of limited intelligence
given that they mistook a guitar for a lady.’
‘There’s some who seem to prefer a guitar to a lady,’ growled Denise with a look of
contempt towards her husband, Joe.
‘They don’t answer back,’ replied Joe who instantly wished he hadn’t said a word.
‘If you wish to share your bed with an inanimate object then be my guest,’ snapped
Denise.
‘I thought I already…’
‘Don’t you think,’ I interrupted sharply before the war of words escalated into spousal
violence. ‘That you yourself, Mr C. were guilty of thinking the Princess to be human?’
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‘A slight misunderstanding,’ replied Mr C. taking a large gulp of co ee. ‘Easily done under
the circumstances.’ His cup rattled on its saucer as he looked around the table. ‘A mistake
anyone could make.’
‘Precisely,’ said Denise with the hint of a smile. ‘Any clues in the ransom note, Mr C?’
Grateful for the diversion, Mr C. spread the ransom note out onto the table once more
and quickly scanned the content. ‘It’s polite,’ he mused, ‘and it has the general air of
someone who is used to dealing with foreign guests,’ He quickly looked up from the note.
‘I meant no disrespect by the term foreign,’ he said apologetically. ‘I simply meant that
the writer displays a sense of respect, someone who recognises the importance of visitors
to our country.’
‘And your conclusion is?’ asked Denise with pen poised.
‘Someone local,’ replied Mr C. unhelpfully.
Denise laid her pen down. Taking a slow sip of her co ee she looked directly at Mr C. ‘I
think,’ she said, ‘that a conclusion of that magnitude could have been just as easily
attained by a myopic sloth.’
‘Steady,’ hissed Joe. ‘He’s paying for all of this,’ he added nodding at Mr C.
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Mr C. gave one of his rumbling chuckles. ‘A woman with spirit,’ he said. ‘I most de nitely
like a woman who says exactly what she thinks.’
‘She does that all right,’ conceded Joe.
‘Steady,’ warned Denise with a wave of her pen.
Re lling his co ee cup, Mr C. gave a slight shrug. ‘I didn’t mean to seem facetious,’ he
said. ‘I merely wanted to point out that although somebody in New Delhi must have
overheard references to a Princess, the abductors are almost certainly people from the
Dehradun area and who now work in or around New Delhi.’
‘Could just have easily been chancers,’ suggested Al. ‘They overhear a snippet of
conversation, totally misunderstand what they have heard, start thinking millions of
rupees and do a snatch and grab.’
‘As I said,’ nodded Mr C. ‘People of a limited intellect who think easy money.’ He dabbed
at his co ee-moist lips. ‘So,’ he nodded at Denise’s pen. ‘We have people with local
knowledge, work in New Delhi, deal with tourists on a regular basis, have a relatively low
income and are not the brightest bulb in the store.’ He took another sip of his co ee,
dabbed his lips once more and smiled. ‘With that information and a description of the
two undesirable men in New Delhi?’ he asked looking at me. ‘We may soon have a result.’
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Dan handed Mr C. a piece of paper upon which he’d drawn a pair of villainous faces
complete with large scars, arched eyebrows and oversized ears.
‘Very helpful,’ smiled Mr C. ‘I’m sure that with your Father’s description and your
drawing we will be able to circulate an accurate image of the scoundrels.’
‘And they both had black hair,’ added Harriet. ‘Coming out of their nostrils.’

Chapter 27
We had all agreed to go out for a meal. Initially, I’d declined the idea and just wanted to
spend a quiet evening with my three o -spring, watching TV or playing cards, anything
to take my mind of Rachael for a while. Inevitably, Denise and Bernie had strong-armed
their respective husbands into persuading me to stop being a bore (that wasn’t quite the
description that Joe used but for the sake of propriety, bore is somewhat less o ensive).
So, with everyone looking quite glamorous and with Joe sporting a trimmed beard, we
gathered in the bar area for a quick drink before venturing out into the culinary jungle.
I tried my best to appear almost cheerful but I was ghting a losing battle with my facial
muscles. Raising our glasses we wished each other well but collectively we sub-consciously
raised our glasses to Rachael, to wish her well and a speedy recovery.
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After sipping our drinks with barely a word spoken Al, having decided on a pre-meal
primer of peanuts, returned from the bar carrying a newspaper. Flinging the newspaper
onto the table he gave a broad grin.
‘Check out the front page,’ he said raising his glass once more.
Curiosity got the better of me but Denise was quicker to react. Her eyes quickly scanned
the front page. Her eyes dilated as the newspaper told its story. She looked at Al.
‘Strewth, Al, that was quick.’
My ailing ngers missed the headline and the newspaper passed from one member of the
group to the next before being handed to me.
‘I think you might want to see this,’ said Doug with a wink.
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‘Too damn right I do,’ I replied snatching the newspaper from his grip. It wasn’t the
headline that caught my attention but the photo t image of two gnarled, male faces
staring back at me. Just below their pictures the passport reproduction of Rachael looked
out on a bemused world. The story of the two men, who were described as …”unarmed

but mentally dangerous…” sat next to an advert extoling the virtue of a celebrated teeth
whitener. Coincidence or constructive placement seemed less important than the
contrast between the photo t pictures, the insalubrious picture of Rachael and the
beaming smile of the face displaying ultra-white teeth. It seemed, to me, incongruous that
the casual reader would see nothing more than two dodgy men sneering at Rachael whilst
another vacuous male grinned inanely. I threw the paper onto the table in disgust.
‘Useless,’ I growled. ‘Just looks like a Before and After advert for teeth whitener with
some helpless woman looking on with apparent indi erence.’
‘At least someone is smiling,’ grinned Al through a mouthful of crisps. He took Denise’s
pen, which she’d been using to make further notes while we drank, and quickly
transformed the smiling face into a gap-toothed grin.
‘Your artistic ability knows no bounds,’ sni ed Denise retrieving her pen. Al tipped the
remaining crumbs from the upturned crisp packet into his mouth.
‘Just one of my many attributes,’ he quipped. ‘Isn’t it time we found somewhere to eat,
I’m starving?’
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Bernie nudged Denise’s arm. ‘Aren’t there a few more points we need to add to your list
before we forget them?’
For a moment Denise looked blankly at Bernie. With a nod towards the notepad and a
quick tap of her watch to indicate the time, Bernie picked up her glass and ran her nger
around the inside. Denise, still watching Bernie’s antics suddenly smiled, coughed and
picked up her notepad.
‘Ah, yes,’ she said too casually. ‘It seems that Mr C. has made the necessary connections
but that begs the question of what we should do next?’
‘Told you,’ bemoaned Al. ‘Get something to eat. What else can we do?’
I couldn’t help but feel slightly intrigued at the little drama being played out by Bernie
and Denise. Normally they would be bustling about and urging their menfolk to make a
move before the restaurant ovens went cold. This was di erent, but before I could
cogitate any further on the matter a waiter appeared and promptly waved a small
envelope in front of Bernie.
‘A message for you, madam.’
‘Thank you,’ said Bernie eagerly ripping open the envelope. Quickly scanning the
handwritten note she winked at Denise. ‘All sorted.’
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‘What is?’ asked Doug looking longingly at his empty glass. ‘You’re acting a bit weird even
by your standards.’
‘’I’ll ignore your lame attempt at humour,’ responded Bernie. She tapped Denise on the
shoulder. ‘We’ve just got something to attend to,’ she said with a smile. ‘See you in a
minute.’
Bernie and Denise sauntered out of the bar area and towards reception. Doug gave Joe a
glance and shook his head.
‘Proper weird,’ he sni ed.
Joe shrugged. ‘Pretty usual to me,’ he said. ‘I’m fair used to being left in the dark with a
damp match.’
Just as I started to imagine Joe standing in a dark room trying desperately to light a damp
match, Bernie and Denise returned walking extremely close together. They stopped a few
metres away from the table and stood smiling. Doug refused to respond and clapped his
hands over his eyes.
‘Whatever it is that’s going on,’ he said with a shudder. ‘I don’t want to know.’
Joe blew out his cheeks, which was easier to see now that he’d trimmed his bushy beard.
‘Well?’ he asked.
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‘We’ve got a visitor,’ said Bernie with a huge grin.
‘Unexpected you might say,’ added Denise.
Before anyone could begin to form a question the intriguing pair parted to reveal the new
arrival. Al, who’d all ready torn his empty crisp packet apart and licked at the salty
remains, looked up. His face suddenly drained of colour while his mouth struggled to put
words in the correct order.
‘Good grief,’ he nally managed to utter, ‘Steph!’

Chapter 28
‘Thought you’d be surprised,’ said Bernie. She placed an arm around Steph’s shoulder.
‘Welcome to Dehradun.’
Steph nodded her thanks as she looked nervously around the room, her eyes eventually
alighting on Al’s pale face. ‘Hello, Al,’ she whispered.
‘Er, hi, erm, well, it’s…’ mumbled Al as he folded the torn crisp packet into a neat square.
‘Most eloquent,’ said Denise glaring at Al.
Scratching his head, Al gave a slight shrug. ‘Well, it’s sort of, er, unexpected.’
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‘Isn’t it just,’ replied Bernie with a hint of sarcasm. ‘To explain,’ she continued looking at
all of us in turn. ‘We’d all ready discussed the idea of inviting Steph to join us for the
wedding gig but what with Rachael’s disappearance and the ransom demands we thought
it best that she came straight away.’
Doug looked at his wife for a moment and then shook his head. ‘I don’t recall a
conversation about Steph coming to Dehradun,’ he said.
‘You wouldn’t,’ replied Bernie. ‘Because we didn’t have one.’
‘Well how…?’ began Doug looking quite puzzled.
‘It was a discussion between Denise, Rachael and myself, which didn’t require any male
interference.’
‘The female triumvirate,’ grinned Joe. ‘You can’t argue with that.’
‘Not advisable,’ glowered Denise. ‘Besides, if we’d included any of you menfolk the whole
thing would have gone completely pineapple shaped and…’
‘I think you mean Pear-shaped,’ interrupted Joe.
Denise continued to glare at her husband. ‘If I meant pear-shaped,’ she snapped, ‘I would
have said that but pineapple-shaped is more appropriate given that men are so thickskinned that when you try to give them some advice they get very prickly.’
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I couldn’t help but laugh at Denise’s logic. Ignoring Joe, Doug and Al’s looks of
annoyance, I directed a smile at Steph.
‘Nice to see you again, Steph. I hope the journey wasn’t too arduous.’
‘And it’s nice to see you and your three artistic impressions,’ she said giving Ben, Dan and
Harriet a smile and a wave. A chorus of “Hi” sounded from the three youngsters. Steph
clasped her hands in front of her and sighed. ‘Any news on Rachael?’ she asked examining
my face.
I handed her the newspaper and pointed to the front page. She glanced at the front page
and grinned.
‘They’ve been digitally enhanced,’ she said tapping the paper. Our combined expressions
caused her to smile. ‘The teeth,’ she said pointing to the advert. ‘They are all the same
shape. Nothing natural about them at all.’
Harriet bounced across to Steph, gave her arm a quick hug and pointed to Rachael’s
picture. ‘She looks prettier in real life.’
‘I know,’ replied Steph returning the hug. ‘It’ll be good to see her again and catch up on
events.’
While we all pondered on precisely when we might see Rachael again, Al stood up.
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‘Steph, can I get you a drink?’
‘Yes please,’ she replied with a polite smile. ‘The usual, please.’
‘And that would be?’ enquired Al atly.
‘Have you forgotten so quickly,’ she replied her voice betraying emotion.
‘No,’ said Al with the briefest of winks. ‘I just didn’t want to assume, that’s all.’
Without waiting for any further hints, Al disappeared towards the bar leaving Steph
smiling sheepishly.
‘What are the plans?’ she asked.
‘Well,’ replied Denise instantly. ‘We thought give him a little while to adjust to your being
here and…’
‘I didn’t mean that,’ said Steph quickly, the colour rising in her cheeks as she spoke. ‘I was
referring to Rachael. What are your plans for her safe return?’
It was Al who arrived safely bearing a large gin and tonic for Steph. As he passed the drink
to her, Al pointed to her red cheeks.
‘You’re a good colour,’ he commented. ‘Beginning to feel the heat?’
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‘Something like that,’ replied Steph, taking a sip from her drink to avert her eyes from Al.
Regaining her composure, Steph raised her eyebrows. ‘Plans?’ she asked.
‘Right,’ said Denise consulting her notepad. ‘We have a fairly clear idea of the type of
people we’re looking for.’ She passed Steph the notepad. ‘And there’s the photo t
pictures,’ she added pointing at the newspaper. We all watched and waited as Steph read
the notes, referred to the newspaper and looked again at the notes. She looked up to see
our assembled gaze.
‘Sorry,’ she said allowing her face to colour once again. ‘I didn’t think you were waiting
for me.’
‘Take your time,’ replied Al.
‘I did,’ replied Steph coolly. ‘As did you.’
‘Dad?’ said Ben through the frosty atmosphere. ‘If you think there’s a link with the taxi
drivers from New Delhi, why don’t we contact the taxi rms here in Dehradun and ask if
any of their drivers now work in New Delhi?’
‘That’s a great idea,’ answered Denise before I could shape a sentence. Scribbling on her
notepad she hummed a little melody.
‘I’ll name that tune in one beat,’ said Al.
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Looking blankly at Al, Denise immediately stopped humming and underlined the last
sentence in her notepad with a ourish.
‘Should I stay or should I go?’ asked Al.
‘The tune or an action?’ enquired Bernie with a sideways glance towards Steph.
Al put his empty glass down on the table angrily. The glass reacted at such treatment and
immediately shattered leaving a memento of its passing on Al’s hand.
‘Blast,’ exclaimed Al quickly snatching a paper serviette from the table and wrapping it
around his hand. ‘Now look what you made me do,’ he snapped.
‘Nobody made you do anything,’ replied Steph as she moved swiftly around the table
searching in her bag for something that could pass for a rst aid kit. She smiled at Al ‘You
always do things with such emotion,’ and then blushed having realised what she’d said. ‘I
mean…’ she began.
‘You were right rst time,’ chuckled Al as he then winced as Steph applied a large
handkerchief around his hand.
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While Steph and Al became reacquainted I couldn’t help but feel thankful for the
distraction. Although barely twenty-four hours had passed since Rachael’s disappearance
it felt as if I’d been preoccupied for days. I’d ignored everyone including my children while
living inside of my head sifting through a myriad of scrambled thoughts.
Fortunately we didn’t have to walk far before we reached the restaurant that Mr C. had
recommended. As soon as we sat down I was instantly reminded of the celebratory meal
that Rachael had treated me to where this escapade had begun. Harriet must have sensed
my mood as she sidled her chair next to mine and rested her head against my arm. Bernie
and Denise smiled and nodded at the sight of a daughter comforting her father. The
emotion of thoughts and Harriet’s tenderness moistened my eyes.
‘Sorry,’ I mumbled to everyone around the table as I dabbed at my eyes with a serviette.
‘The food seems a little spicy tonight.’
Steph winked a moist eye at me. ‘I fully understand,’ she said with a smile. ‘I haven’t
become acclimatised to the cuisine yet.’
Al, who still seemed to be enjoying the ministrations of Steph, heaped another forkful of
food into his mouth and grinned. ‘Brought up on this stu ,’ he mumbled. ‘Used to have
pepper on my dummy.’
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‘Rubbish,’ said Steph with a playful tap on Al’s hand and then instantly apologised as she
realised it was his bandaged hand. Tears made a sudden appearance in Al’s eyes as he
tucked his injured hand safely away from Steph.
‘Wuss,’ chided Doug noticing Al’s moist eyes. ‘Thought you could stand the heat?’
‘Normally I can,’ retorted Al. ‘But I’m carrying an injury, which puts me at a
disadvantage,’ he added giving Steph a stern glance.
Any further comment from Doug was abruptly halted as a chickpea suddenly landed on
his plate causing a splatter of masala sauce to decorate his shirt.
‘Damn,’ exclaimed Doug mopping at his shirt with bits of naan bread.
Ben was looking extremely guilty as he disassembled his trebuchet, hastily constructed
from pieces of spare cutlery.
‘Sorry,’ said Ben handing Doug a large piece of nann bread. ‘Tragic mis re.’
‘Don’t worry,’ replied Bernie. ‘That’s normally Doug’s excuse the morning after a curry.’
While Doug looked suitably embarrassed I motioned for Ben to put the cutlery to its
correct use and pushed a fresh bottle of beer towards Doug. ‘For your mouth,’ I said with
a wink, ‘not your shirt.’
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Doug nodded his gratitude, continued to mop at his shirt with naan bread and took a
swig from the beer bottle.
‘Impressive multi-tasking,’ I commented.
‘That’s nothing,’ smiled Bernie. ‘You should see him when he’s allowed to use a knife and
fork.’
Bernie’s comment came just at the moment Doug was tearing another nann bread into
pieces. ‘Habit,’ he muttered with a look of chagrin. He took up his knife and fork and
began to cut the naan bread into neat little squares.
‘That’s him occupied for the rest of the evening,’ jested Bernie. ‘Now, she continued with
a frown. ‘What are we to do next?’
‘If you’re referring to Rachael,’ I replied. ‘Then all I can suggest is to wait and see what
becomes of the media attention.’ My answer and relatively calm exterior didn’t fool
Bernie or anyone else for that matter. The collection of raised eyebrows was very telling.
‘Ok, I admitted. ‘I’m worried sick and, typical male response, I’m feeling so frustrated
because there doesn’t seem to be a damn thing I can do. I feel useless.’
‘I wouldn’t worry,’ said Denise with a wry smile. ‘Feeling useless is pretty normal for the
male of the species.’
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‘Thanks for that,’ replied her husband. I looked at Joe’s face to see whether he was
genuinely angry or simply sarcastic. Even with his reduced facial hair I couldn’t tell. I
didn’t feel like getting into a row about gender stereotypes, or anything else for that
matter, so I smiled at Bernie and pointed at her notebook that seemed to be on
permanent duty.
‘Any ideas then?’ I asked. Bernie looked around the group and, not getting much of a
response, she opened the notebook, icked through a few pages and took up her pen.
‘Based upon our combined ideas so far, I’d suggest we have four areas to investigate.’ Her
pen hovered over the notebook. ‘We have the possible taxi connection, so we should make
a visit to some of the taxi rms or check out the drivers around the railway station.’ She
placed a tick against the rst entry on the page. ‘Then there is the railway station itself. We
could ask some of the people that work there if they know of any connections with local
drivers who now work in New Delhi,’ She placed a second tick on the page. ‘Next we have
the tourist o ce and see if they know of any business links between people here in
Dehradun and New Delhi. And,’ she continued after placing a third tick on the page,
‘there is always the police station.’ A fourth tick was added to the page and the notebook
closed. ‘Volunteers?’ she asked.
‘I’ll take the children with me to the police station,’ I said as my three o spring began to
show signs of panic. ‘Don’t worry,’ I grinned. ‘I won’t leave you there.’
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‘We’ll do the taxi rank thing,’ o ered Doug with a quick glance at Bernie for approval.
‘I’ll take Joe for a bit of trainspotting,’ chuckled Denise. ‘It’ll remind him of his
childhood.’
Joe scowled but refrained from making a comment and simply emptied the last vestiges
of liquid from his glass. Al quickly glanced at Steph and then Bernie.
‘Put us down for the tourist o ce,’ he said looking at Steph who responded by giving him
a smile.
‘Right,’ said Bernie emphatically. ‘We’re sorted and sated.’
She was right. I honestly couldn’t think of anything to add to Bernie’s plan of action for
tomorrow or could I manage to stu another particle of food into my mouth, well, not
without a certain amount of embarrassment anyway.
Throughout our meal we had heard what could only be described as amateur night at the
disco as a half-baked mixture of almost recognisable tunes had been playing in the
background. As one of the waiters began to clear our table he nodded towards the general
direction of the music.
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‘Karaoke,’ he grinned enthusiastically. ‘Good time for everyone and prize for the best.’ He
stacked several plates onto one arm and then proceeded to collect as many drinking
glasses as he had ngers. ‘You should try,’ he suggested. ‘Happy times, happy people and
some drink too.’
He bounded towards the kitchen door with barely a complaint from any of the assorted
tableware. Denise nudged Joe’s arm.
‘Go on,’ she said encouragingly. ‘You’re always going on about the mediocre talent at our
local pub so why don’t you go and show them how it’s done?’
Joe appeared to think for a moment and then stood up. ‘OK,’ he grinned. ‘Come and
give me some support and maybe even a cheer.’
Joe, Denise, Doug and Bernie sauntered over to the karaoke and out of sight while my
three artistic impressions fought over the bowl of mints that the waiter had brought over
to our table. Al, with his hand lovingly bandaged and now virtually immobile, waved at
the mints.
‘Save one for the invalid,’ he jested.
‘Sympathy seeker,’ chided Steph. Ignoring Al’s feeble muttering, she placed her hand on
my arm. ‘Harry,’ she said softly. ‘I really cannot believe that this is happening, you know,
Rachael and all that.’
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‘It’s a nightmare, day-mare an any-time mare,’ I replied. ‘I don’t know what to think
anymore.’
‘Then don’t,’ she said patting my arm. ‘Let’s see what tomorrow brings and, hopefully,
Mr C. will come good.’
The frown on my face must have given me away. Steph paused for a moment, glanced at
Al who was busily tussling for a mint with Dan and then allowed her own face to frown.
‘You don’t think Mr C. will be helpful?’ she asked.
Al stopped his mint- ght and looked at me. ‘Good question,’ he said catching Dan
unawares and pinching the last mint from the bowl.
‘Why?’ replied Steph her eyes itting between myself and Al.
‘Quite simply,’ I answered, ‘we are not certain that somewhere along the line Mr C. isn’t
involved in the shenanigans somehow.’
‘What?’ she exclaimed causing a few heads to turn. Steph lowered her voice. ‘Sorry,’ she
said. ‘But how do you make that out?’
I took a deep breath. How was I going to make any of this remotely believable without
me sounding an idiot or, worse still someone whose grip on reality was somewhat
tenuous?
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‘Well,’ I began. ‘After our encounter with a couple of guys outside of the hotel, and a
cartload of oranges, Mr C. assured us that everything would be taken care of. Then
Rachael felt someone tug at her elbow in the bazaar at the Red Fort, the rooftop
escapade, colliding with another two guys on the stairs, which resulted in our trying to
hide in the war museum.’
Steph was trying desperately to make some sense out of my narrative. She smiled. ‘Carry
on,’ she said nodding encouragingly. ‘I’m sort of with you so far.’
‘So,’ I continued. ‘We then saw Mr C. talking to the two guys we’d skittled on the stairs
and he has seemed rather vague on some details ever since.’ I sighed as it appeared even my
children were having a hard time following what I’d said. ‘It just seems there are too many
coincidences for my liking.’
Steph looked directly at Harriet. ‘What do you think pet?’
Harriet shrugged. ‘Not sure,’ she replied biting her lip. ‘I like Mr C. he’s funny, but I want
Rachael back.’
Tears patterned her cheeks as Steph leaned over and gave her a hug. ‘We all want Rachael
back,’ she said soothingly. ‘Why do you think I’ve travelled all this way?’
‘Er?’ grunted Al.
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Steph looked at him coldly as she stroked Harriet’s hair. ‘OK, so I came to try and nd
two missing people. I know one wants to be found but I’m not so sure about the other.’
Al was just about to form a reply as Joe stormed across the room and dropped into a
chair. Denise and Bernie followed chuckling while Doug allowed his face to crease with
merriment.
‘What?’ I asked trying not to join in the laughter. ‘Did you win?’
‘No,’ growled Joe.
‘He came second,’ said Denise barely able to contain herself.
Joe stretched his legs out and kicked the leg of the table. ‘Lost out to some spotty elevenyear-old kid from Clapham.’
‘What?’ I repeated as the laughter formed in my throat. ‘What did they sing?’
‘How the hell should I know?’ growled Joe angrily. ‘Some stupid pop pulp as far as I could
tell. All gibberish and no melody.’
‘A drink?’ I o ered as Dan and Ben hid their laughter behind cushions.
‘A large one,’ replied Joe ignoring the hilarity.
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Denise took one look at her husband, raised her eyebrows and immediately collapsed with
laughter. It was my turn to ignore the hilarity as I made my way to the bar. At least
tonight was ending with laughter. I just hope tomorrow wouldn’t end in tears.

Chapter 29
Breakfast was a mixture of grumpiness from the night before and anticipation for the day
ahead. Mr C. arrived with his annoying joviality and appeared genuinely perplexed with
the odd atmosphere prevalent around the table. Helping himself to a co ee and rescuing
a croissant from Doug’s plate, he nodded towards the reception area.
‘Would you all be so kind as to be available in the reception area in thirty minutes?’ he
asked wiping crumbs from his lips. ‘I have a very special day planned for you.’
‘But we have plans of our own,’ exclaimed Denise waving her notebook.
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Mr C. licked his lips and appeared to ponder for a moment. Taking the remaining
croissant morsel from Doug’s plate Mr C. popped it into his mouth and grinned. ‘Not a
problem,’ he said merrily. ‘I will occupy you for half of the day and then you can carry out
whatever plans you have and, possibly, you might want to explore the shopping in
Dehradun?’ He thought for a moment and then held his index nger in the air. ‘Well,’ he
continued. ‘We do have one of the busiest shopping areas in Connaught Place, then there
is the Tibetan Market with you want colourful garments or carpets. There is the Paltan
Bazaar and the market along Gandhi Road.’ Mr C. clapped his hands. ‘You have plenty of
choice,’ he grinned.
Denise tucked her notebook into her handbag. ‘Sounds like we have a deal,’ she said
prodding her husband in the ribs.
Joe ignored the dull ache developing on his rib and looked at Denise coolly. ‘My dear,’ he
began. ‘A shopping trip does sound a most splendid idea. However, I’m afraid it will have
to be conducted without my loyal friend.’
Denise raised her nger to in ict further rib damage but suddenly thought better of it.
‘What loyal friend?’ she asked. ‘And why are you talking all la-di-da?’
‘Because, dearest, it makes a change for me to talk di erently and it will also make a
change for me to go shopping without my wallet.’
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‘You’re joking,’ replied Denise scanning her husband’s face for signs of a jest. ‘You never
go anywhere without your wallet.’
‘No, you don’t,’ grinned Joe. ‘But, unfortunately, my wallet has been a icted with the
monetary equivalent of Delhi belly.’
It wasn’t only Denise that frowned at Joe’s explanation; we were all confused. Joe treated
us to a broad grin. ‘Whatever goes in goes straight out again,’ he laughed. ‘It is in
desperate need of some rest and recuperation.’
‘You silly s…’ began Denise as Joe’s hand against her mouth interrupted her ow.
‘Not in front of the children,’ he said with a smile.
‘We’re used to hearing Dad muttering under his breath,’ said Ben. ‘So I don’t think we’re
going to hear anything new.’
‘You never know,’ said Joe with a wink.
‘I heard Dan say some rude words,’ said Harriet in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘He called…’
‘Shut up, Harriet,’ ordered Dan. ‘Or I’ll tell Dad what you did with the chickpeas last
night.’
‘I didn’t, Dad,’ said Harriet defensively. ‘I didn’t do anything.’
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‘Oh yes you did then,’ replied Dan. ‘I saw you icking them onto the oor so that the
waiters would tread on them and…’
‘Dad,’ whined Harriet. ‘Tell him.’
‘Enough, all of you,’ I said as rmly as I could without attracting attention. ‘Give it a rest.’
‘Don’t include me in all of this,’ moaned Ben. ‘Nothing to do with me.’
‘So the cutlery trebuchet made itself and just happened to launch chickpeas into Doug’s
masala sauce?’ I asked with a raise of my eyebrows.
‘Scienti c experiment and inventiveness,’ explained Ben.
‘You’re certainly inventive, particularly when it comes to excuses,’ I replied.
‘Perhaps,’ interjected Mr C. ‘Perhaps we could all meet in reception shortly?’
‘A good idea,’ I replied with a directive nod towards the stairs for the bene t of my three
argumentative children. ‘We’ll see you in a few moments after they’ve made themselves
presentable.’
In no time at all the English entourage were neatly packed into a minibus and, with Mr
C. cheerfully acting as our tour guide, we set o for our day of intrigue and investigation.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

It seemed appropriate that in the emerging heat of the day we should be travelling along
the Saharanpur Road. It was aptly named as the early sun re ecting o the windows of
buildings and cars made everywhere feel hot and arid. Mr C. appeared oblivious to the
rising temperature as he sat, dressed in a neat patterned suit with an unsuitably loud tie.
Half turning in his seat he gesticulated at the various buildings that registered brie y in
our vision.
‘We have many, many businesses devoted to electronics and telecommunications,’ he said
excitedly. ‘It is very big business indeed and here in Dehradun we are at the cutting edge
as you say.’
Almost on queue the minibus took a sharp left turn and revealed a sign for an Institute of
Technology. Mr C. smiled, his boast vindicated and reputation intact. We now appeared
to be travelling along a road labouring under the title of Kargi-Patel Nagar Bypass Road. I
suppose using long names kept both the manufacturers of road signs and sign-writers
fully occupied.
‘No sign of Council cut-backs then?’ I said to Mr C.
‘We are extremely proud of our progress,’ he replied sternly. ‘Investment is the only way
to ensure a prosperous future for the generations to come.’
‘Try telling that to our local Council,’ muttered Joe. ‘Their only concern is getting reelected each year and increasing their expense claims.’
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‘Investment in their own futures,’ agreed Doug. ‘I don’t know why…’
‘Don’t,’ warned Bernie, ‘descend into politics or I’ll think of something equally nasty to
in ict upon you.’
While Doug displayed a suitable obedient face, Mr C. spread his arms like a ight
attendant and indicated both sides of the road.
‘On our left, we have a very ne hospital and,’ he continued proudly, ‘we have a most
splendid Institute of Medical and Health Sciences.’ He winked at Joe. ‘We invest in the
future and the present.’
Before Joe could think of an appropriate retort the minibus negotiated a couple of sharp
turns and squealed to a halt in front of a building decorated with a pair of large, steel
doors. Mr C. seemed genuinely excited but I couldn’t see anything to encourage even a
glimmer of a smile.
‘Are we supposed to be impressed?’ I asked. For a moment Mr C. scrutinised my face and
then smiled.
‘Ah,’ he said lifting his index nger and wagging it from side-to-side. ‘I will never be able
to distinguish between humour and sarcasm.’ He treated me to a wink. ‘Sometimes I
think the British have the same di culty.’
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The groan that replied to Mr C’s comment came as the steel doors of the building slowly
opened to reveal a dark interior with occasional sparks of light dancing momentarily
providing the briefest glimpse of human activity. Mr C. clapped his hands.
‘Let us go inside, my friends. You will be most intrigued.’
Entering the gloom after the brightness of Dehradun was unsettling. We all stood just
inside the entrance as we waited for our eyes to adjust to the dimness of the interior.
‘Come along, come along,’ cajoled Mr C. Waving his arm to beckon us inside, using two
ngers from his other arm, Mr C. rested them against his lips and emitted a piercing
whistle. Almost immediately all noise and activity stopped and a young man, dressed in
neat black trousers and sporting a decorative open-necked shirt, emerged from the
depths.
‘Uncle,’ cried the young man. ‘How good to see you.’ He looked beyond Mr C’s broad
girth and smiled. ‘A warm welcome to your distinguished guests too,’ he chirruped.
‘Come through to the rear of our workshop where I have some tea waiting for you.’
Dutifully following his lead we carefully trod our way through to a well-lit room where a
large tea urn took pride of place against a wall decorated with posters of faded musicians
and bands spanning the decades. Along one side of the room, a series of tables occupied a
collection of workers. Each table seemed to be covered with various forms of metal, which
had each been persuaded to resemble various cooking utensils. The young man observed
my curiosity.
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‘Intrigued?’ he asked busily lling cups with steaming tea from the urn. He indicated the
workers with a nod of his head. ‘Skilled workers,’ he said with pride. ‘They perform
miracles with metal to satisfy the demands of the most discerning of kitchens, from the
pavement to the palace,’ he said with a well-rehearsed smile.
‘A most enterprising young man,’ declared Mr C.
‘Thank you, Uncle,’ replied the young man. ‘I have followed an excellent example.’
Mr C. beamed with satisfaction. Turning to face us he placed a hand on the young man’s
shoulder.
‘May I introduce my nephew, Mahendra?’ he said. ‘My sister’s eldest,’ he added.
Mahendra smiled and handed his uncle a cup of tea.
‘Thank you once again, Uncle,’ he said taking a sip of tea. ‘I am most grati ed that you
consider my business worthy of your guests.’
With a brief smile and nod of acknowledgement, Mr C. ushered each of us towards the
tables where the workers busily assembled the various metal parts.
‘You will see,’ began Mr C. ‘that we are able to fabricate a whole range of products to suit
market demand.’
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I was somewhat intrigued by Mr C’s self-inclusion in the production process but,
knowing his predilection for anything pro t orientated, I wasn’t overly surprised. Mr C.
beckoned Doug towards one table where larger, almost cauldron-like objects were being
fashioned.
‘What do you think?’ asked Mr C. Doug politely scrutinised the object and gave a gentle
whistle.
‘The last time I saw anything the shape and size of that was under my Grandma’s bed,’ he
grinned.
‘Just so,’ replied Mr C. with a frown. ‘But, with such an enterprising and resourceful
business, there are many other commodities that can be produced. Can you think of
anything that might be of use to you?’
For a few moments, Doug looked around the assembled products and workforce.
Eventually, he gave a sigh. ‘Not much for the kitchen myself,’ he said with a wink at
Bernie. ‘I used to rattle out a rhythm on my mother’s upturned pots and pans when I was
a youngster though.’
‘Precisely,’ grinned Mr C. ‘I have asked Mahendra to manufacture a complete set of
drums for you to use at the wedding. They will be most splendid.’
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‘Hang on a minute,’ began Doug showing a hint of irritation. ‘Can’t we just use the kit
that’s there or go and buy a readymade kit from a shop?’
Mr C. looked frowned at Doug. ‘What?’ he exclaimed. ‘You would suggest I deprive local
artisans of work, reject their hard earned skills and ultimately,’ he added with a raised
index nger, ‘take food out of the mouths of their family?’
‘Ah, well,’ stammered Doug. ‘When you put it like that…’
‘I do put it like that,’ said Mr C. sternly. ‘Besides,’ he continued. ‘Why make do with some
shop bought tat when you can have a bespoke drum kit that would be the envy of your
musical compatriots back home?’
‘He’s a drummer,’ chuckled Joe. ‘He doesn’t have musical compatriots.’
For a moment Mr C. looked quite bewildered and then he smiled. ‘Ah,’ he grinned. ‘Your
sarcastic humour has caught me out again.’
Anxious to avoid further drummer jokes, Doug tapped the rim of a large cooking vessel.
‘The drums,’ he said pointing at the vessel. ‘Will they all look like this?’
At a nod from Mr C. Mahendra stepped forward.
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‘Not at all,’ he said placing a hand on Doug’s shoulder. ‘You can have any nish that you
desire.’ He indicated a shelf containing a variety of cooking pots that gleamed with every
colour of the rainbow. ‘Choose a colour,’ grinned Mahendra. ‘Choose lots of colours.
Have sparkle, glitter, mirrors, lights whatever you fancy.’
‘Oh good grief,’ groaned Bernie. ‘My man is not only partially deaf he’s also profoundly
colour-blind. You’ll have a drum kit to match the many hues of a Friday night pavement
pizza.’
‘Whatever that may be I am certain we can replicate the pizza design perfectly,’ replied
Mahendra. The smile instantly disappeared from his face as Harriet made elaborate
gagging impressions.
‘Is your daughter feeling ill, Mr Cousins?’ asked Mahendra with a polite voice of concern.
I put my arms around Harriet and hugged her close to my chest. ‘Possibly feeling the
e ects of the heat.’ I answered hoping that Harriet would not explain her actions.
‘Perhaps another cup of tea?’ suggested Mahendra.
‘That’ll do nicely,’ replied Steph and Denise in unison.
As the tea urn performed dutifully, Mr C. seemed to be on a charm o ensive.
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‘You see,’ he said expertly manoeuvring the ladies towards a table littered with highly
polished kitchenware residing in decorative boxes. ‘The envy of every domestic goddess in
the United Kingdom.’ With a nely honed sales smile and eyes that scrutinised every
facial feature of his audience, Mr C. selected one box and held it out for all to see. ‘Not
only could these delectable items adorn your kitchen at a very reasonable cost, if you were
to invite your friends along to see your most desirable kitchen items then you will receive
a very competitive commission on every item sold.’
‘That,’ replied Denise. ‘Sounds a most interesting proposition but,’ she said with a nod
towards her female support group, ‘the thought of kitchen equipment, excellent as it is,
reminds me far too much of being at home.’
‘De nitely,’ agreed Bernie. She linked arms with Steph. ‘We have so much to see and do
here that thoughts of home and chores will not enter our minds until we insert the key in
our respective front doors,’ she added with nality. ‘Isn’t that right menfolk?’
With nods and incomprehensible mumbling of agreement, we walked towards the exit.
Agreeing to meet back at the hotel we each went about our respective investigative tasks.
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A couple of hours later and everyone apart from Doug and Bernie were cradling glasses of
cool liquid at the bar of the hotel. Nobody had anything of relevance to report and it had
taken me several canned drinks and ice cream treats to persuade the children that a trip to
the Police Station was important to our search for Rachael, and did not re ect on their
tendency to liberate various toiletries from their hotel rooms.
The initial hubbub of chat concerning our endeavours had subsided into occasional
comments about the local populace and their insistence on enquiring about every aspect
of your life when, suddenly, Bernie rushed into the room. Her usual calm demeanour had
vanished as she repeatedly opened and closed her handbag.
I looked behind her to see if Doug could explain Bernie’s agitation. ‘Doug?’ I enquired
with a raise of my eyebrow.
‘He’s not here,’ replied Bernie in clipped tones.
‘We can see that, woman,’ said Joe gru y. ‘So, where is he then?’
Bernie performed the handbag routine a couple of more times and then stared at Joe.
‘He’s in hospital!’

Chapter 30
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Fortunately, the Doon Hospital in Dehradun was only a few minutes away from the
hotel. It took longer to cross the Gandhi Road without adding to the casualty list than it
did to navigate the next couple of streets to the hospital.
Just beyond the hospital lay a Girls College and I did think of asking Bernie in which
establishment we were most likely to nd Doug but self-preservation prevailed.
The bustling arrival of six British adults with three children attached barely registered with
the occupants of the hospital. At rst, I thought there had been some horri c accident
involving a large percentage of the population of Dehradun. It quickly became apparent
that most of the people occupying the chairs and oor space were not there for medical
reasons but to provide moral support for one of their extended family. Steph marched Al
straight towards what appeared to be the reception desk. Before Steph could raise a nger
to tap on the counter a bespectacled woman looked up from her writing activity.
‘Please,’ she said in a quiet but rm voice. ‘Do not be tapping on the counter, thank you
so very much.’
Deprived of her main line assault, Steph nodded and smiled politely.
‘A gentleman friend was brought here a little while ago for…’
The bespectacled woman held up her pen as if to tap Steph’s nose. Looking rst at Al and
then at Steph, the woman smiled.

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘You have more than one gentleman friend?’ she asked.
‘Certainly not,’ replied Steph rmly. ‘I don’t have gentlemen friends in the way you
imply.’
‘So what am I?’ asked Al.
Steph raised her nger in warning. ‘I warn you that semantics is a particular passion of
mine.’ She lowered her nger. ‘And at the moment you don’t gure, so go gure.’
Al took a step back, looked at me and shrugged. I knew what he meant and even
broaching the subject of identifying his role in their possible relationship was hazardous,
to say the least. I gave him a return shrug of male support. Meanwhile, Steph had
apparently made herself understood with the bespectacled woman and, holding a slip of
paper, marched down a corridor.
‘This way,’ she ordered without glancing behind.
Dutifully, we followed Steph’s lead and found ourselves looking at a forlorn gure, sitting
in a chair with his arm supported across his chest by a sling. Bernie immediately went over
to her husband and kissed his forehead.
‘You daft bugger,’ she chided. ‘What on earth were you thinking?’
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Doug shrugged, winced and raised his eyebrows, which seemed quite a co-ordinated feat
even for a drummer.
‘Collecting evidence,’ mumbled Doug easing his arm into a more comfortable position.
‘Did somebody object?’ asked Al indicating the damaged arm. ‘Ouch!’ he groaned as
Steph gave his arm a sharp prod. ‘Is there a spare sling anywhere?’ he said rubbing the
a ected area.
‘Ignore,’ said Steph to the assembled crowd. ‘He’s jealous that our attention isn’t directed
towards him.’
Al leant against the wall. ‘That is so unfair,’ he complained. ‘I really…’
‘Ooh!’ groaned Doug clutching at his arm.
‘Another one,’ said Bernie with a sigh.
‘Another what?’ asked Doug looking more emotionally injured than physical.
‘Attention seeker,’ replied Bernie. ‘Men,’ she tutted. ‘You’re all the same.’
Ignoring the adult conversation, Harriet sidled up to Doug and gave his uninjured arm a
gentle squeeze. ‘Does it hurt Uncle Doug?’ she asked giving him the brown-eyed
attention he welcomed.
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‘Only when it goes unnoticed,’ replied Doug smiling. He ru ed Harriet’s hair and looked
up at Bernie. ‘At least one female cares,’ he grinned.
‘I’d care more,’ smiled Bernie, ‘if you took more care.’
Everyone in the room waited for an explanation. Bernie continued to smile at Doug
while he grinned inanely. Finding the silence and facial expressions less than interesting, I
gave a polite cough.
‘Well,’ I began. ‘If you would care to enlighten us concerning your exploits and how
collecting evidence proved to be so painful?’
Doug continued grinning while Bernie let out a deep sigh. For a moment I thought the
explanation would continue to be elusive until Doug blew out his cheeks and gave a onesided shrug.
‘It all happened so quickly,’ said Doug as Bernie sti ed a laugh.
‘Nothing new there then,’ she chuckled.
While Joe glared at Denise and Al suddenly took a great interest in a notice on the wall
written in Hindi, Doug tried to carry on with his story ignoring his wife’s jibe.
‘It was a simple accident,’ he continued. ‘I thought taking a video on my phone would be
helpful.’
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‘It would have been helpful,’ said Bernie, ‘if you hadn’t stuck half of your body out of the
taxi window.’
‘Had to get some decent footage,’ replied Doug defensively. ‘I didn’t want to look like
some amateur tourist.’
‘Just an amateur bu oo…’ began Al before Steph’s hand mu ed the rest of the sentence.
‘Besides,’ continued Doug trying to ignore Al’s comment. ‘How was I to know there
would be a cow standing in the middle of the road?’
‘You didn’t?’ chortled Joe.
‘Head, hand, cow?’ asked Al making playful impressions of Doug making an impact on
the cow.
‘Not quite,’ replied Doug testily. ‘As I said it was an accident.’
‘No body or anything else for that matter hit the cow,’ explained Bernie.
Doug closed his eyes as if reliving the moment. He sighed and, opening his eyes, gave
another one-sided shrug. ‘It was all a blur,’ he said.
‘As will be the video pictures,’ added Bernie with a smile.
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Ignoring his wife’s comment, Doug continued. ‘There was this cow.’
‘We’ve got that bit,’ grumbled Joe.’ Just tell us the rest.’
‘I was just about to,’ replied Doug irritably. ‘As I said, cow, video, taxi, swerve, Tuk Tuk
avoids two motorbikes, a second taxi avoids the motorbikes but doesn’t avoid our taxi.’
‘And the arm?’ I asked politely.
‘I was trying to avoid a woman carrying a pile of laundry,’ said Doug innocently.
‘And?’ I asked beckoning the words out of his mouth with my hands.
Doug looked at the oor. ‘I managed to miss the laundry woman,’ he mumbled.
‘He did,’ said Bernie. ‘He actually managed to avoid soiling the woman’s laundry.’
‘But?’ asked Steph who by now was more interested in the story than Al’s mouth.
‘I didn’t avoid the roadside tea seller,’ explained Doug. ‘My arm collided with the tea urn
and there was a bit of a spillage.’
‘A bit?’ said Bernie incredulously. ‘The road was awash with tea.’
‘It was bloody hot tea,’ grumbled Doug.
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‘And so it should be,’ said Mr C. entering the room unexpectedly. Performing his routine
of mopping his forehead with a handkerchief, he sat down on the nearest chair heavily.
‘These roadside merchants are so damned impossible to deal with.’ He dabbed his brow
and waved his handkerchief as if in surrender. ‘I ask you, how can you estimate the
number of cups of tea that are now swimming around the road? Impossible!’ he
exclaimed angrily.
It was obvious that Mr C. was far from his normal jovial self. Mopping his forehead once
again he indicated Doug.
‘How is it that when the British are at home they behave in a staid and reserved manner?’
He held his hands out to emphasise his words. ‘But when they set foot on foreign soil
chaos ensues!’
‘I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration,’ I replied feeling annoyed at the accusation. ‘It’s
more of a cultural adjustment for everyone, yourself included.’
‘Maybe so,’ said Mr C. reluctantly. ‘But you do seem to have had more than your fair
share of problems beginning with when you landed at the airport.’
‘That problem,’ grumbled Joe. ‘Began before we even left home,’ he said looking
accusingly at Al.
‘Hey!’ exclaimed Al. ‘I didn’t start this whole saga so don’t look at me.’
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All eyes turned towards me. There seemed to be an expectation that I might make some
sort of apology. I failed to oblige.
‘So,’ I said pointedly at Doug. ‘Would you care to enlighten us to exactly what it was that
you were trying to lm before your altercation with the tea urn?’
Looking as embarrassed as I felt, Doug gave me a grin of assumed innocence. “ I simply
thought it a good idea to try and get some pictures of taxi drivers. You never know,’ he
said with his one-sided shrug. ‘You might have recognised one of them and we would have
had a de nite lead.’
Mr C. seemed to ponder for a moment before his face signalled that he had arrived at
some sort of conclusion. ‘Interesting,’ he said in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘But there is one
question that seems to be unanswered.’
The exchange of glances between us was su cient to inform Mr C. that we hadn’t a clue
what he was referring to. Mr C. shook his head slightly and appeared genuinely bemused
by our combined lack of understanding. He looked at each of us in turn and then wagged
his nger in Doug’s direction.
‘Tell me,’ he said sternly. ‘Who is going to play the drums now?’

Chapter 31
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For some apparent reason there appeared to be a tacit acceptance that the far corner of
the hotel bar was British territory. Surrounding a table bearing a motley collection of
drinks we sat contemplating life, the universe and chaos theory resulting from imbibing
too much falling over juice. Joe was the rst to take action as he gulped half a glass of beer
before wiping his hand across his mouth.
That’s almost better,’ he sighed as Denise rolled her eyes at her husband’s lack of
decorum. Ignoring his wife’s implied criticism Joe nished his drink, returned his glass to
the table and sighed once again. ‘Seems we’re going nowhere fast,’ he observed.
‘Unlike your beverage,’ retorted Denise atly.
‘Well, I wouldn’t quite go as far as that,’ I interjected before a verbal avalanche of
domestic bile began. Denise treated me to one of her glacial stares. ‘I was referring to Joe’s
comment,’ I explained as the temperature continued to drop.
‘Going anywhere would be a lot further than we’ve got so far,’ growled Joe. ‘Anybody
want another?’ he asked picking up his empty glass.
A chorus of nodded grunts answered Joe’s question as everyone eagerly emptied whatever
remained of their drinks.
‘Cheers!’ grumbled Joe as a collection of drained glasses responded to his question. ‘I’m
almost glad Doug and Bernie are still at the hospital,’ he grunted.
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While Joe reluctantly returned our glasses to the bar for re lling, Harriet came over and
sat on my lap. ‘I miss Rachael,’ she mumbled snuggling her head against my shoulder.
‘So do I,’ I replied giving her head a gentle kiss. ‘But we don’t seem to have discovered
much at all.’
‘You can’t say we haven’t tried,’ replied Denise. ‘We have checked out every possible
location and spoken to a lot of people who have been polite but stubbornly vague,’ she
added.
Immediately lifting his glass from the tray upon Joe’s return, Ben took a quick sip and
looked at each of us in turn. ‘Me and Dan have been talking,’ he began.
‘Dan and I,’ I corrected.
‘Yeah, whatever, Dad,’ he said grinning. ‘Anyway, we reckon that you’ve all been going
about this the wrong way.’
‘Oh really,’ said Joe sarcastically. ‘And what do Holmes and Watson suggest we do
instead?’
‘We’re certain there has been a mix-up,’ said Dan sitting back in his chair and placing his
ngertips together. ‘Aren’t we, Ben?’
‘De nitely,’ replied Ben. ‘A mix-up.’
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‘OK,’ I grinned. ‘So, there has been a mix-up. We know that much but would you be so
kind as to explain what you’re getting at? And,’ I added. ‘Please use words containing less
than three syllables so that the hard of understanding amongst us can follow your logic.’
‘Is that sarcasm, Dad?’ asked Harriet lifting her head from my shoulder.
‘Only when teenagers say it that way,’ I answered.
‘OK,’ she said returning her head to rest.
‘So, it all started when we left the airport,’ began Ben pointing a nger towards me. ‘You
kept on about your Princess, Dad. Loads of people must have heard you and thought
there was a real Princess not some wooden body held together with wires.’
‘Steady on,’ I replied. ‘That’s a custom-built guitar you’re talking about not some plank
and strings.’
‘Exactly,’ said Dan. ‘We reckon because you kept going on and on about the guitar that
somebody decided to kidnap Rachael mistaking her for a Princess.’
‘And sending a ransom note,’ added Ben.
‘Who has paid a ransom?’ demanding Mr C. as he bustled into the bar, sat down and
lifted the nearest full glass from our table.
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‘As far as I am aware,’ I began eager to avoid any further upset and cultural recriminations,
‘a ransom has not been paid, yet.’
Mr C. looked coolly at his glass and then at me. ‘There is no yet to consider,’ he said
taking a sip from his drink. ‘I do not condone rewarding criminals for their actions.’
‘Now just a minute,’ I said placing my glass on the table to avoid spillage while I
articulated my anger. ‘It’s not a case of rewarding the criminals but buying Rachael’s
freedom, which is…’
‘Too damn right,’ interjected Steph. ‘You can’t put a price on a woman’s life.’
‘I think,’ began Mr C.
‘Well,’ said Denise sharply. ‘Perhaps a little more thought might have gone a long way to
sorting this mess out.’
Mr C. held in hands up in surrender. ‘I am so sorry,’ he said with a polite smile. ‘I did not
for one instance want to imply that Rachael’s life was less important than money or
principles.’ He beckoned a waiter and ordered drinks for everyone, which was a welcome
act even if an obvious attempt at placating our anger.
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As the fresh drinks arrived Mr C. performed his brow mopping ritual. ‘I must apologise
for my uncharacteristic display of irritation at the hospital and here at the hotel.’
Replacing his handkerchief in his jacket pocket he gave a sigh. ‘The wedding is a most
important event,’ he continued. ‘Indeed, it is the very reason you are all here.’ He smiled
at his own words as if justifying his earlier reaction. ‘The wedding is not only important
for my nephew and his wife-to-be but it is a very special day for our whole family.’ He
nodded his head several times to con rm the statement. ‘There will be a lot of important
and in uential guests,’ he said proudly. ‘A very prestigious occasion indeed.’
I took a long look at Mr C. over the rim of my glass. Allowing the liquid to toy with my
lips, I began to wonder whether Rachael’s abduction was merely an inconvenience for Mr
C. and his plans. It cast doubt on his involvement in the kidnapping but that didn’t
explain his apparent collusion with the two guys at the Red Fort in New Delhi. He
appeared to be more concerned that the wedding plans should be problem free
irrespective of whether Rachael was still captive or not. I was beginning to wish I’d had
my birthday meal at a local Italian restaurant instead. Suddenly an image of a horse head
in a bed lurched into my mind and I amended my wish to a bag of sh and chips eaten in
an alleyway.
‘Thoughts?’ asked Mr C. awakening me from my reverie.
‘Well,’ I stammered.
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‘Well,’ picked up Al with a grin in my direction. ‘It seems Ben and Dan have an
interesting theory.’ He winked at my two boys. ‘Go on, lads. Tell Mr C. what you were
saying earlier.’
Ben and Dan exchanged a couple of glances and then Dan nodded at Ben. ‘You tell Mr
C.’ he said sheepishly.
‘We think it’s Dad’s fault,’ said Ben without a hint of humour. Mr C. raised his eyebrows,
looked at me with a smile and nodded at the boys.
‘I can see how you arrived at that conclusion,’ he said grinning. ‘But please explain
precisely what fault you consider your father to have made.’
‘It all started,’ began Ben, ‘on Dad’s birthday when…’
‘Please,’ said Mr C. tapping his watch. ‘Time is not being very friendly today.’
‘Sorry,’ said Ben with a shrug. ‘Basically, we reckon because Dad loves his guitar almost as
much as Rachael…’
‘Sshh,’ said Mr C. as I started to object at my son’s accusation of in delity. ‘Let him
explain.’
‘As I was saying,’ continued Ben with a huge grin. ‘We know that because Dad was going
on so much about his precious Princess, someone misunderstood and thought Rachael
was a real Princess and so kidnapped her thinking she was royalty.’
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‘And wanting a huge ransom too,’ added Dan.
Mr C. nodded his head in agreement. ‘I too think you are right,’ he said. ‘So,’ continued
Mr C. draining the last dregs from his glass. ‘How do you propose we go about setting
the record straight?’
Mr C. dissolved into a t of uncharacteristic giggles at his intended pun. ‘Record,’ he said
between giggles. ‘Record, you understand?’
‘Yes, Mr C.’ said Bernie. ‘Very droll, even by Al’s standards.’
‘What?’ exclaimed Al, as Steph gave him a warning glare to prevent any further comment.
Slowly Mr C. brought his giggles under control, smooth his jacket and perform the
forehead mopping ritual. He looked directly at Ben and Dan. ‘What do you suggest?’
Ben and Dan, enjoying the attention, made an elaborate act of unfolding a sheet of paper
extracted from Ben’s back pocket. ‘Our theory,’ began Ben in an overly posh voice.
‘Oi!’ said Joe gru y. ‘Cut out the dodgy accent and get on with it.’
‘Sorry,’ mumbled a de ated Ben. He smoothed the paper out onto the table. ‘We thought
something like this put in the local paper might work.’ He handed the sheet of paper to
Mr C. who, after studying it carefully, nodded his approval.
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‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘We’ll do it straight away.’
I’d had enough by this time. I was beginning to feel like the proverbial member of the
audience at my own drama. ‘Show,’ I said sternly pointing at the paper.
Uncertain whether I was speaking harshly to him or my boys, Mr C. handed the sheet of
paper to me without a word. It took me a couple of seconds to comprehend the various
squiggles and lines and then I couldn’t help it. Laughter began to surface and exploded
with su cient force that soon everyone around the table was laughing even though they
hadn’t a clue what the joke was. I spread the sheet of paper on the table for all to see.
A fresh bout of laughing and nger pointing, rst at the sheet of paper and then at me,
continued until Mr C. signalled for attention.
‘I am sorry to interrupt your merriment,’ he said wiping laughter tears from his cheeks. ‘
But this is an exceptionally brilliant idea and we must act upon it now in order for it to
reach its intended destination in time.’
Without waiting for a word of instruction from me, Ben and Dan disappeared upstairs
and returned minutes later carrying my guitar case and a camera between them.
‘Here you go, Dad,’ said Ben handing me my guitar. ‘Time to pose with the real Princess.’
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Immediately, Dan began snapping pictures as I moved from a partially seated position to
standing in a slightly crouched position with my right arm held high as if to perform the
notorious windmill action perfected by Pete Townshend of the Who.
‘Very good, very good,’ applauded Mr C. ‘but just one more picture?’ he asked Dan.
Several pictures later and Mr C. was nally satis ed with the pictures of himself
embracing both the guitar and me. ‘Excellent,’ he said proudly. ‘Now I must rush these
pictures to the newspaper and have them appear in tomorrow’s edition.’ He beckoned
Ben and Dan to follow. ‘Come along, let me introduce you to my friends at the
newspaper and,’ he added with a wave of his arm to all of us. ‘Dinner is on me. See you all
later,’ he called over his shoulder as Ben and Dan scurried after him.
‘It’ll be interesting to see if that works,’ said Al with a sigh. ‘Got to admit it is quite
ingenious.’
‘I hope so,’ I replied with a sigh of my own.
‘It can’t do any harm,’ said Denise warmly. ‘It’s worth trying anything if it’ll help get
Rachael back safely.
‘Damn right,’ agreed Steph. ‘Surely seeing a picture of you holding your guitar with it
clearly stating that is called the Princess, and the kidnappers will see their mistake and
release Rachael.’
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‘I can only hope that is the case,’ I said rubbing my eyes. ‘As long as it doesn’t end up with
the guitar being abducted instead.’
‘It is a good plan though,’ said Steph grinning. ‘Wish your boys had told us about their
theory earlier. We might have got this sorted and Rachael back with us this morning.’
‘You mean I broke me friggin’ arm for nothing?’ groaned Doug standing in the doorway.
We all looked around to see Doug leaning melodramatically on Bernie’s shoulder. ‘The
futility of it all,’ he groaned placing the back of his free hand against his forehead.
Suddenly noticing the empty glasses strewn around the table he winked at Bernie.
‘Reckon I’m due a drink or three,’ he said nodding towards the bar. ‘Get ‘em in
somebody, I’m parched.’

Chapter 32
‘Here we are again then,’ quipped Joe dropping his weight onto the chair. He looked
across at Doug’s somnolent form draped over the table. ‘How’s the head, Doug?’ he
asked stirring a freshly poured cup of tea vigorously. Joe nodded his thanks to Denise for
the early morning brew and chuckled at Doug’s groaning gure. ‘Shouldn’t have mixed
alcohol and painkillers, my lad. A tactical error there.’
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Although we were technically guests at the hotel it felt more as if we were actually
permanent residents and not the transient people expected at such an establishment. Our
brief sojourn so far seemed to have consisted of a circular tour of the hotel from bedroom
to restaurant, to the bar and then back to the bedroom. After a few hours slumber, the
same pattern continues with even the hotel employees looking askance at our persistent
presence.
My o spring seemed oblivious to this monotonous existence as they had everything
necessary for sustaining life: Wi-Fi, bed, TV, food, and consuming zzy drinks in the
presence of adults, which gave them the impression of maturity – although the behaviour
of certain adults after a few drinks was not an impressive advert for maturity.
Against a backdrop of Doug’s groans, Joe’s chuckles and my three kids devouring
anything edible, I signalled for Al to pass the co ee pot.
‘Thanks,’ I said gratefully as Al obliged once he’d lled his own cup to the brim. ‘I have a
feeling that a regular ca eine intake is the only thing that will get me through the day.’
‘Be grateful you only need ca eine,’ grinned Steph with a nod towards Doug. ‘I think he’s
going to need something a lot stronger.’
‘Like a tongue-lashing from Bernie,’ laughed Al.
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‘Keep it down,’ whispered Doug gru y. ‘And please don’t make me feel any worse by
threatening to in ict a tirade from my dear wife.’ Performing a one-hand massage on his
head he partially opened both eyes. ‘She’s already spoken a few chosen words but I
feigned sleep so she gave up after fteen minutes.’ He gave a lop-sided grin. ‘I crept out
while she was in the bathroom. She’ll be down any moment,’ he said with a cautious
glance towards the restaurant doors. ‘Somebody stall her or even say something nice to
her for goodness sake. Anything to delay the aural battering I’m going to get sometime
today.’
‘What’s with the some time?’ snapped Bernie as she walked brusquely through the doors.
‘What kind of man skulks out of a room leaving his wife worried sick that he might have
wandered o in some hallucinogenic state and got himself run over by a herd of
Wildebeest and…’
‘I think you’ll nd Wildebeest are almost certain to be found mainly on the African
continent but I may be wrong,’ remarked Doug.
Bernie sat down at the table, snatched the co ee pot from my hand and poured a cup of
co ee. ‘Make the most of it,’ she said glaring at her husband, ‘because I certainly shall
later.’
‘Take pity on an injured man,’ grinned Al.
‘Pity?’ questioned Bernie. ‘I took pity on him once and look where that’s got me,’ she
snapped waving her gold-ringed left hand.
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‘I suppose you’re going to bring your Mother into this somehow,’ groaned Doug with his
head resting on the table.
‘You never did like her,’ remarked Bernie. ‘She often said it was a pity I’d lowered her
expectations when I met you.’
‘You had to,’ chuckled Joe. ‘You stand a good head and shoulders above Doug.’
Bernie took a quick look and Doug and smiled mischievously. ‘Mother used to refer to
him as Dustbin.’
Doug groaned loudly but didn’t raise his head. I think we were all too curious to give even
the remotest thought to Doug’s feelings. Bernie, sensing she had our full attention
launched into a full and embarrassing explanation.
‘He was even shorter when we rst met,’ began Bernie. ‘He’d walk me home at night and
sit on our dustbin so that he was the same height as me.’
‘You didn’t have to kiss me,’ moaned Doug.
‘You wouldn’t get o the dustbin until I did,’ grinned Bernie. ‘If I’d have refused you
would have been carted away by the refuse-collectors the next morning.’
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Doug’s response was lost amongst our laughter. Into the middle of our mirth walked Mr
C. As was becoming customary, he sat down and helped himself to the nearest plate of
food. With a mouthful of food, he looked around and smiled.
‘What am I missing?’ he said as croissant akes tumbled from his mouth.
‘Nothing,’ groaned Doug ‘s slightly mu ed voice.
Mr C. raised an eyebrow in enquiry. Al, whose laughter-tears had only just ceased owing,
pointed at Doug.
‘We have just been informed of Doug’s dark secret.’
‘Really?’ replied Mr C. trying desperately to swallow the croissant particles. Seizing on a
glass of orange juice he quickly lubricated his throat.
‘Yes, really,’ chuckled Al. ‘Apparently, he’s a Dustbin.’
Mr C. frantically fumbled for his handkerchief as croissant and orange cocktail threatened
to erupt. Coughing and dabbing at his mouth, he waved a hand by way of apology.
‘I do humbly apologise,’ he rasped. ‘Those croissant crumbs can be most troublesome.’
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With an obliging pat on Mr C’s back, Steph handed him a glass of water. ‘This will help,’
she said kindly. ‘Do you think croissants are the most suitable breakfast for you?’ She
beckoned a waiter over to the table. ‘Here you go, Mr C.’ she smiled. ‘Perhaps you would
like to order your own breakfast that would be more suitable than what is on our plates?’
Suitably chastened, Mr C. spoke a few words to the waiter who then hurried away to
secure the necessary breakfast, items.
‘I must say,’ began Mr C. seemingly composed after his chortling choke. ‘That you have
been a most entertaining and,’ he added with a smile and wave of his index nger, ‘at
times, a very distracting group too, which has been, mostly, a rewarding experience.’ He
nodded his thanks to the waiter who presented an array of food dishes before him. After
sampling several titbits Mr C. sighed with satisfaction. ‘I have come to bring you some
news and an o er,’ he said beaming at us all. Al laughed out loud.
‘And here’s me labouring under the misapprehension that you merely came to help us
consume our breakfast,’ he said jovially.
Mr C. seemed confused. He looked as if he was caught between feeling mocked, chastised
or being made to feel part of the group. With a smile, he chose the latter and nudged Al’s
arm.
‘One day I will understand your British humour but until then I will satisfy myself with
delivering my news.’
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‘I thought you lived in the UK?’ said Doug raising his head from the table. He looked
genuinely pleased that the focus of attention had moved from him and his nickname.
‘Surely you should be familiar with our humour by now?’
Mr C. shrugged. ‘If only it were that simple,’ he said smiling. ‘I spend most of my day at
the restaurant, some time with my family and then, if there is any time left in the week, I
like to see my friends. There is little time to investigate the complexities of the British
sense of humour.’
‘You must learn to get out more,’ said Bernie, with her eyes rmly xed on Doug.
‘You have some news, Mr C?’ said Doug averting his gaze from his wife.
‘Yes,’ replied Mr C. his eyes itting between Doug and Bernie. ‘But forgive me,’ he said
indicating both Bernie and Doug. ‘This eye thing, body language and apparent marital
disharmony, it is part of British humour, a joke?’
‘Yes,’ replied Doug hastily. ‘It’s a joke, messing around and…’
‘Deadly serious,’ added Bernie sternly. ‘Don’t listen to him,’ she said patting Mr C’s hand.
‘He’s only trying to delay the inevitable.’
‘What, precisely, is inevitable?’ asked Mr C. in confusion.
‘The word No!’ said Bernie rmly looking at Doug.
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‘She means Headache,’ explained Doug for Mr C’s bene t.
‘Ah,’ grinned Mr C. ‘You must buy your lady more chocolate.’
‘Thank you, Mr C.’ smiled Bernie. ‘At last, a man who understands.’
‘Good grief,’ groaned Doug. With slow, deliberate movements he extracted a couple of
tablets from a container and lubricated their journey by swallowing a whole glass of
orange juice. He looked around at his audience and gave a lop-sided grin. ‘I’m a man,’ he
grinned. ‘I don’t do pain and my arm’s killing me.’ As if the statement had exhausted him
he placed his head onto the table once more.
While the female fraternity grinned at Doug and my three o spring simply looking
bemused, I took the opportunity to push Mr C. for his news. ‘You were saying something
about news?’
‘Yes, indeed,’ he replied. ‘The rst piece of news concerns the news,’ he said grinning.
‘The photo of Harry, the Princess and my good self, has been displayed on the front page
of the daily paper. A very nice picture of me if I may say so,’ he said brushing his hair
neatly across his forehead. ‘Hopefully, we will hear some good news fairly soon.’
‘I hope so,’ I replied sagging into my chair. ‘Each hour seems like a day.’
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Harriet came over to me and laid her head on my lap. ‘I want to go home,’ she managed
to say as she fought back her tears.
‘Harriet,’ said Steph quietly as she herself seemed to be on the verge of a tear ght. ‘Could
you help me choose which lipstick to wear with my out t? I’ve tried asking Al but he’s no
use whatsoever.’
‘You did no such…’ he began before suddenly bending down to massage his shin.
‘Thanks,’ said Steph as Harriet went straight over to look into the make-up bag.
As Harriet and Steph discussed the merits of various colour combinations, I tapped Mr
C’s arm ‘Other news?’ I asked.
‘Yes, most de nitely,’ replied Mr C. ‘The other news concerns your good friend, Doug.’
‘Leave me out of it,’ groaned Doug from the table. ‘I’m in enough strife as it is.’
‘Ah, but this is good news,’ chuckled Mr C. ‘I have found someone who can replace you
on the drums for the big event.’
‘You ain’t got a tabla player to stand-in have you?’ growled Doug raising his head. ‘We
play the blues you know, not some kind of mystic tapestry stu .’
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‘What on earth are you going on about?’ queried Joe waving a slice of toast in Doug’s
direction. ‘You gone daft or something?”
For the rst time that morning Bernie appeared to show some concern for her husband.
‘I think it’s the painkillers,’ she said lifting Doug’s head and peering into his vacant eyes.
‘He’s more sozzled than a newt at Hogmanay.’
‘I don’t understand,’ complained Mr C. ‘What is the relevance of a newt and Hogmanay
please?’
Ignoring Mr C’s ignorance, Joe, Al and Bernie helped Doug to his feet and, between
them, started to guide him towards the lift and his bed. My two boys appeared
disinterested in the shenanigans of the adults and were busily eating every edible morsel
on the table including Mr C’s recently arrived breakfast dishes. I thought it wise to
distract him before he noticed their antics.
‘The drummer?’ I asked.
‘Yes, the drummer,’ replied Mr C. ‘A nephew of mine who plays in a local marching band.
He’s a very good drummer. Keeps strict time,’ he added.
‘It’s a good job you have a large family,’ grinned Denise. ‘Otherwise, we’d be struggling to
survive India.’
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‘Most de nitely,’ he replied. ‘Most de nitely.’
‘And the other news?’ she asked as Steph and Harriet, fresh from their make-up
consultation, looked enquiringly at Mr C.
‘As yesterday was rather curtailed by Doug’s unfortunate mishap,’ he said, pausing for a
moment as a smile mischievously crept across his face. ‘I have decided to organise a guided
tour of three of our celebrated markets here in Dehradun followed by afternoon tea at a
most splendid hotel.’
‘Brilliant,’ declared Steph. ‘Al will be delighted when I tell him how much he’s going to
spend on me.’
‘Ah,’ said Mr C. triumphantly. ‘More of the British humour, I like it.’ He looked across at
my two boys who were still busily engaged with breakfast. He pushed the nal dish of
food towards them. ‘Perhaps you would like to nish this for me too?’

Chapter 33
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I felt like a teenager again as we all congregated on the street corner. We had been
deposited opposite the Clock Tower – or the Ghanta Ghar as Mr C. later informed me
rmly. It is a sort of uno cial centre of Dehradun where the Rajpur Road from the
North and the Chakrata Road from the West meet in a maelstrom of dust, wheels, and
congestion. It seems to be a place where indicators on vehicles are ignored in favour of
the motorised horn and where you have a better chance of winning a Lottery than
crossing the road safely.
Huddled together, partly out of feeling strangers in a strange place and partly out of not
wanting to gamble with our lives, we waited for the promised tour guide. Fortunately, we
didn’t have to wait long. Unfortunately what we were presented with was not so much a
tour guide as a tourist attraction.
It wasn’t enough that the tall, spindly man that strode towards us stood head and
shoulders above the crowd. Neither was it the fact that he waved a large, furled black
umbrella in front of him as if clearing a way through the jungle. What made this gure so
striking was his costume of a black bowler hat, and a three-piece pinstripe suit decorated
with a red carnation and a bright red handkerchief uttering out of the top pocket of his
jacket.
‘Well met, good people,’ boomed the gure. ‘Mr Chatterjee told me you’d be awaiting my
arrival. So,’ he added pointing the tip of his umbrella directly at me, ‘shall we begin?’
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‘As you are to act as our guide this afternoon?’ I replied with a slight backwards step away
from the steel tip. ‘Might we know your name?’
‘Of course,’ laughed the gure. He lowered the umbrella and, extending his hand, he
bowed deeply. ‘Deepesh Saxena at your service.’
I placed my hand in his and received an overly rm handshake. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr
Saxena,’ I replied extricating my hand as quickly as possible. ‘I trust you have a packed
itinerary for us?’
‘Most certainly,’ he replied. ‘But please, call me Deepesh.’
‘Thank you, Deepesh,’ I replied. ‘Where do we start?’
‘Follow the umbrella,’ answered Deepesh with a huge grin. Without another word, he
swung around, ipped the umbrella skywards and walked into the crowd.
As one we followed in the wake of the bobbing umbrella. I think people and tra c made
way for us more out of curiosity than politeness. The scene of several obvious tourists,
following an umbrella hoisted into the air by an elongated suit and bowler hat, must have
caused much merriment later in the day over a hot cup of Masala Chai. Ignoring the
present, and future amusement we followed Deepesh and the umbrella until we came to
an abrupt halt at the kerbside.
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‘Inside, quickly,’ urged Deepesh pointing to the minibus parked ambitiously between a
number of stationary motorbikes, a very large wooden pole throwing lengths of wire
towards another pole, and a group of people holding a heated debate in the sun.
‘Make haste,’ commanded Deepesh with a smart tap on the driver’s shoulder.
‘Strewth,’ moaned Joe as he only just managed to t his frame into the minibus when it
lurched forward. ‘Don’t you have a word for caution in your language?’
Deepesh laughed uproariously. He removed his bowler hat, extracted a handkerchief from
somewhere inside, mopped his forehead and returned the handkerchief and bowler hat to
their former positions. ‘Mr Chatterjee warned me about your British sense of humour,’
he said with a chuckle. ‘But I didn’t expect to encounter it so soon.’
I was desperately thinking of something funny to say about the handkerchief and headmopping thing but failed miserably. I just left it as some sort of learnt ritual handed down
from father to son through the generations.
As the minibus slalomed through the tra c I tapped Deepesh on the arm. ‘And the rst
item on our itinerary is…?’
Deepesh nodded. ‘Paltan Bazaar,’ he replied producing an enormous grin. ‘It is not far
and it is a veritable treasure trove of items to gladden your hearts.’
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‘You’re saying there is a lot of things to buy?’ queried Denise with a smirk towards Joe.
‘Oh, most certainly,’ replied Deepesh. ‘The Bazaar is noted for its range of products.
Many are made by some of the tribal communities. All at very reasonable prices,’ he
added.
‘Oh joy,’ sighed Joe. ‘That’s saved me performing CPR on my wallet.’
‘This is only the rst stop,’ smiled Denise. ‘Give me time, my love,’ she said with an added
wink. ‘Give me time.’
Deepesh tried to follow the conversation but gave up, shrugged and tapped the driver on
the shoulder. The minibus lurched to a halt at the top of what appeared to be a narrow
street. Unfolding himself from his seat, Deepesh slid the door of the minibus open and
stood with umbrella poised to lead us through the bazaar.
As we prised ourselves out of the minibus, leaving Bernie encouraging Doug to shift his
weight from his rear end to his feet, I quickly grabbed hold of the umbrella. Momentarily
stunned, Deepesh quickly regained his composure and rmly retook control of his
umbrella.
‘You wish to act as the guide?’ he asked with a smile.
‘Not at all,’ I replied. ‘I just wanted to ask if we could take a leisurely stroll through the
bazaar rather than something resembling a Whirling Dervish.’
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Deepesh seemed to think for a moment and then nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said politely.
‘Perhaps it is better if you take your time to experience the bazaar to its full. However,’ he
added placing a nger on his cheek. ‘Your reference to the Whirling Dervish is somewhat
misleading. The whirling dance is more of an aid to meditation and performed as a part
of a formal ceremony known as the Sema and…’
‘The bazaar?’ interrupted Denise with her arm rmly linked to Joe’s arm.
‘Ah, yes,’ smiled Deepesh. ‘The Bazaar.’
I had noticed something really odd about our minibus journey. The Paltan Bazaar Road
had begun almost immediately from the Clock Tower. We had travelled barely ve
minutes, and taken a detour along several obscure roads, to arrive at a junction where the
road morphed into the Dhamawala Bazaar Road. Standing on the corner of Paltan Bazaar
Road and Arya Samaj Road I felt both bemused and ba ed.
My three o spring were looking expectantly at me whilst the rest of the group looked
equally expectantly at Deepesh. A total lack of comprehension washed over me like a cold
shower. I’d had enough. Grabbing a hold of the umbrella once more I pointed generally in
the direction of the Clock Tower.
‘Why the short journey in a sti ing minibus? Why didn’t we just walk here? Why couldn’t
we have found a restaurant and had a cool drink? Why are we here? What’s the point?’ I
asked as the words tumbled out of my mouth.
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Deepesh looked at me with good humour. Placing his hands on my shoulders he gave me
a nod and smiled.
‘Although the philosophical musings would prove most entertaining, I cannot answer
your last question,’ he said apologetically. ‘As for the journey, well, it keeps a driver
employed, helps him to feed his family, pays for his children’s education and, importantly,
keeps him from under his wife’s feet.’ He gave a quiet chuckle at his last comment. ‘And if
you ever meet his wife you will understand.’ He nodded his head in the general direction
of the bazaar. ‘It will be a most pleasant walk through the bazaar and back to the Clock
Tower. Plenty of opportunities to purchase some most excellent gifts.’
‘Sounds good to me,’ said Denise a touch impatiently.
I could sense everyone was keen to merge into the throng of people rather than
remaining something of a curiosity. ‘Shall we?’ I suggested to Deepesh by releasing my
grip on his umbrella and indicating the bazaar.
‘Of course,’ he said raising his umbrella. ‘This way.’
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We entered a narrow street lined with shops on either side disgorging their contents in a
riot of colour and confusion. Racks of brightly coloured clothes forced pedestrians
towards the middle of the road while racks of handbags, books, and trinkets sat next to
tables displaying sequined cushions, and wooden ornaments. Every now and again a row
of motorcycles formed a disorderly queue beneath wooden telegraph poles, which stood
festooned with coat hangers draped with shawls, and scarves. The bazaar also played
nicely into a common game I often amused myself with by thinking of the collective
noun for groups of items, such as a spout of tea pots, a spoke of cyclists or a farrago of

politicians. Dehradun had given me a horn of motorcycles. The incessant noise and
insistence that every revolution of the front wheel must be celebrated by a pressing of the
horn, was verging on the unbearable. Within a meagre few metres of walking along the
bazaar, I’d found the front wheel of a motorcycle within millimetres of my tender parts
and, on two occasions almost become an unwilling pillion passenger.
Suppressing his laughter, Deepesh ushered us all towards one of the many food vendors
that somehow managed to nd su cient space to prepare, cook and sell a wide range of
snacks. With a slight nod from Deepesh, the couple of old guys behind the stall became
very animated and began busily rolling what looked like small balls of dough beneath their
hands and then dropping them into broad pans suspended over boiling water.
‘Momos,’ explained Deepesh. ‘A real delicacy and very much a favourite snack here in
Dehradun.’
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Our combined lack of understanding must have been evident from the silence that
greeted his words. He shrugged and treated us to a display of his overly white teeth.
‘Momos are little dumplings that are steamed, or sometimes fried,’ he said patiently. ‘They
are most often lled with a minced meat or vegetables.’ He indicated a large dish
containing a thick, red liquid. ‘Spicy tomato sauce,’ he said with a grin. ‘Very good indeed.’
The noise of the various motorcycles and the occasional tuk-tuk seemed to reach a
crescendo. Most of the pedestrians appeared oblivious to the mechanised transport and
continued to stroll casually between the shops, outdoor shelving, and appeared to
navigate by some form of osmosis, only occasionally causing a motorcycle to slow down
or swerve to avoid contact. In the midst of this bazaar cacophony came the incessant
beeping of one particular horn. It continued its noisy progress until it came to an abrupt
halt beside us. Amazingly, a profusely sweating Mr C. climbed out of a tuk-tuk and
immediately began mopping his forehead.
‘Harry, Harry,’ he called. ‘Thank goodness I’ve found you.’ He paused to regain both his
breath and composure. ‘It’s Rachael,’ he said excitedly. ‘We have found her.’

Chapter 34
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I honestly don’t remember much about the brief journey in the tuk-tuk. I do recall
hearing Mr C. shout some instructions at the driver, and the Tibetan Market mentioned
but as to anything else it all sped by in a whirl of emotions.
Mr C. ignored my plaintive questions concerning the details of Rachael’s release and
merely o ered a grunt as he mopped his forehead continuously.
A tuk-tuk never looks stable at the best of times but sitting in one that seemed to defy the
basic law of physics was almost too much. With hands holding on to anything that felt
remotely secure I braced my body against the jolting motion as we sped around the Clock
Tower, and eventually turned into Pant Road.
The tuk-tuk came to a welcome halt under a large blue sign that announced the Tibetan

Market Welfare Association. Mr C. said something to the driver who gave a brief shrug,
extracted a crumpled newspaper from his back pocket and sat back to catch up on the
day’s news.
‘This way,’ urged Mr C. who could move surprisingly quickly for someone whose body
was obviously accustomed to a more leisurely mode of movement.
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The colours and noise of the Tibetan Market were no di erent to those of the Paltan
Bazaar. Lines of brightly coloured garments framed smallish cubicles from which eager
faces looked out at the passing trade. A Temple dedicated to Buddha stood proudly above
the corrugated roofs of the market and it was just passed this gold-fringed building that a
small group of people surrounded one of the highly-coloured market stalls.
Our approach was greeted by the digitised clicks and ashes of several cameras as Mr C.
once again mopped his forehead, and swept any idle hairs away from his eyebrows.
‘Mr Cousins,’ called a disembodied voice. ‘What are your feelings at this moment?’
I didn’t bother replying. I couldn’t have put my feelings into words anyway. Making my
way through the small throng of apparent newspaper people I approached two beigeuniformed policemen who immediately stepped aside. Sitting on a makeshift chair
Rachael lifted her face towards me. Her feeble smile crumpled as tears streaked her face.
Totally oblivious to anyone or anything I lifted Rachael from the chair and held her as
close as was humanly possible. Words were super uous as I buried my face into her neck
and allowed my own tears to fall.
‘You’ve missed me then?’ mumbled Rachael into my ear.
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I took a step back and held Rachael slightly away from my body. It was only then that I
noticed that she was dressed in a pale lemon sari, under which she wore an o -white
tightly tted blouse, which she informed me later was called a choli, but, as is my want, I
still called it a blouse.
‘You approve,’ she asked allowing a smile to brighten her tears.
‘I don’t care if it’s a potato sack,’ I whispered, ‘as long as it’s you inside.’
‘Charming,’ she said pulling me back to her. ‘And here’s me wanting to look my best too.’
I held her face in my hands and kissed her forehead. ‘Beautiful,’ I managed to say before
the words caught in my throat and my eyes began to leak again.
‘This might help,’ said Mr C. o ering his handkerchief to me. ‘I nd it most useful.’
I didn’t care that the handkerchief was already moist; I was only going to add to the
moisture content anyway.
‘How?’ I asked returning Mr C’s handkerchief.
‘The newspaper received a call,’ he replied. ‘I received a call from the newspaper. The
police received a call from me and then it was my duty to reunite you with Rachael.’
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Spontaneously we both stretched out our arms and drew Mr C. toward us. Somewhere in
the background the cameras clicked and ashed while a couple of reporters spoke to an
unseen audience. Snippets of images replayed themselves in my mind as I recalled sitting
alone on an upturned milk crate in my garden and wondering where my life was going. I
couldn’t have imagined this scene or the feeling of wanting to be with someone so much
that being without them, even for a short time, brought cold waves of loneliness crashing
against my senses.
Mr C. gave a sort of embarrassed cough and gently peeled our arms from around his
shoulders. He smiled and clapped his hands.
‘The two policemen will escort you back to the hotel,’ he said with a huge grin spreading
across his face. ‘Meanwhile, I have a few words to say to the media.’
As he stepped forward the waiting journalists descended eager for a story with Mr C.
equally as eager to satisfy their demands. With a polite nod, the policemen indicated a
waiting taxi thoughtfully provided by Mr C.
Ignoring several cries for interviews and further pictures, I held Rachael tightly as we
allowed the taxi and police escort to take us back to the hotel and something resembling
normality.

Chapter 35
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After partially completing three crossword puzzles, glancing at the local newspaper and
looking at Rachael’s sleeping form every two minutes, I decided it was time for afternoon
tea. Gently kissing her sleep-soft face I waited for consciousness to reassert itself. With her
eyes struggling to open, Rachael smiled and uttered those time-honoured words beloved
by all recumbent females.
‘Cup of tea?’ she asked.
‘I never thought I’d welcome normality so much,’ I replied.
Rachael dragged a hand across her face causing a few strands of almost curly hair to
obscure her sight. Brushing her hair back she sat up and surveyed the room.
‘It’s not home but I’m so glad to be here,’ she said as tears bathed the sleep from her eyes.
Dabbing at the moisture with the edge of a blanket Rachael attempted a smile. ‘I don’t
want us to be apart again.’
‘Neither do I,’ I replied. I stretched out my arm and drew her close. ‘Nor does Mr C.’ I
added. ‘He’s had those two policemen on guard duty ever since we stepped foot inside
the hotel.’
Rachael yawned and swept the hair from her face once again. ‘That’s kind of him,’ she
said thoughtfully. ‘But why bother if he was somehow mixed up with the whole asco?’
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‘Don’t ask me,’ I shrugged. ‘I haven’t a clue and, at this moment in time, I don’t honestly
care.’
Rachael got up from the bed and walked into the bathroom. ‘Shall we have tea in the
restaurant?’
‘We’d better,’ I answered. ‘I think everyone wants to see you just to make certain you’re
for real.’
An enthusiastic round of applause greeted our arrival in the restaurant. Bernie, Denise
and Steph immediately commandeered Rachael and together they sat sipping tea,
nibbling at cake and trying to cram three days gossip into as many minutes. Al rolled his
eyes in mock horror and handed me a cup of tea.
‘You have a look of relief, anticipation, anxiety and exhaustion etched in your face,’ he
said with a wink. ‘Sit down and take the weight o your mind.’
I attempted to laugh but something resembling the noise of a blocked drain made itself
heard. ‘Cheers, Al,’ I replied with a throat-clearing cough. ‘It’s mainly relief I feel at the
moment.’
‘Wait until later and Rachael might…’ began Doug.
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‘Doug!’ snapped Bernie without turning around to give her husband the full bene t of
her reprimand.
Doug took a sip of his tea. ‘…Feel so much better,’ he continued giving Bernie a look of
complete innocence that she chose to ignore. ‘Piece of cake,’ he said o ering me a plate of
lavishly decorated small cakes.
‘Hello, Dad,’ grinned Harriet as she sat on my lap and helped herself to a handful of cakes
from the plate that Doug o ered.
‘Where are your brothers?’ I asked looking around the restaurant and failing to see any
evidence of Ben and Dan.
‘They came down to take some cakes and then went back to the room to watch cricket on
the TV,’ she replied busily inserting a whole cake into her mouth.
‘Harriet,’ I said in the sternest voice I could nd. ‘Take a least one bite, please.’
‘She’s ne,’ chided Al dunking a cake into his tea. ‘Let her enjoy the occasion,’ he added
popping the soggy cake into his mouth.
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Before I could muster a response, Mr C. walked into the restaurant followed by two
waiters carrying a large television. After a few moments of connecting cables and with Mr
C. o ering several impractical words of advice the television blinked into life. As if by
some unseen magnetic force, the television attracted everyone towards it as Mr C. tapped
busily at the remote control.
‘Ah,’ he exclaimed. ‘Here we are.’
The screen displayed a smartly dressed reporter talking rapidly to the camera. In the
background, the Clock Tower could be seen overlooking the furious antics of the vehicles
below. Mr C. tapped the screen irritably. The scene changed to images of the Tibetan
Market and there was Mr C. himself repeatedly mopping his forehead whilst silently
explaining what was happening to the camera.
‘I can’t hear myself,’ complained Mr C. stabbing at buttons on the remote. One of the
waiters patiently pressed a button and Mr C. could be heard throughout the hotel.
‘Pardon me,’ apologised the waiter as he pressed the button once more and Mr C. was
reduced to a whisper.
‘There’s Daddy,’ cried Harriet pointing at the screen. ‘And Rachael, look.’
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Sure enough, just over Mr C’s left shoulder viewers could see my arms enfolding Rachael
who, I had to admit, looked rather lovely in her sari. I looked across at the real life Rachael
and smiled. A sleep, shower and change of clothes had transformed her into the woman I
was engaged to. She nodded at the screen.
‘Don’t you think I look rather good in a sari?’ she asked.
‘Yes you do,’ answered Denise on my behalf. ‘We saw some lovely saris at the Paltan
Bazaar.’
‘Beautiful,’ agreed Bernie. ‘We’ll take you there tomorrow and Harry can treat you to a
selection.’
‘Hang on a minute,’ I started to say before Al tapped my shoulder.
‘You can’t ght it, my old son,’ he quipped. ‘Give in gracefully. You know it’s for the best.’
The female television presenter had decided that she had seen enough of Mr C and
decided to chat about some problems with the local electricity supply. Seeing that he was
no longer the centre of anyone’s attention, he ddled with the remote control until the
screen went blank.
‘Women do prattle so,’ he complained. ‘Present company apart,’ he added quickly.
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The company of females nodded their acceptance of his apology while continuing to sup
tea.
Taking another cake, Doug took a bite and pointed towards Rachael with the crumble
remains. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Do we get to hear what happened?’
‘No,’ replied Bernie sharply. She turned to Rachael whose eyes began to moisten. ‘He can
be so insensitive at times,’ she said apologetically.
‘I had a good teacher,’ grunted Doug placing the cake remnants into his mouth. Before
the marital war of words began in earnest, Joe gave Mr C’s jacket sleeve a gentle tug.
‘This nephew of yours, is he any good and when do we get to rehearse with him?’
‘He is very good,’ grinned Mr C. ‘I have given him your set list and he is even now busily
listening and practising the songs.’
‘Not quite a rehearsal,’ complained Joe. ‘But if that’s how you want to play it…’
‘Goodness me, no,’ laughed Mr C. ‘I will not be playing it at all.’ He looked at Joe’s face
and then turned to me. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘This is more of your humour, yes?’ I nodded and
Mr C clapped his hands. ‘Superb,’ he laughed again. ‘Very good indeed.’
‘If you say so,’ muttered Joe.
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‘I do say so,’ replied Mr C. ‘And what is more I have arranged for us all to have a super
meal to celebrate Rachael’s safe return to us.’
Another round of applause greeted his words and Mr C. appeared genuinely pleased with
himself. ‘A memorable day, Harry,’ he said shaking my hand enthusiastically.
‘De nitely,’ I agreed. Ignoring the fact that I still had Mr C’s hand in mine, I turned to
face Rachael. ‘You have no idea how much you want somebody in your life when that
person isn’t there.’
Mr C’s hand fell limply to his side as I gently moved Harriet onto her own chair. I moved
over to kneel by Rachael. Taking her hand I kissed the engagement ring that the
kidnappers had so thoughtfully ignored. Rachael leant her head towards mine and kissed
my forehead. Words seemed super uous as everyone allowed the scene before them to
speak volumes.
The sound of a chair being moved broke the silence. We all looked around to see Al
balancing on one knee with Steph’s hand in his. He swallowed noisily, brushed an
invisible hair from his cheek and then looked directly at Steph.
‘Will you marry me?’

Chapter 36
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The Coriander Blossom restaurant was an ideal location for a double celebration. Sitting
on a veranda overlooking a forest reserve on the Rajpur Road, we ate in style under a
slatted wooden roof that coerced your eyes into focussing on the distant hills emerging
from the forest.
The champagne had owed freely as Mr C. insisted on everyone sharing the sense of
happiness together. Joe and Doug, in particular, had embraced the happiness and were
now almost incapable of embracing anything else. Harriet, as she had been doing for the
last few hours, was snuggled up to Rachael, and seemed content to consume chocolate
wafers at regular intervals. Ben and Dan had started to imitate the puppet-like motions of
Joe and Doug until I gave them a stern reprimand by con scating their zzy drinks. I did
relent a few minutes later and allowed them to inhale the bubbles without the
accompanying mimicry.
Denise and Bernie watched the less than digni ed behaviour of their respective husbands
with alternate sighs and a shake of the head. Eventually, the spectacle proved too much
and Bernie con scated Doug’s empty champagne glass.
‘Children!’ she snapped.
‘We don’t behave like that,’ retorted Dan defensively.
‘Precisely,’ replied Bernie.
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I gave both Dan and Ben the bene t of a raised eyebrow as we all watched Doug slowly
slip from an upright position until his head rested on Joe’s shoulder. The additional
weight against his body didn’t seem to bother Joe as he gave up his own ght to remain
perpendicular and slumped against Doug. Several Smartphones clicked as pictures of the
loving couple were saved for posterity.
Rachael, who had visibly relaxed more as the evening progressed, blew a kiss towards
Doug and Joe. ‘Don’t they make a lovely couple,’ she chuckled. As we murmured our
assent she leant over to Al and Steph who had spent most of the evening hand-in-hand.
‘As do this pair of reunited lovers.’
Steph immediately blushed and looked down at the engagement ring that Al had
managed to acquire from one of Mr C’s many entrepreneurial relations. Al had the
decency to allow his face to display a shade of embarrassment as he shrugged
nonchalantly.
‘It’s all about timing,’ he quipped. ‘Isn’t that right, Harry?’
‘Have to agree there,’ I replied smiling. ‘And to misquote Nietzsche, “Without timing,
music would be a mistake.”
‘Except for jazz, of course,’ grinned Al knowing full well that Joe was in no conscious
position to defend all things of a jazzy nature.
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Steph, seemingly anxious to shift the focus of attention away from her very recent
engagement, gently touched Rachael’s hand. ‘Do you feel able to tell us a little about
what happened to you?’
Rachael thought for a moment and then sighed. ‘The police questioned me thoroughly
before Harry arrived at the Tibetan Market, and Mr C. has asked me a lot of questions
too.’
Mr C. bowed his head. ‘I am so sorry to remind you of such an awful ordeal, but it is
imperative we nd out who did this to you.’
‘I don’t think it’s necessary to go into any detail at this time of night,’ I said rmly. ‘It can
wait until the morning at the very earliest, surely?’ I was beginning to feel quite angry
that the desire to know what happened was more like tabloid sensationalism than a
concern for Rachael. Besides, I didn’t know all the details myself and I didn’t particularly
care for nding out all the facts at the same time as everyone else. Rachael brushed my
cheek with the back of her hand.
‘I think Harry wanted to be amongst the rst to know what happened,’ she said allowing
her hand to rest against my lips. She smiled and tilted her head slightly as a myriad
particles of light re ected from her elaborate earrings. ‘Better to get it over and done with
in one go and then I can sleep peacefully.’
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Al gave a snort of mirth, which quickly turned into a cry of pain as Steph jabbed him in
the ribs with her nger. Under threat of a repeat act of censure, Al nodded his
encouragement. ‘Do tell,’ he said with his arm held defensively against his ribs.
Rachael leant back in her chair. Taking a sip from her glass she thought for a moment and
then took a deep breath.
‘As you know, the train journey and the food had made us all sleepy. But it didn’t seem
many minutes before I woke feeling a little queasy. I thought it best to pop along to the
toilet quickly without waking anybody. Sorry,’ she said stroking my hand. ‘It just didn’t
occur to me that anything might happen.’
I took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. ‘I think we all relaxed,’ I replied with a
weak smile. ‘I should have stayed awake.’
‘You can’t blame yourself, Harry,’ said Mr C. rmly. ‘We were all there.’
‘So what happened?’ asked Bernie eager to hear the rest of the story.
‘A blur,’ replied Rachael. ‘I’d just squeezed into the toilet cubicle and hadn’t had time to
turn the lock when the door was pushed against me and someone pushed a cloth in my
face. I remember a faint, sweet smell and then I began to feel really woozy, incapable of
controlling my arms and legs.’
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Denise nodded towards Joe and Doug. ‘It must be contagious.’
Rachael half laughed at the joke but the memory of the incident tarnished the humour. ‘I
could hear things and vaguely see things but couldn’t do anything,’ she continued. ‘I
think I was half carried and half pushed along the corridor. I do recall hearing a man
saying “Memsahib unwell,” or something like that. But every so often the sweet smelling
cloth was held against my face and the world became vague once more.’
‘Chloroform,’ exclaimed Ben. ‘All the gangsters use it.’
Mr C. smiled. ‘I very much doubt it young Ben. It was more likely that they used
Tetrachloroethylene.’
‘I’ve heard of that,’ said Al proudly. ‘That’s the posh name for dry cleaning uid.’
‘Yes,’ nodded Mr C. ‘and readily available in any town. Nobody would question you for
having a small bottle of the uid. Easily explained away.’
‘Whatever it was it made me feel sick,’ said Rachael with a shudder at the memory. ‘They
must have rolled me up in a large carpet because when I nally regained my senses it was
dark and I was lying in a room with a crumpled carpet around me. I was promptly sick all
over it. Somebody must have heard me because a couple of people came into the room,
gave me a sip of water and then tied a piece of cloth around my face and bound my
hands.’
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‘How awful,’ groaned Denise. ‘What if you had been sick again?’
‘I was aware of someone in the room,’ replied Rachael. ‘I must have fallen asleep because
when I opened my eyes, there was a faint light coming through a grimy window high on
the wall and there was a prune of an old woman sitting cross-legged watching me.’
‘I am so horri ed,’ said Mr C. apologetically. ‘How this could happen in my country to
my guests is beyond belief.’ He leant over and covered Rachael’s hands with his own. ‘I
really am so sorry my dear.’
Rachael slowly pulled her hands away from Mr C. ‘That’s the question I kept asking
myself,’ she replied. ‘Just how could this happen to me in your country?’
Mr C. looked at Rachael quizzically. It was obvious he didn’t understand what she was
intimating or he was playing a very cool game if, as we thought, he was somehow mixed
up in the whole a air.
With a smile, Mr C. clasped his hands together and gave Rachael a smile. ‘Did you not
have any idea as to where you might be?’ he asked.
Rachael shrugged. ‘How was I to know?’ she replied coolly. ‘I could have been anywhere
in India.’
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‘Hardly,’ said Mr C. ‘I doubt there was enough time to take you very far from Dehradun
train station before depositing you in that room.’ He leant forward and looked directly at
Rachael. ‘Do you not remember anything about your surroundings or hear anything?’
‘Steady,’ I said angrily. ‘Rachael has gone through enough over the last couple of days
without being harshly interrogated.’
‘I most humbly apologise,’ said Mr C. with a slight bow of his head. ‘But you must realise
that it is important we know everything so that we can bring the perpetrators to justice.’
‘Surely you know more than you are…’ I said, my voice beginning to rise in volume before
Rachael interrupted.
‘It’s OK, Harry,’ she said calmly. She turned towards Mr C. ‘The room was some sort of
store and general dumping area. There were racks lled with rolls of carpet and along one
wall there were rows of saris and other garments.’ She gave a slight shudder. ‘Every so
often the old woman would disappear and then come back with some water and a dish of
rice with some vegetables. Not very lling,’ she added with a smile. ‘Much better now
though,’ she said nodding towards the empty dishes on the table in front of her.
‘Is there anything else I can get you?’ enquired Mr C. with a nod towards a standing
waiter.
‘Perhaps some co ee?’ replied Rachael as we all nodded in agreement.
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Almost pre-empting our request, two waiters arrived carrying trays supporting cups of
steaming co ee. Mr C. nodded his thanks and indicated to the waiters that the cups were
not to be allowed to remain empty.
The pause in Rachael’s story gave me a chance to think through some of the facts for
myself. After the incident with the oranges at the hotel, Mr C. had featured in almost
everything that had gone on since then. I couldn’t shake the thought from my head that
he was still, somehow involved. I pushed my empty co ee cup away from me.
Immediately a waiter strode over and re lled my cup with fresh co ee. I nodded my
thanks and pointed my nger at Mr C.
‘What I want to know is how you gure in all of this,’ I said sternly. ‘From the very start
you have been involved somehow and I want to know how.’
‘It’s OK, Harry,’ said Rachael laying a hand on my arm. ‘I think we need to remain calm.’
‘Calm?’ I snapped. ‘How am I supposed to remain calm when…’
‘Harry,’ said Mr C. politely. ‘What would you like to know?’
‘Well,’ I replied more calmly than I felt. ‘At the Red Fort, somebody tried to grab Rachael
and then we skittled two guys on the stairs and it was the same two guys we saw you
having stern words with moments later.’
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Mr C. sat back in his chair. His shoulders began to shake as laughter rumbled through his
body and suddenly exploded out of his mouth. He mopped his forehead several times
before regaining some semblance of composure.
‘I really do apologise,’ he managed to say between fading chuckles. ‘But you thought I
was…’ he succumbed to another bout of laughter. ‘With those two guys,’ he continued
before a further wave of laughter overcame his speech. ‘My, oh, my,’ he said nally as the
laughter subsided. ‘So sorry,’ he said with a nod towards Rachael. ‘Do forgive me but my
business doesn’t provide me with many opportunities for merriment.’
‘The two guys,’ I repeated tapping the table with my teaspoon.
‘Ah, yes,’ grinned Mr C. ‘Well, how shall I put it?’
‘Any way you damn like,’ I said angrily.
‘Just so,’ he replied. ‘Those two gentlemen are my employees here in India, who were
assigned to watch over both you and Rachael after the rst incident outside the hotel.
Unfortunately,’ he said with a shake of his head. ‘They managed to become preoccupied
with the items for sale at the Chatta Chowk market inside the Red Fort. I sent them to
nd you once I discovered their indiscretion, which is when you bowled them over on the
stairs and after that, we couldn’t nd you anywhere.’
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I couldn’t help a grin of satisfaction spread across my face. ‘We went into the Indian War
Memorial Museum. That’s where we saw you giving the two guys a dose of verbal.’
For a few moments, Mr C. looked quite taken aback. Quickly restoring his humour he
nodded his agreement.
‘Ah, yes,’ he said in a business-like voice. ‘I have to admit I was rather annoyed. They were
irresponsible and should not have lost sight, literally, of what they had been employed to
do. Some stern words were given I can assure you.’
Rachael gently touched Mr C’s hand. ‘I’m sure they did their best,’ she said kindly.
‘They most certainly did not,’ replied Mr C. with a rm shake of his head. ‘Not only did
they fail to protect you at the Red Fort they also lost sight of you on the train.
Unforgivable,’ he added irritably. ‘Most unforgivable.’
‘Don’t worry,’ said Rachael kindly. ‘It’s behind us now.’ She smiled at Ben and Dan. ‘I
gather my thanks should go to you two for such an inspired idea of having your Dad
pictured with the guitar.’
Ben and Dan toyed with their drinks. ‘Well,’ began Ben. ‘It sort of seemed the obvious
thing to do.’

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

‘De nitely,’ agreed Dan. ‘While you were all racing about on a wild goose chase, we
thought the best thing to do was make sure the kidnappers knew they’d made a mistake.’
‘Yeah,’ said Ben, ‘a real case of mistaken identity for sure.’
Rachael smiled brie y. ‘If I’d known that guitar was going to cause such a fuss I would
have bought your Father a jar of marmalade instead.’
‘I am so thankful,’ I said with a sigh, ‘that you decided against the marmalade. I don’t
need any encouragement to get into a mess at breakfast time.’
‘That’s true,’ agreed Rachael. ‘Solidi ed porridge embedded in the microwave isn’t
pleasant at any time.’
‘Maybe not,’ I shrugged. ‘But making porridge in the microwave saves washing up a
saucepan later.’
Rachael raised her eyebrows. ‘Really?’ she questioned. ‘So you reckon two hours of
chiselling porridge from the inside of the microwave is better than two minutes washing a
saucepan?’
‘De nitely,’ I said smiling. ‘Have you seen what I can do with a saucepan full of volcanic
porridge?’
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‘Blow the porridge,’ snapped Bernie. ‘What I want to know is how did Rachael end up in
the Tibetan Market?’ she asked. ‘You can’t leave a story incomplete like that.’
‘Sorry,’ said Rachael taking a further sip of co ee. ‘Not much more I can tell you really.’
She twiddled a strand of her hair for a moment. ‘I was woken by a hand clasped over my
mouth. It must have been close to dawn as dull grey shafts of light were showing through
the little window. I was hardly awake when someone wrapped a gag around my mouth
and I was blindfolded. I was bundled up in a rough carpet and half carried, half dragged
across the room, down some steps and lifted onto a cart. The next thing I remember is
being tipped o the cart. I didn’t know what to do so I just lay there.’
All sorts of horrible images ooded my mind. ‘You could have been anywhere,’ I
shuddered. ‘A railway line, the edge of a river or in the middle of the road.’
‘I doubt it,’ replied Rachael. ‘It was all too quiet. I couldn’t hear anything.’
‘You were cocooned in a rug,’ I said irritably. ‘How did you expect to hear anything?’
‘I think,’ replied Rachael patiently, ‘that I would have heard sounds normally associated
with tra c, trains and torrents of water even with mu ed hearing.’
‘OK,’ I replied testily. ‘So how do you explain the sari?’
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Rachael smiled. She knew I was intrigued by her change of clothes yet she hadn’t said a
thing about it, until now. Bernie and Denise appeared curious too but more out of a
sense of fashion than anything else.
‘Well,’ began Rachael. ‘After what seemed like an age I was sort of tumbled out of the
carpet and confronted by two totally dumbstruck market traders.’
‘Possibly not the kind of early morning roll they were expecting,’ grinned Al.
‘Behave,’ instructed Steph. ‘Or I’ll take you shopping.’
Suitably chastened, Al concentrated on sipping his co ee quietly while Rachael continued
with her story.
‘That’s about it really, she said. ‘Apart from the fact that I must have looked a dreadfully
dirty sight as the woman immediately signalled for me to go into the back of their cubicle
where she gave me the sari and things to change into and I was just enjoying a cup of tea
when you all arrived.’
‘And no sign of the carpet traders?’ asked Steph.
‘The couple hadn’t a clue how I’d managed to arrive by carpet,’ grinned Rachael. She blew
me a kiss. ‘By the way, you owe the woman for the sari and accessories.’
‘Oh joy,’ I responded somewhat less than enthusiastically. ‘Do I get to keep the carpet?’
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Mr C. clapped his hands together and laughed uproariously at the idea of a free carpet.
‘I love the humour. I am understanding it a little more each time,’ he added clapping his
hands together once again.
The noise stirred the slumbering twosome. Doug his eyes bleary and unfocussed, lifted
the nger of his undamaged hand and pointed in the general direction of the noise.
‘Have I missed anything,’ he enquired licking his lips.
‘Nothing you’d understand,’ replied Bernie.
‘Oh good,’ slurred Doug and slid back against Joe. ‘Night, night,’ he mumbled sleepily.

Chapter 37
The day of the wedding gig started out damp and misty, which as I’m not usually given to
feeble puns, did not concern my morning ablutions in the shower. It was a fairly
untypical start to the day as far as our experience of India goes. Possibly being closer to
the Himalayas might have had something to do with it but on this day, when you wanted
the sun to shine it didn’t.
‘Waiter,’ called Rachael from the bed. Her bright eyes were just visible over the rim of the
teacup as she drained her second cup of the morning.
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‘Another?’ I asked with a servile nod towards the now empty cup.
‘Never thought you’d ask,’ she smirked. ‘Any biscuits left?’
‘If you eat any more biscuits you’ll need to buy your underwear from a camping store.’
‘I can’t help it,’ replied Rachael pouting. ‘I’ve got the munchies. Anyway,’ she asked with
her nely honed art of diversion. ‘Haven’t you got to be somewhere?’
‘Yes,’ I said throwing another freshly squeezed tea bag into the bin. ‘But I keep getting
delayed by tea-making duties.’
‘Thank you,’ she said coolly. ‘I’ve only been back a few hours and you’re bored of me
already.’
‘Not a chance,’ I grinned as I leant over to kiss her cheek. ‘But your capacity for tea is
astounding.’
‘Almost on a par with your propensity for buying CD’s,’ she replied.
‘Oh come on. When was the last time I bought a CD?’ I asked with a wink. She paused
allowing her taste buds a moment to savour the blend of tea.
‘Well,’ she began.
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‘Precisely,’ I laughed. ‘I prefer digital downloads now.’
The pillow hit the bathroom door just as I managed to close it behind me.
‘Pig,’ came the slightly mu ed cry from the bed.
The wedding hotel lay approximately seven kilometres south of Dehradun. Mr C. had
kindly provided a minibus to take Joe, Al and me to the venue along with Doug. He had
asked to come along so that he could give some tips to the substitute drummer, but I
think it was more to do with avoiding Bernie’s viperous tongue after his further escapades
with alcohol.
The Saharanpur Road had just morphed into the Dehradun Road when the minibus
pulled up alongside an incongruous hotel. Against the backdrop of the Rajaji National
Park stood a building strongly in uenced by the Art Deco period, but with an array of
large windows that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a corporate o ce block. With a
nod towards the Mughal architectural style of the Taj Mahal and the briefest glimpse of
colonial design, the whole ensemble had the appearance of trying to appease every period
of Indian history.
Noticing our collective gaze, Mr C. gave a chuckle. ‘My reaction was exactly the same,’ he
said with a broad smile. ‘It is a family run business and it seems they each had a say in the
building’s design.’
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‘Design by committee,’ said Joe with a sarcastic laugh. ‘We have them in the UK where
they design Ring Roads and Shopping Centres.’
‘I am all too aware of their display of incoherent thought,’ replied Mr C. with a shake of
his head. ‘After their latest foray into the real world, my restaurant now sits in the middle
of a ring road that runs through the Town Centre. Impressive don’t you think?’
Our thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of a morning suit.
‘Mr Chatterjee, welcome, welcome,’ called the suit.
‘Ah, Dinesh,’ replied Mr C. as both men continued their greeting with a brief hug. ‘You
are well?’
‘Absolutely,’ answered Dinesh. ‘Please,’ he said indicating the hotel’s entrance. ‘Mother
and Father are waiting inside to greet you.’
As we stepped inside the hotel the befuddled exterior was replaced with a majestic sight.
From the mirror-like nish of the tiled oor to the burnished brass door handles,
everywhere shone with a brilliance and aesthetic co-ordination so lacking outside.
Dinesh stood to one side as his parents walked forward to greet us.
‘Harold, we’re so pleased to see you again. You leave too great a gap between your visits,’
said Dinesh’s father.
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‘Harold?’ queried Doug looking at Mr C.
‘A small eccentricity on my Mother’s part,’ admitted Mr C. raising an eyebrow. ‘She so
admires old-fashioned English names.’ He shook the hand of Dinesh’s father. ‘May I
introduce the band who are going to perform at the wedding later today?’
Dinesh’s father strode forward and held his hands out in greeting. ‘Welcome,’ he said
warmly. ‘I am Daya Bhatnagar and this,’ he added turning to his wife, ‘is my delightful
wife, Sangeeta.’
Sangeeta nodded her head and smiled warmly. ‘You are most welcome to our hotel,’ she
said with a slight movement of her head towards Dinesh. ‘My son will prepare
refreshments for you while you make your equipment good for the wedding.’
I had to kick Al’s ankle as he began to giggle. ‘Not now,’ I hissed.
‘Sorry,’ murmured Al. ‘But that was priceless.’
‘Any chance of going to set things up now?’ I asked as a diversion.
‘Of course,’ replied Daya. ‘Please to follow me this way, thank you.’
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Two regal looking mahogany doors opened to reveal a large banqueting hall that was a
riot of colour. Dotted in between rows of ornately decorated tables, with chairs draped in
beige and red ribbons, stood small palm trees giving the impression of dining on the
fringes of some sun-kissed beach. At the far end of the hall, a pair of large glass doors
allowed the dining experience to overspill onto a large patio area. Beneath striped
canopies of blue and gold sat more ornately dressed tables and palm trees bedecked with
ribbons of tiny lights. The whole rear of the hotel appeared draped in strings of
pearlescent lights that hung like necklaces in a Jeweller’s window.
‘Wow,’ exclaimed Doug. ‘What a setting.’
‘Thank you most kindly,’ said Daya with a slight bow. ‘The view from the patio over the
forest at sunset is spectacular. It will surely add something special to your performance
later.’ I quickly gave Al a stern frown to throttle any further chuckled innuendo.
Although the banqueting hall, patio and rear of the hotel looked splendid there was
something obvious missing. I looked across to Mr C. who was busily inspecting the name
cards on each table.
‘Mr C.’ I called. ‘Did you manage to organise the equipment on the list I gave you?’
With a surreptitious exchange of a couple of name cards, Mr C. walked towards us.
‘Everything is in order,’ he said. ‘It should arrive very soon. My nephew will be delivering
the items and he is most reliable.’
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As if on cue the sound of squeaking wheels announced the arrival of several men wielding
sack trolleys laden with various items of noise-making gear.
‘Where would you like the musical equipment, Uncle?’ asked a willowy youth.
Mr C. gave a paternal smile and pointed to a small marquee standing adjacent to the rear
wall of the hotel. ‘Everything in there for the time being,’ he instructed. ‘The front of the
marquee will be lifted for your performance at the appropriate time,’ he added smiling at
us reassuringly.
‘Your nephew?’ I enquired as the youth began directing the trolleys towards the marquee.
‘Yes, most de nitely,’ replied Mr C. ‘A very capable young man and I know he is very
much looking forward to playing the drum kit.’
‘Great,’ said Doug with a hint of annoyance. ‘Play regularly does he?’
‘Indeed,’ answered Mr C. ‘Every week, in fact, and sometimes twice a week for festivals.’
‘With a drum kit?’ queried Doug. ‘I mean, a full kit with cymbals and the like.’
‘Goodness me no,’ grinned Mr C. ‘Not in a marching band. That would be too funny.’
‘Well,’ said Doug with a heavy sigh. ‘How often does he practice with a kit then?
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‘Never,’ replied Mr C. ‘I think last night was the rst time he had actually sat down to
play the drums.’
‘Hang on a minute,’ interrupted Joe. ‘I thought you said he was practising the tunes from
the list we gave you?’
‘Oh indeed he has,’ answered Mr C. ‘In fact, his mother was complaining to me yesterday
that she couldn’t cook the family’s evening meal because her son was using her cooking
pots as drums.’ Mr C. allowed himself a chuckle at the thought. ‘She was most put out
but I had a friend deliver a ne selection of food from his restaurant so all was well.’
‘Strewth,’ exclaimed Doug. ‘I know I started out on pots and pans but I was only eight
years old and I didn’t have a gig the next day.’
‘As you often say in the entertainment business,’ grinned Mr C. ‘It’ll be all right on the
night.’
‘That,’ growled Joe, ‘is more often than not a clichéd excuse. It rarely does turn out all
right on the night.’
Mr C. placed his hand on Joe’s arm. ‘Trust me,’ he said. ‘He is family.’
‘Little choice,’ replied Joe atly.
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‘Good man,’ said Mr C. ‘Let us go and see the drum kit that my other nephew, Mahendra
has fashioned for us.’
Before we’d taken two steps towards the marquee we heard the drum kit. Quickening our
pace, we reached the entrance to the marquee and stood entranced. Sitting behind a
literally glittering drum kit was a young man of about seventeen, his face a picture of
concentration as he listened to his mp3 player and provided the accompanying drum
parts. So intent on his task he didn’t notice his audience until the track nished. Mr C.
applauded loudly. At the sudden intrusion, the young man looked up, took his earplugs
out and gave an apologetic smile.
‘Forgive me, Uncle. I did not see you or your friends there.’
‘That is all right, Adarsh. I trust the drum kit is proving adequate for the task?’
‘Most certainly, Uncle,’ replied Adarsh. ‘It is a very ne kit. Very ne sounding indeed.’
Joe walked forward and extended his hand toward Adarsh. ‘Hi, I’m Joe. Sounded like you
were playing along to Daytripper, if I’m not mistaken?’
‘Hello,’ replied Adarsh warmly. ‘You are correct. It is one of my favourite Beatles tracks.’
‘A very nifty bit of drum playing there,’ added Al. ‘I’m Al, by the way, and this here’s
Harry and the one-armed bandit known as Doug.’
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Doug grunted his response while I returned the handshake. ‘Pleased to meet you nally,’ I
said. ‘Impressed you worked out the drum ams in Daytripper. Have you managed to
work through all the tracks on the list?’
‘Oh yes,’ grinned Adarsh. ‘Although I have to be most honest and admit to not nishing
my practice on Paper Sun.’
‘Did your Mum send you to bed before you were able to nish your practice?’ said Doug
sharply.
Adarsh instantly dissolved into a t of giggles. It was only when Mr C. kindly patted him
on the back to restore regular breathing that Adarsh was able to speak.
‘Uncle told me of your use of humour,’ he said. ‘It was my Mother who came downstairs
and told me she couldn’t sleep because of the noise I was making and,’ he added with a
wink. ‘Mother wanted my snare drum returned to the kitchen ready for use at breakfast.’
Al leant towards Doug. ‘Grump,’ he whispered.
‘Sybarite,’ replied Doug acidly.
‘Ah,’ grinned Al waving a nger at Doug. ‘You thought you’d got me there didn’t you?’
‘Well he’s got me,’ said Joe frowning at Doug. ‘But whatever it is it ain’t going on the set
list.’
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‘He’s implying,’ said Al arching an eyebrow. ‘That I am a lover of luxury and pleasure.’
‘Ain’t we all?’ replied Joe. ‘Just some of us can’t a ord it.’
The tenuous truce that existed between Al and Doug looked in danger of disintegrating
entirely. Joe didn’t seem in the mood to tolerate any nonsense, and Mr C. viewed every
barbed comment as another example of our warped humour. Now, there’s a thought.
‘I see Steph’s fascination with crosswords has improved your vocabulary,’ I said nudging
Al’s arm. He gave a low chuckle.
‘True,’ he replied. ‘Equally impressive is Doug’s vocabulary. He makes a mockery of all
those drummer jokes. Respect,’ he said winking at Doug.
I could see that Doug didn’t know whether to be pleased or peeved but, thankfully, he
gave a begrudging grunt of acknowledgement.
‘Shall we get the gear set up and have a bit of a run through the set list?’ I suggested
eagerly. ‘Be good to play a few tunes with Adarsh before the actual event.’
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In what seemed a relatively short space of time the gear was set up and operational, Doug
was sitting next to Adarsh at the drum kit happily explaining the band’s idiosyncratic
version of each tune we were planning to play, and Al and Joe were preoccupied with
coaxing the appropriate tones out of their amps. I extracted the Princess out of the guitar
case and contributed to the general electronic cacophony.
After running through several randomly selected songs from the set list we had to stop
and applaud Adarsh. Doug sat with a huge grin on his face as we congratulated Adarsh on
his drumming prowess.
‘Wasted on a marching band,’ said Joe scratching his beard.
Adarsh blushed with pride. ‘Thank you,’ he said graciously. ‘You are very kind. But I have
still so much to learn.’
‘You and me both then,’ conceded Doug. ‘It’s going to be a grand gig,’ he said smiling.
‘Although I’ll sit close to Adarsh to give him a bit of moral support and stu .’
Somehow I didn’t think Doug would want to take a back seat during the gig. I was
pleased he still felt a part of the band even with only one functioning arm. We were just
starting to tidy up and put our guitars away when Daya Bhatnagar entered the marquee.
‘Please don’t be over long in your putting things away,’ he said clapping his hands
together. ‘The elephants are coming.’
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Chapter 38
When confronted with the imminent arrival of a herd of elephants, the best course of
action is to assume that the person who made the announcement would not want to be
left standing in the path of the oncoming beasts. With that in mind, we took one look at
each other and promptly followed Daya Bhatnagar out of the function room.
In a more lucid moment, we may have realised that it was highly unlikely that even a baby
elephant would not have been able to get into the function room, far less a mature herd.
Unfortunately, so many things had been somewhat out of the ordinary since we’d arrived
in India that leaving anything to chance was never on the options menu.
We were greeted by Mr C. along with Rachael, Bernie, Denise, Steph and my three
o spring standing at the front of the hotel. The sense of excitement was palpable as Mr
C. began to explain the proceedings.
‘This,’ declared Mr C. ‘is a Baraat.’ He smiled at the collection of blank expressions that
greeted his announcement. ‘It is the bridegroom’s wedding procession,’ he said clapping
his hands together. As if on his signal, a barrage of rework explosions echoed around the
street accompanied by a rhythmic drumbeat that had Doug’s head nodding.
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On either, side of the street marched fancily dressed men beating double-headed drums,
or dhol, as we were later informed. Moving their feet to the beat and waving brightly
coloured scarves were people of all ages who were laughing and singing as they progressed
along the street.
‘Baraatis,’ grinned Mr C. ‘The bridegroom’s family and guests.’
‘That’s a shame,’ said Al with a wink. ‘I thought you were talking about food.’
‘I’m so sorry, Mr C.’ sighed Steph. ‘There are just some things a girl can’t change in her
man and groan-inducing humour is one of them.’
‘Do not worry yourself,’ grinned Mr C. ‘I have heard much worse believe me.’
Al rolled his eyes feigning indignation. ‘That was one of my better…would you just look
at that,’ he said interrupting himself.
All heads turned to follow Al’s gaze.
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With their heads swaying to the pounding rhythm of the Dhol, three elephants appeared
ambling ponderously amongst the Baraatis. Each elephant, bedecked with a headdress of
richly embroidered red silk and gold tassels, moved majestically as their highly decorated
trunks swung rhythmically to the beat of the drums. Adorning their anks lay richly
patterned blankets owing from beneath an ornately decorated wicker basket. In turn,
each basket contained an exquisitely dressed man, smiling but at the same time grimly
holding on to the wickerwork.
Approaching the hotel the elephants, sensing the excitement of the Baraatis, swung their
trunks in ever-widening arcs, narrowly missing several guests who in the midst of their
own excitement seemed oblivious to having had a close encounter with a thumping
headache. The lead elephant, under guidance from its mahout, slowed to a halt at the
entrance of the hotel. Instantly, two men dressed in bright blue silken coats stepped
forward, each carrying an instrument that looked like a clarinet on steroids. As the
elephant stood patiently the two men began playing a tune that wove in and out between
the drum beats creating a rhythmic pulse causing the guests to dance with increased
fervour.
‘Shehnai,’ explained Mr C. tapping my elbow and pointing to the instruments the two
men were blowing furiously. ‘Their sound is thought to create a sense of auspiciousness,
ideal for a wedding don’t you think?’
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‘They de nitely make an impact,’ I acknowledged. ‘’I’ll have to buy their album,’ I added
with a wink.
Mr C. returned my wink and smiled. ‘Humour, yes?’ He gave another wink. ‘I’ll get you
the album anyway,’ he grinned.
‘I’ll look forward to it,’ I replied as the Shehnai gave a nal ourish. Mr C. nudged my arm
once more. I shook my head. ‘Just the one album, thanks.’
Mr C. nodded and smiled. ‘Look,’ he said indicating the lead elephant.
An aluminium ladder discretely dressed in what appeared to be a pair of oral curtains
stood beside the elephant. The groom, with his elaborate gold brocade frock coat and red
tasselled hat, from which hung strings of white fabric owers outlining his face, looked
momentarily perplexed. He didn’t seem certain whether the protocol was to descend
facing the ladder and with his back to the guests, or attempt to come down the stairs
facing his guests and risk slithering to the oor in an undigni ed heap. With a solution
that brought a polite ripple of applause, the groom alighted from the wicker basket and
descended the steps sideways with his back to the elephant and facing his guests with a
broad smile.
At the entrance to the hotel a collection of elders from each family stood patiently as two
young women approached the groom each carrying a small copper tray on which were
arranged red owers in water, and tiny clay lamps.
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‘Aarti,’ said Mr C.
‘Which one?’ I asked nodding towards the two girls.
Mr C. shook his head in disbelief. ‘Watch,’ he said with a sigh.
The two girls slowly waved the trays and lighted lamps in a circular motion around the
groom’s head. A third girl stepped forward and placed a garland of small, yellow and
white owers over his head.
‘That seems like a lot of fuss over the groom,’ I mused.
‘Typical,’ replied Rachael with a half-smile. ‘Just don’t expect that much ceremony on our
wedding day.’
‘De nitely not,’ I agreed. ‘The elephant is certainly over the top. Besides,’ I added.
‘Health & Safety would have a eld day. Can you imagine how they would react to
drums, trumpet things, dancing in the street, reworks, elephants and curtain covered
stepladders?’
For a few moments, Mr C. look really puzzled at our conversation. Rather than try to
explain I opted for a diversionary tactic.
‘Surely this isn’t a one man show?’ I asked. ‘Does he have a bride?
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‘Most certainly,’ replied Mr C. ‘She has been nely dressed by her friends and family with
her hands and feet beautifully decorated with a mixture of henna and turmeric. Most
splendid indeed.’
‘Does she arrive after the groom as in an English wedding?’ asked Rachael taking my arm
and giving it a little squeeze.
‘She arrived earlier,’ explained Mr C. ‘She will be escorted to the groom once he is seated
in the Mandap.’
Al began to giggle until Steph applied pressure to his earlobe with her ngers. ‘Sorry,’ she
said. ‘Temporary misplacement of schoolboy humour.’
‘A mandap,’ said Mr C. with a wry smile towards Al, ‘is a sort of covered structure
decorated sometimes with mango and banana leaves but, more often, with brightly
coloured fabric and lights.’
‘Sounds wonderful,’ exclaimed Bernie. ‘Do we get to see the ceremony?’
‘Unfortunately not,’ replied Mr C. ‘Both families will be there as the priest performs the
wedding ritual. Apart from,’ he added with a huge grin, ‘both the bride and groom’s
mothers who do not attend as it not considered favourable for the happiness of the
newly wedded couple.’
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‘Quite right too,’ growled Joe. ‘Should be a lifetime ban I reckon.’
‘My mother said something similar,’ replied Denise with a strained smile. ‘But I think she
was referring to the groom.’
‘There may be an opportunity to see the couple once the ceremony is nished,’ said Mr
C. hastily. ‘But make sure you keep your shoes on,’ he added. ‘Even if some of the
immediate family have removed their shoes.’
‘Can I ask why?’ said Doug glancing at his feet.
‘A little custom,’ chuckled Mr C. ‘The bride’s family usually attempt to steal the groom’s
shoes, which he has removed prior to sitting under the mandap. After the ceremony the
bridesmaids will surround the groom demanding money for the return of his shoes.
However,’ he continued. ‘It is not unknown for the bridesmaids to get carried away and

borrow other shoes.’
‘You’re safe,’ grinned Bernie nudging Doug’s arm. ‘Nobody would want to go near your
footwear.’
‘Cheek,’ muttered Doug shu ing his feet.
‘But I’d happily pay someone to take your shoes away,’ she added.
Mr C. looked awkwardly at me, his eyes pleading for help.
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‘Talking of things being taken away,’ I said. ‘Do you know what is being done about
bringing Rachael’s abductors to justice?’
Mr C. gave a thankful smile and pointed towards the elephants. ‘If you care to look a little
distance behind the elephants you might see something of interest.’
Ignoring the groom, who at that moment was in the process of being escorted into the
hotel by a small crowd of women, we all took a few steps down the street to try and get a
better look at what Mr C. was referring to.
Steph shrugged. ‘Can’t say that elephant intestinal rubble is of much interest,’ she said
averting her eyes.
‘A few seconds,’ suggested Mr C.
As the guests carefully sidestepped the troublesome droppings, two decidedly despondent
men shu ed along each carrying a bucket and a shovel. Behind them a third man, his face
partially hidden by a handkerchief tied over his nose, pushed a wooden handcart. The two
men laboriously scooped the garden fodder into their buckets and then emptied the
contents into the almost overloaded handcart.
‘Are they?’ I queried.
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‘Yes,’ grinned Mr C. ‘They are atoning for their misdemeanours by dealing with
something a little more suitable to their talents.’
’Not meaning to sound ungrateful for everything that you have done,’ said Rachael with
a slight quaver in her voice. ‘But is that their punishment for what they did to me?’
Mr C. smiled and placed his hand on Rachael’s arm. ‘Forgive me,’ he said soothingly. ‘I
should have elaborated.’ He pointed to the three guys working at the rear of the
elephants. ‘The two men with buckets are the taxi drivers who rst hatched the plot to
kidnap you and the third man is the owner of the shop and upstairs room where you were
held.’
Placing her arm protectively around Rachael, Bernie looked directly at Mr C. ‘Nice to
have them identi ed at last,’ she replied. ‘However, I can think of several other forms of
punishment that would be most suitable.’
‘Believe me,’ said Doug with a slight shudder. ‘My wife knows many forms of retribution
that were banned from the Inquisitor’s Training Manual.’
‘Ah, ever the long-su ering husband,’ replied Bernie giving Doug a steely stare.
Doug returned the stare with a sickly smile. ‘Only joking my sweet.’ He held up his
injured arm, which was nestling comfortably in a richly patterned sling supplied courtesy
of the hotel. ‘I’ve dressed especially for the occasion just to be with you my angel.’
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Al, making gagging noises, tapped Mr C. on the arm. ‘How did you nd the culprits?’ he
asked nodding towards the three guys.
‘I didn’t,’ admitted Mr C. ‘Word spread that we were looking to apprehend the
perpetrators of the wicked deed when the local newspaper received an anonymous tip-o .’
‘And?’ enquired Steph. ‘Surely there is more to it than that?’
‘Oh most de nitely,’ grinned Mr C. ‘Fortunately for us, the anonymous call was made
from the o ces of a local rm.’
‘And that would be?’ enquired Bernie who, like the rest of us was beginning to feel a little
frustrated at the ever lengthening storyline.
‘A rival taxi rm,’ chuckled Mr C. ‘Very good for business don’t you think?’
‘That’s certainly one way of getting ahead of the opposition,’ grinned Joe. ‘I seem to
recall,’ he said with a wink in my direction. ‘That we had a similar experience ourselves not
so long ago.’
‘That does sound extremely interesting,’ smiled Mr C. ‘Am I to hear the tale?’
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By now most of the guests had followed the groom into the hotel and I could see that the
female contingent of our little group were eager to follow suit. I placed my hand on Mr
C’s shoulder and began to steer him towards the hotel. ‘Do you recall a famous scene
from 1969 where a certain popular group played a forty-two minute set on the roof of
the Apple Headquarters in Central London? Well…’
For those unacquainted with our rooftop escapade, as recounted in Three String Blues, it
involved a rival band, a hotel rooftop, smoke canisters and an anonymous emergency call
to the Fire Brigade. It wasn’t our fault, honestly, that there was some sort of dog show
going on in the hotel grounds, a rinse of geriatric ladies sitting down to lunch or the
presence of an RSPCA Inspector, so that during the resulting pandemonium several male
waiters were indecently propositioned, the RSPCA Inspector found himself sur ng in
canine e uent and the majority of the dogs sought refuge in the adjoining elds.
Apparently six dogs are still unaccounted for and two dog owners are o cially on the
missing persons register.

Chapter 39
‘Gentlemen, what a great pleasure to meet you all once again,’ called a cultured male voice.
Entranced as we were with the visual splendour of the room and the wedding guests, the
gure in front of us rivalled the groom for colour and style.
‘Mr Parmar,’ I replied holding out my hand in welcome. ‘I almost didn’t recognise you in
that out t.’
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Mr Parmar, with his red and gold patterned tunic, red trousers and matching silk slippers
ran a nger around his collar. ‘It’s a new out t,’ he admitted. ‘And, as all new garments,
tend to look better than they feel.’ He rubbed at his sleeves, as if attempting to introduce
some comforting creases. ‘I really don’t see the need to buy new clothes when I have a
wardrobe of perfectly acceptable out ts.’
‘Because,’ replied Mrs Parmar appearing at his side. ‘Your other clothes have been worn,
been seen and been put away and now let that be an end to your moaning.’
Mr Parmar smiled knowingly at his wife. With an exaggerated bow he lifted her hand and
kissed it. ‘Do you not think,’ he asked us with a casual wink, ‘that my wife looks
particularly lovely today?’
Our mumbled agreement was met with a demure smile from Mrs Parmar. ‘It is nothing,’
she said modestly.
‘Nothing?’ asked Mr Parmar. ‘You were most de nitely not as self-e acing when it came
to choosing your out t and presenting me with the price tag.’ He looked towards us and
gave an exaggerated wink. ‘But what price beauty I ask you?’
There was a chorus of admiring noises as Bernie, Denise and Rachael surrounded Mrs
Parmar. To a range of comments including, “Gorgeous, Beautiful fabric, Such style, and

Wonderful colour,” Mrs Parmar smiled in thanks and accepted the plaudits gracefully.
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‘You are so kind,’ she said with a telling nod towards her husband. ‘There you are,’ she said
with the beginnings of a grin. ‘My choice of out t is vindicated by these wonderfully
perceptive ladies whose own choice of clothing is to be admired also.’
‘That’s very nice of you to say,’ replied Bernie busily straightening the faintest of creases
in her oral dress. ‘We do try our best but it isn’t always that easy nding something that
ts properly and atters at the same time.’ She looked across at her husband. ‘And
de nitely not easy when you take your man shopping with you and he tells you
everything looks great when he’s not even looking at you but the woman in the next
changing cubicle.’
‘Heh?’ grunted Doug. ‘What have I done now?’
Bernie gently stroked his damaged arm. ‘As ever,’ she replied with a forced smile, ‘nothing
of any consequence.’
‘Oh, that’s all right then,’ answered Doug with a look of bemusement. ‘As long as it
wasn’t anything serious.’
Rachael quickly grabbed my hand and drew me towards Mrs Parmar, which thankfully
diverted Bernie’s attention away from her husband.
‘What do you think of having the bridesmaid dress in this colour?’ she asked indicating
Mrs Parmar’s sari.
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‘Well, yes, er, yes if you think so,’ I gabbled. I hadn’t a clue whether it was a genuine
question or a ruse to quench a smouldering domestic re. As ever, being circumspect was
the safest way to respond so, with a smile and a nod I leant towards Rachael’s face and
kissed her cheek. ‘You have an eye for colour,’ I said warmly.
Mrs Parmar, aware too that domestic harmony between Doug and Bernie lacked
symmetry with the wedding celebrations, pointed to the elaborately decorated edge of her
sari. ‘We have somewhat of a xation with gold,’ she joked. The numerous gold bangles
adorning her wrists gave an expensive jingle as she laughed. ‘Perhaps,’ smiled Mrs Parmar
with a discrete wink toward Rachael, ‘You would like to consider an out t similar to mine
for your wedding?’
Instantly, Rachael, Bernie, Denise, and Steph were examining the ne detail on the sari
and questioning Mrs Parmar about all aspects of its creation.
This gave me an opportunity to drag Doug to one side and out of the line of re. ‘Have
you been able to run through the full set with Adarsh?’
With a relieved smile, Doug nodded. ‘He’s as ready as he will ever be,’ he replied. ‘Just
don’t expect miracles, that’s all.’
‘Do we ever?’ I chuckled.
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For a brief moment Doug looked puzzled and then his face broke out into a huge grin.
‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ he said with a wink.
Before Doug could cogitate further, Joe and Al sidled up to us. Joe, looking relieved that
his opinion was not required concerning fabrics and colour schemes, nodded towards the
performance area.
‘Do you know if we’re required for the rst dance and, if so, what tune do they want us
to play?’
‘I haven’t a clue,’ I shrugged. ‘All I know is that we are due to play at some stage this
evening and there’s food involved too but hopefully not at the same time.’
‘Sounds like we need Harold,’ said Al.
‘Please,’ said Mr C. appearing by request of some form of thought transference. ‘Not so
loud with the rst name, I beg you.’
‘Nothing to be ashamed of,’ replied Al with a grin. ‘You could always have a middle name
like mine.’ Al cupped his hand over Mr C’s ear and whispered a couple of words. Mr C.
barely contained his laughter as Al signalled for him to remain silent. ‘Need to know
basis,’ he said tapping the side of his nose.
‘Need to know what?’ enquired Steph detaching herself from the sari appreciation society.
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‘All will be revealed,’ replied Al mischievously. ‘When a certain person o ciating at our
wedding will disclose my long ignored middle name for the whole world to hear. Well, ‘he
added with a grin. ‘At least our family and close friends.’
‘Is that all?’ said Steph with a sigh. ‘For a moment I thought it was going to be something
trivial like telling me we couldn’t get married until your divorce papers were through or
there was a love-child somewhere.’
‘No, no, nothing of the sort,’ stammered Al defensively. ‘I’m innocent of all charges.’
‘That’s good to hear,’ smiled Steph. ‘I like to see you squirm,’ she chuckled.
‘Ahem,’ coughed Mr C. clearly embarrassed at the turn in conversation. ‘Getting back to
matters pertaining to today.’ He smiled beati cally. ‘I’ve just had a brief chat with the
happy couple and they’ve expressed a desire for you to play a few tunes before everyone
sits down to a meal.’
Consulting a slip of paper retrieved from his jacket pocket, Mr C. passed a list of songs to
Joe. ‘Here are some suggestions,’ he said. ‘The only one they de nitely would like you to
play is for their rst dance together.’
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Leaving us to scrutinise the list of songs, Mr C. went over to Rachael and the other
females and began discussing fabrics, colours and what level of discount he could provide
if they chose to order from one of his nephews who just happened to own a small
garment manufacturing company in Dehradun.
‘Bit risky,’ said Doug looking at the song list.
I nodded in agreement. ‘Adarsh hasn’t rehearsed any of those. A bit much to expect him
to busk through every song.’
‘Isn’t that what he’s doing anyway?’ replied Joe.
‘Not at all,’ snapped Doug. ‘He’s put a lot of e ort into learning the set and,’ he added
with a sni . ‘Along with my expert advice, he will do us proud. However,’ he said jabbing
a nger at the list. ‘I have to admit that apart from the opening number the rest are asking
a bit much.’
‘Right,’ said Joe decisively. ‘We’ll kick o with Love is all around, for their rst dance and
then we’ll throw in four or ve tunes that Adarsh knows. Anyway,’ he said, indicating the
tables laden with cutlery and glasses, ‘When we come to play again later they won’t realise
we’re playing the same tunes again after they’ve worked their way through the menu.’
Before we had a chance to comment, Mr C. beckoned us. ‘Gentlemen,’ he grinned. ‘Are
you ready?’
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‘As we’ll ever be,’ replied Joe.
‘Good, good,’ said Mr C. clapping his hands together. ‘Just a few tunes then everyone
gets to eat. Afterwards,’ he continued, ‘we have a very special performance by a celebrated
group of dancers and musicians.’ Mr C’s eyes sparkled. ‘Most traditional performance,’ he
said enthusiastically. ‘You will enjoy it I’m certain.’
As Mr C. disappeared into the assembled guests, we quickly took our places while Doug
gave Adarsh some urgent instructions. After a few moments he looked up and gave us a
nod.
‘Right,’ said Joe rmly in control. ‘Ready?’
Without waiting for our response he stepped forward to the microphone. ‘Ladies and
Gentlemen, I give you the bride and groom.’
Enthusiastic applause rang around the room as the guests stepped politely away from the
dance oor leaving a comfortable space for the couple to produce their rst faltering
steps.
From the rst chord I could see Doug earnestly directing Adarsh through the song. As
the second tune rang out the other guests joined the wedded couple and thirty minutes
later we walked towards our table to warm applause.
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‘Superb,’ said Al clapping me on the back. He turned to Adarsh. ‘Well done, mate. You did
a great job.’
‘Thank you most sincerely,’ replied Adarsh. ‘But I must direct your gratitude towards
Doug. I couldn’t have managed without his magni cent directions.’
I shook Adarsh’s hand warmly. ‘Good for Doug,’ I grinned. ‘Even incapacitated he
manages to pull it out of the bag.’
‘I’m not sure what you are referring to,’ said Adarsh looking puzzled. ‘But he did have a
bag and managed to pull the bottle out of it with just the one hand and…’
‘Doug?’ queried Denise. ‘What bag? Where is he?’
‘I think he is tired,’ replied Adarsh. ‘He seems to be resting his head on the bass drum
and…’
‘I’ll give him resting his head,’ snapped Denise as she stormed o towards the drum kit.
Adarsh grabbed my arm. ‘I am so sorry,’ he said weakly. ‘Doug said it helped with the pain.
I wasn’t aware that he was drinking too much alcohol.’
‘Don’t worry,’ I chuckled. ‘Leave it to Denise to sort things out.’
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‘Quickest way to sobriety,’ con rmed Al with a wink at Adarsh. ‘Anyway,’ he continued.
‘grub’s up and if Doug is in the state I think he is then there will be some food going
spare.’
I couldn’t help but smile at Al’s continued search for sensory satisfaction although, to be
fair, since Steph arrived on the scene his appetite has mainly been focussed on food, as his
waistband will testify.

Chapter 40
With Doug safely draped against a chair and Bernie explaining about the side-e ects of his
medication to any politely interested onlookers, we happily worked our way through a
veritable feast of Indian cuisine.
As our collective waistbands began to complain, much in sympathy with Al’s burgeoning
midri , we settled back to watch the traditional entertainment promised by Mr C.
Rachael had managed to manoeuvre her chair next to mine and lay her head on my
shoulder while she belched little bubbles of air reminiscent to the air-brakes on a haulage
truck. Bernie, Denise and Steph were deep in conversation concerning the various merits
of silk for a summer wedding while Joe and Al began rearranging the set list with a variety
of scribbles, arrows and deletions. I had to smile as any predetermined set list was always a
work of ction and rarely observed, as we tended to make suggestions for the next tune
two chords prior to the current song nishing.
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During the meal we’d observed a group of traditionally dressed musicians arranging
themselves and their instruments on a series of large, ornately decorated rugs. Just as the
nal dishes and bowls were being cleared from our table the ute and tabla began to play
a haunting melody reminiscent of Spring from Vivaldi’s violin concerto, The Four

Seasons. I looked across at the others to see if any of them heard a resemblance to
Vivaldi’s music. Al caught my glance and smiled. Leaning towards me he nodded at the
musicians.
‘Does that remind you of anything?’ he enquired.
‘De nitely,’ I replied. ‘Bit of a nod towards Vivaldi I reckon.’
‘Spring?’ asked Al with his head tilted slightly listening to the ute’s refrain.
‘De nitely,’ I replied for a second time. ‘Almost note for note.’
Al beckoned me closer. ‘Did you know that Vivaldi asked the solo violin to try and sound
like a sleeping goatherd and the viola to replicate a barking dog?’
‘You’re having a laugh,’ I grinned. ‘You’ll be telling me next that Vivaldi wanted the cello,
in the Winter movement to sound like a melting snowman.’
‘Don’t know about that,’ shrugged Al, ‘but the dog and goatherd reference is on the
level.’
‘All sounds rather clever,’ I said. ‘I didn’t think you were into the classical stu ?’
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‘I’m not really,’ admitted Al.
‘Enough to know about Vivaldi’s working methods.’
Al shook his head. ‘Steph told me,’ he said with a broad grin. ‘She’s a bit clever like that.’
‘Sssh,’ hissed Rachael who had been keeping an ear on the conversation. ‘If you listen you
just might pick up something useful like Al,’ she said with a brief smile in his direction.
Ignoring Al’s smug expression I sidled closer to Rachael and did as she instructed.
To the murmur of the harmonium, three traditional dancers, each richly adorned in
bright orange pantaloons and skirts with a waistband of pearl-like jewels, moved
gracefully onto the dance oor. Adorning each of their immaculately presented faces were
rigid garlands of matching pearl-like decorations that framed their heads in a halo e ect.
Slowly, with the gentlest of chimes from the tiny bells around their ankles, the dancers
moved their arms and feet in response to the rhythm of the music.
As the sitar and the strings of the tambura joined the melody, a second drum, the dholak
produced a counter rhythm that seemed to stir the dancers into more energetic
movements.
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With gradual and almost imperceptible change, the melodies wove their way through
various rhythms culminating in a pulsating movement of arms, legs and heads, which all
stopped as suddenly as the music. Mr C. who had somehow managed to manoeuvre a
chair between Rachael and myself, nudged my arm.
‘And now for something completely di erent,’ he smiled broadly.
I watched the dancers as they repositioned themselves while the musicians nodded at each
other and exchanged surreptitious grins. The dholak and tabla began pounding out a
rhythm as the dancers stepped forward bringing each foot down with a peel of tiny bells
sounding out. As the dancers took one more step forward, forming a parallel line, the
sitar, tambura and sarod launched into an all too familiar guitar ri . Joe and Al turned
instantly to look at me.
‘It’s not,’ said Joe, stroking his beard tentatively.
‘Can’t be,’ replied Al with a slight shake of his head. ‘Surely they wouldn’t…’ he paused for
a moment. ‘Sounds really familiar though.’

Railroad Blues

Railroad Blues

The ute took up the melody as it soared over the pulsating drums. The dancers moved
from side-to-side with exaggerated steps, their knees rising almost chest height before
descending gracefully to the oor. With elbows thrust sideways, arms raised toward the
ceiling and ngers forming circular movements, the dancers moved their heads
rhythmically from shoulder to shoulder whilst keeping their faces in full view of the
audience. Rachael placed her lips against my ear.
‘Isn’t that…?’ she began.
I nodded causing her lips to caress my ear.
‘Thought so,’ she said delicately wiping a nger across her lips. ‘Who’d have thought it?’
With ngers extended to frame each face the dancers moved their heads in gentle arcs. As
the music began to accentuate the beat each dancer’s head moved forward and backward
to emphasise the rhythm.
‘Strewth,’ whistled Joe. ‘I’ve never heard Gimme all your lovin’, done like that before.’
As if aware of his amazement, the dancers stepped forward as one and stamped to the
beat, their hands moving in exaggerated circles. I was just about to answer Joe when I
caught sight of my three o spring. Obviously enthralled with the eloquence of the music
and dance, Ben, Dan and Harriet were each imitating the head and hand movements. It
was my turn to be both amazed and shocked at their antics.
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‘Hey, you three,’ I hissed. ‘What do you think you’re…’ I paused open mouthed as I
suddenly noticed that it wasn’t just my three o spring that were performing the Indian
headshake, everybody surrounding them was doing exactly the same. Mr C. was doing the
most enthusiastic head wobble I’d ever seen as his eyes ickered from left to right and
back again.
‘Why don’t you join in?’ asked Rachael nudging my arm. I took one look at her beautiful
face being tilted from shoulder to shoulder and all I could do was shake my head in
disbelief.
‘Not like that, Dad,’ giggled Harriet. ‘Like this, look.’
‘Yeah, come on, Dad,’ said Ben with a roguish grin. ‘Do the Bollywood Bobble.’
‘Come on,’ laughed Mr C. ‘Get with it.’
Feeling as if I didn’t have much of a choice I took the set list out of my pocket and began
a quick analysis of the song titles. I pushed the list towards Joe and pointed at the
penultimate song.
‘Should we keep that one in the set?’
‘What do you think?’ shrugged Joe. ‘I don’t know how we’re going to top that,’ he added
indicating the dancers.
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‘Keep it in,’ urged Al. ‘Maybe the dancers will come on again and perform as we do our
rendition of Gimme all your lovin’.’
‘We’ll soon see,’ sighed Joe. ‘We’re on.’
Sure enough, Mr C. was on his feet encouraging us to take our places quickly while the
audience were still in a state of motion.
Adarsh was the rst to get onto the stage. Holding a pair of drumsticks in the air to
indicate his readiness, he smiled as Joe crumpled the set list into a ball and threw it onto
the oor.
‘Addicted to love,’ called Joe and Adarsh immediately began to beat out the rhythm.
‘So much for the set list,’ laughed Al.
‘Nothing ever changes,’ I replied and then grinned as the Princess growled the opening
chords and we were approaching the guitar solo before I knew it. There was nothing to
worry about as the Princess sang out the notes with ease. The guitar was a dream to play
and I couldn’t hide the huge grin that spread across my face. I looked across at Rachael
and the grin was equally as large on her face. She blew me a kiss and between that and the
sonic nirvana that was the Princess, I couldn’t have been happier.
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Without a pause we launched straight into another couple of ZZ Top tunes with Sharp

dressed man, and Cheap Sunglasses, followed by some Steve Winwood songs with
Gimme some lovin’, Paper Sun, Dear Mr Fantasy and Valerie in quick succession.
For the next hour we played most of the tunes that we knew, and that were suitable for
such an auspicious occasion, until we paused before our last number. Joe, with his guitar
hanging from his shoulder, approached the microphone.
‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ he began. ‘It has been an absolute honour to be here and play
some of our favourite tunes and, we hope, some of yours.’
Rapturous applause echoed around the room while a few whistles and whoops,
undoubtedly from our families, added to the volume. Joe signalled for a lowering of the
noise level.
‘You are genuinely too kind,’ he said with what looked suspiciously like moist eyes.
Blinking away the evidence he caressed his beard and nodded. ‘For our last number we
have chosen a rather special song.’ He looked across at the bride and groom and indicated
that they should move towards the dance oor. ‘I give you Nick Lowe’s, I knew the bride

when she used to rock and roll.’
With great enthusiasm the bride and groom launched themselves onto the dance oor,
quickly followed by a whole host of guests desperate to join in the fun.
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Eventually, the last chord rang out and the audience turned as one to applaud. To shouts
of encore, and more, we grinned, bowed and applauded the audience in return. Al, who
had somehow managed to leave the stage unnoticed, whispered something to Adarsh
who, in response, began to pound the drums. Almost instantly the dancers from earlier in
the evening bounded across the oor and, together with the audience, began a mass
rhythmic movement, which would have been the envy of any Bollywood movie.
From that moment, I knew that I could never listen to Gimme all your lovin’ without the
scenes from the wedding replaying in my mind. To say it was an extravaganza would be
an understatement. I had to repeat my guitar solo three times with the nal chorus
continuing until throats and limbs begged for mercy. Eventually, the last chord rang out,
the drums rolled to a stop and the voices, nally, faded away.
The four of us stood, arm-in-arm, and bowed, and bowed again, and again until our
spines creaked with the e ort of restoring each of us to an upright position. The bride
and groom would remember the day for reasons quite di erent to us, but this was one of
those occasions that we would recall time and time again as one of those rare events
where sound and movement came together in harmony.
We packed everything away in silence. Words seemed super uous as a feeling of
contentment enveloped us like a cloud. Mr C. stood a little way o , a beam of pride
spread across his face as his head nodded gently in satisfaction.
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Walking over to Mr C. I couldn’t help an equally large smile forming. As I o ered my
hand, Mr C. simply pushed it aside and, somewhat embarrassingly, gave me a hug. I
wasn’t quite sure how to respond as I could see Rachael almost falling o her chair with
laughter. After patting his shoulder a couple of times I stood back and nodded towards
the dancers, who were now sitting on the oor massaging their aching feet.
‘Are they available for weddings?’ I asked as Mr C. collapsed onto a chair with laughter.
Chapter 41
As if the day had not already been full of surprises, what met us on our arrival back at the
hotel was absolutely astonishing.
After the mass-dancing exhibition, I had been inundated with compliments on my ability
to nurture children with a broad appreciation of culture and tradition. Of course, Mr C.
took centre stage and accepted further compliments on his foresight in encouraging my
children to accompany us on the trip to India. It was pointless trying to dissuade anyone
that my three social protégées had little idea of their being culturally aware and merely
having a huge amount of fun imitating the dancers. No doubt they would be utilising the

Bollywood Bobble at frequent intervals on their arrival back in the UK. I’d have to deal
with that when the time came.
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With a general agreement for a swift nightcap in the bar before retiring to bed, I
somehow sensed that something was di erent but my jaded sensory receptors failed to
register anything other than my aching limbs. Shu ing towards the bar I was suddenly
halted by Harriet screeching with delight.
‘Dad, dad,’ she squealed.
‘Yes,’ Harriet,’ I yawned. ‘You can have a glass of bubbles wrapped in liquid.’
‘All sorted,’ grinned Dan. ‘Al’s at the bar now with our orders.’
‘Look, Dad,’ urged Harriet tugging at my sleeve.
‘Yes,’ agreed Rachael. ‘I think you should take a look, Harry.’
Gradually, allowing my eyes to focus on anything more than a metre away, I began to take
in the surroundings. An audible gasp escaped my lips.
‘That’s just…’ I began.
‘Wonderful,’ continued Mr C. with an accompanying slap on my back. ‘Truly remarkable.’
‘Very tting,’ murmured Bernie as Denise nodded their agreement.
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For a moment I couldn’t see anything that would encourage such praise until Steph
smiled and nodded to the sign at the entrance to the bar. I looked at Rachael and then
back at the sign.
‘For real?’ I asked.
‘Apparently so,’ replied Rachael with a shrug. ‘Well, according to Mr C. that is.’
‘Oh, most de nitely for real,’ said Mr C. with a laugh.
I looked again at the ornately painted sign. It was di cult to believe that here in
Dehradun was a hotel bar named The Princess Rachael. Even more amazing, as I looked
around the room, was a large, framed picture of myself holding the Princess Isabella guitar
with a beaming Mr C. standing nonchalantly with his hand on my shoulder. In the
corner of the bar, where we normally sat, was another large picture frame containing
various newspaper cuttings and pictures of the whole crazy a air of Rachael’s abduction,
the search, the case of mistaken identity and a rather touching picture of Rachael and
myself in a reuniting embrace.
‘Amazing,’ was all I could manage to say. At that moment Al arrived holding a tray laden
with a variety of drinks.
‘Courtesy of the management,’ he grinned. ‘I’m getting rather fond of Dehradun and
India.’
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‘So easy to attract his a ection,’ smiled Steph looping her arm through his.
‘Steady,’ warned Al as he placed the tray safely onto the table. ‘Besides, I’m not that easily
bought.’
‘Would you like a packet of crisps to go with your drink?’ enquired Steph pursing her lips
in readiness for a kiss.
‘Thanks,’ replied Al responding to the kiss request.
A burst of laughter from Bernie and Denise caused Al to move his lips a discreet distance
from Steph.
‘What?’ he asked defensively.
‘Nothing,’ giggled Bernie. ‘Nothing at all.’
‘You mentioned drinks?’ enquired Joe scrutinising the collection of glasses on the tray.
‘Help yourself,’ sni ed Al. ‘As it is our last night the manager has o ered to keep the bar
open and the cash register closed.’
‘That’s very decent of him,’ I remarked. Although given that midnight was a distant
memory and the tired state of the clientele I didn’t think the bar was in danger of
running dry. I nodded at Mr C. ‘A nice gesture from the manager.’
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‘Family,’ replied Mr C. with a wink.
‘Are you related to everyone here in Dehradun?’ asked Joe.
‘Oh no, not at all,’ laughed Mr C. ‘But we are a very large family that is spread across large
parts of India.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘Always very useful.’
‘I’m sure,’ replied Joe. ‘And a very enterprising family at that.’
‘Ah, yes,’ grinned Mr C. ‘Now, that reminds me,’ he said reaching under his chair. After a
few grunts he managed to pull out a large hessian bag. Peering into the bag he seemed to
arrive at a decision and extracted a richly decorated parcel.
‘For your wedding,’ he said handing the parcel to Rachael. Without waiting for a response
he rummaged in the bag once more and took out a similar parcel and passed it to Steph.
Giving the recently acquired bag of crisps to Al she leant towards Mr C. and kissed his
cheek.
‘You are so kind,’ she said giving him a second kiss.
‘Oh my,’ mumbled Mr C. clearly embarrassed. ‘That is also for your wedding. And now,’
he said continuing with his search of the bag.
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Within minutes everyone held a highly decorated parcel. Politeness restrained us from
opening the presents there and then although I did notice both Ben and Dan
surreptitiously prising open the edges of their parcel in an attempt to discover the
contents.
Guys,’ I hissed. ‘Not now, later.’
‘Open them, open them,’ encouraged Mr C. ‘It isn’t necessary to be so formal.’
Immediately Ben, Dan and Harriet tore open their presents and sat holding ‘T’ shirts
emblazoned with Dehradun in bright colours. Joe held a oral shirt against his chest while
Denise and Bernie admired the iridescent hue of their saris. Rachael carefully unwrapped
our parcel to reveal a pair of gold plated candlesticks with Steph holding a very similar pair
from her parcel.
‘Thank you so much,’ I said shaking Mr C’s hand. ‘Thank you for such a wonderful and,
at times, eye opening introduction to your country.’
‘India,’ replied Mr C. ‘is both mysterious and explicit at the same time. A land of contrast
and contradictions,’ he added. ‘Make of it what you will but even though you will have
left India far behind, India will never be far from you.’
It was either too late to appreciate Mr C’s comment or too profound. Whichever it was
left us in a state of silence for a couple of minutes. Finally, Rachael took Mr C’s hand.
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‘We’d be honoured if you and your family in the UK would join us to celebrate our
wedding,’ she said warmly.
‘I think,’ smiled Steph, ‘that the same invitation extends from Al and myself. We’d love
you to be a part of our wedding too.’
‘I am humbled,’ replied Mr C. ‘I and my immediate family,’ he continued with a wink,
‘Would be most delighted to join you each in celebrating your respective weddings.’ He
seemed to ponder for a moment and then smiled. ‘Have you considered,’ he said
beaming, ‘about the merits of having a joint wedding? I could do your catering for a most
modest cost and having one, large celebration would be extremely pragmatic.’
‘Mr C.’ I laughed. ‘You are very generous, thank you. However, Rachael and I haven’t
nalised our plans yet and…’
‘What do you say, Steph?’ asked Rachael before I could nish my sentence.
Steph looked at Al and patted his hand. ‘I think it is a marvellous idea,’ she replied. ‘Isn’t
it, Al?’ she asked patting his hand with emphasis.
‘Er, well, yes, I suppose,’ muttered Al.
‘That’s settled then,’ grinned Rachael. ‘We’ll discuss the idea at length when we’re home.’
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I looked at Al and he looked at me. There seemed nothing more to do or say other than
o er each other a shrug and smile politely.
Bernie and Denise quickly set about appraising their saris once more but this time with a
more clinical eye.
‘Hats,’ muttered Bernie. ‘What sort of hat do you wear with a sari?’
‘Ladies,’ laughed Mr C. ‘You adorn your hair and make it resplendent rather than hide it
under an item of lesser beauty.’
‘Food,’ said Denise rmly. ‘What about vegetarians? Will it be too spicy? What wine will
you serve? How…’
‘All will be perfection,’ replied Mr C. clapping his hands. ‘The food will be most splendid.’
The clapping of hands and mention of food stirred the su ering neurons within Doug’s
cranium. Since being deposited into an armchair on our arrival back at the hotel, he’d
slumbered comfortably with only the occasional nasal rumble. Valiantly prising his eyelids
towards the ceiling, Doug gave a lopsided smile.
‘Did someone mention food?’ he mumbled. ‘Is it supper time yet?’
‘No dear,’ replied Bernie soothingly. ‘It isn’t suppertime, it’s bedtime.’
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‘Oh good,’ slobbered Doug. ‘Night, night all,’ he muttered and promptly treated
everyone to a display of his aptitude for snoring and mumbling inane sentences
simultaneously.

Chapter 42
Breakfast was a surreal experience. It felt that my head had only recently made contact
with the pillow and within minutes I was showered, dressed, suitcase packed and now
trying to persuade my mouth that eating and drinking was the normal procedure for this
time of day. Fortunately, the state of the other breakfast participants indicated that my
cerebral disarray was the prevailing experience. A groan from across the table suggested
that at least one person was feeling a more acute sense of disarray than others.
‘Feeling better, Doug?’ I asked.
Doug, his eyes barely visible through partially closed eyelids, groaned once more. ‘I’ve felt
better,’ he mumbled.
‘Another good night’s sleep will see you back to normal,’ said Al through a mouthful of
toast.
‘Another good night?’ replied Doug. ‘One good night might have been helpful.’ He
gently massaged his shoulders. “ I can’t recommend sleeping on the oor as the most
conducive method to encourage sleep and recuperation.’
‘What?’ exclaimed Al. ‘The oor?’
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Doug glanced at Bernie who seemingly declined to comment by taking a sip of her tea.
‘She calls it the recovery position,’ explained Doug with a nod towards Bernie.
‘Yes,’ sni ed Bernie placing her teacup carefully in its saucer. ‘It helps me to recover from
his excesses.’ She lifted the teacup once more. ‘I don’t see why I should forfeit my sleep
while he mumbles, snores and makes it imperative to clasp the bedclothes tightly around
your neck to avoid inhaling noxious fumes.’
‘Now just a minute,’ complained Doug. ‘That’s a little unfair.’
‘Not just a little unfair,’ agreed Bernie. ‘It’s grossly unfair that I should su er as a result of
your inability to do anything in moderation.’
Up to this point, Ben, Dan and Harriet had listened to the marital exchange with
interest. However, the description of Doug’s inability to contain his noxious fumes was
too much for them and the ensuing riotous laughter caused some of the other breakfast
participants to look towards our table.
‘Can’t you control your o spring,’ moaned Doug. ‘People are looking and must be
wondering why I’m the object of so much hilarity.’
‘Don’t you go blaming Harry’s children,’ chided Bernie. ‘Your condition is self-in icted.’
She shook her head as if remembering something distasteful. ‘The problem is that you
then in ict your condition upon the rest of us.’
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‘For crying out loud,’ snapped Doug. ‘Why am I subjected to…’
Adarsh, who had stood nervously in the doorway during this exchange, timed his
entrance to perfection as he quickly walked towards Doug.
‘No!’ cried Doug lifting his heavily bandaged arm in front of his face. ‘Not you as well,
surely?’
‘Oh,’ said a surprised Adarsh. ‘Forgive me. I didn’t realise you had received more presents
than is necessary.’ He hid the package he was carrying behind his back. ‘I am sorry to have
disturbed your breakfast.’
‘Hey, no, hang on,’ called Doug as Adarsh started to walk backwards out of the room. ‘I
thought you were here to admonish me for being somewhat unavailable during the latter
part of last night’s gig.’
‘On the contrary,’ smiled Adarsh. ‘I would be honoured if you would accept this small gift
of gratitude for guiding me through the gig and enabling me to have such a wonderful
time. Thank you,’ he said handing Doug the gift-wrapped parcel.
‘That is so very kind of you,’ said Doug as he clamped the parcel onto the table with his
bandaged arm and began tearing at the wrapping with his other hand. Within seconds
Doug had unwrapped a pair of ornately carved drumsticks. Balancing the sticks with two
ngers he smiled at Adarsh.
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‘They’re beautiful,’ he smiled. ‘I’m deeply touched.’ Doug laid the sticks on the table. ‘I
shall never use them.’
‘Oh,’ said Adarsh with a look of total dejection on his face.
‘No,’ said Doug quickly. ‘What I meant is that they are too beautiful to use. I would hate
to make any kind of dent in them. In fact,’ he announced with a nod towards Bernie. ‘I
shall give them pride of place in the display cabinet.’
‘Thank you,’ grinned Adarsh. ‘I would be most honoured to have them available for
everyone to see. I made them from my old cricket bat. Very ne wood from the Willow
tree.’
‘I am truly humbled,’ said Doug with a slight incline of his head. ‘Come and sit down and
join us for breakfast.’
Mr C. who was busily helping himself to any toast or croissants left unattended on a
breakfast plate, gave a loud sigh.
‘Dehradun will seem a lot less interesting when you ne people have departed,’ he said
seriously. ‘You have certainly enlivened my time in India.’
‘Glad to be of service,’ grinned Joe. ‘I think we’ve all had an experience we’ll remember for
a long time.’
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Rachael suddenly sat very still her tea cup paused between the table and her mouth. Joe
winced as Denise emphasised her disgust with a sharp shin kick.
‘Ignore him,’ she said softly to Rachael. ‘I often do,’ she added with a smile. ‘He means
well but his mouth is several paragraphs ahead of his brain.’
‘I didn’t mean…’ mumbled Joe.
‘It’s OK,’ said Rachael quietly. ‘Unfortunately, my experiences were a little di erent to
yours.’
‘Weddings,’ announced Mr C. loudly. ‘I want to know all about your plans and it will be
my pleasure to help your day be most memorable.’
‘Wish you’d done the catering for our wedding,’ sighed Denise. ‘It was a shambles. Some
bright spark thought a sh and chip supper was the height of culinary taste.’
‘It weren’t my fault it rained,’ said Joe defensively. ‘The stupid delivery guy couldn’t nd a
parking space so him and his mate parked around the corner and proceeded to bring one
hundred and forty suppers to the clubhouse during a downpour. Besides,’ he added. ‘It
was sort of romantic in its own way.’
‘What?’ coughed Denise. ‘You reckon a hundred and forty soggy sh and chip suppers
were romantic?’
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‘Well,’ shrugged Joe. ‘It was a reminder of our courting days standing under the eaves of
the cricket pavilion sheltering from the rain and eating sh and chips.’
‘You sly romantic,’ chuckled Doug. ‘I shan’t be able to eat sh and chips again without
images of you and Denise huddled together sharing a romantic meal.’
‘And what about you and Bernie?’ asked Mr C. tactfully.
‘Yes,’ said Joe eagerly. ‘What romantic moments led to your wedding, Doug?’
‘Ah, yes, well you see…’ began Doug.
‘He was more the charmer,’ explained Bernie. ‘Which is how we came to have our rstborn as a bridesmaid on our wedding day.’
‘You old devil,’ laughed Al. ‘You’re a sly one and no mistake.’ He took a sip of tea and
stroked Steph’s hand. ‘You wouldn’t catch me holding rstborn on our wedding day,’ he
said shaking his head.
‘I wouldn’t count on that,’ replied Steph.
‘What?’ gulped Al. ‘You’re saying…?’
Steph smiled and laid her hand across her stomach.
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‘But you hid yourself away,’ spluttered Al.
‘Yes,’ agreed Steph. ‘I needed to contemplate my future. A future that I wasn’t certain you
wanted to be a part of.’
Al sat completely motionless and, unusually for him, said nothing more but simply stared
unseeing into the distance.
Steph looked at Al, her soon to be emerging stomach and back at Al.
‘Well,’ she sighed. ‘That’s disconcerting to say the least.’
‘So,’ grinned Mr C. clapping his hands together as a distraction. ‘It seems it will be a time
of numerous celebration back in the UK.’
‘I’ll drink to that,’ replied Doug.
‘No you damn well won’t,’ said Bernie sharply. At which point my o spring dissolved
into a further bout of laughter.
‘Now see what you’ve done,’ moaned Doug.
‘As I said well before our wedding day,’ grinned Bernie. ‘It had more to do with what you
had done…’
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Doug’s mouth performed sh impressions while the rest of us joined in with the laughter.
I had to admit that although our time in India had brought some unwanted and
unwelcome experiences, the experiences that would remain were the ones with shared
laughter and the feeling of being part of a large and, at times, tempestuous family.
‘Anyone for a lift to the airport?’ called a voice.
Leaning against the wall a tall, wiry gure smiled as we turned to see whose voice was
o ering a lift.
‘Deepesh,’ cried Harriet running over and hugging his legs.
‘Well met, little one,’ boomed Deepesh resplendent in his pin-stripe suit and bowler hat.
Mr C. waved his hand and immediately a group of porters appeared and instantly began
ferrying our luggage outside to the waiting minibus.
Following our belongings out of the hotel we were both surprised and delighted to be met
by a whole line-up of people we’d met during our stay. First in line were Deya and
Sangeeta Bhatnagar along with their son, Dinesh. Hands were shaken and pleasantries
exchanged as we progressed towards the minibus. Mr C’s cousin, Mahendra nodded and
bowed with a huge smile permanently on his face. The hotel management embraced each
one of us as if we were family while all the time a photographer from the local newspaper
captured the scene from every angle.
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Tagged onto the end of our little procession a reporter was busily asking questions of
everyone who had come to say goodbye, taking copious notes and shaking their hands
too. Adarsh had followed us outside and stood awkwardly to one side. Once Doug had
shaken every hand that was there to be shook he walked slowly toward Adarsh. With no
words seemingly either su cient or necessary the two embraced. Although Doug’s onearmed hug didn’t have the same impact as Adarsh’s arms, the meaning was fully
understood.
‘Keep in touch,’ said Doug trying valiantly to stop his eyes from leaking.
Adarsh nodded and smiled, his own eyes ghting a losing battle with tears.
‘Ready?’ boomed Deepesh. He was already seated in the minibus and anxious to throw
the vehicle into the tra c. Mr C. steeped forward and grasped my hands.
‘When I return to the UK, I will organise a reunion meal at my restaurant. Agreed?’
‘It will be both an honour and a pleasure,’ I replied.
Rachael, with moist eyes, stepped forward and gave Mr C. a hug. Although obviously
embarrassed, his eyes appreciated the gesture as rivulets of tears trickled down his face.
‘Thank you for everything,’ whispered Rachael.
‘My pleasure,’ replied Mr C. taking a step back whilst still holding Rachael’s hands. ‘I
sincerely hope that this is the beginning of a long and happy friendship.’
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‘You can be assured of that,’ I said with my arm around Rachael’s waist. ‘Consider
yourself one of the family.’
Mr C. quickly snatched his handkerchief from the top pocket of his jacket and, rather
than the customary mopping of his forehead he patted his eyes and then blew his nose
noisily.
‘I think,’ he managed to say through his handkerchief. ‘That Mrs Chatterjee and myself
would like you to consider yourselves as part of our family too.’
‘We look forward to meeting your wife,’ said Rachael nally freeing her hands from his
grasp. ‘I was beginning to wonder whether there really was a Mrs Chatterjee.’
‘Oh most de nitely,’ laughed Mr C. ‘She is a very beautiful lady and when you two meet
it will be as if two fragrant blossoms have graced my life.’
‘Flatterer,’ chided Rachael gently dabbing at her eyes.
The sound of Deepesh leaning on the horn of the minibus curtailed any further emotive
comments. Gradually we were all seated, including Mr C. who was adamant about
accompanying us to the airport, we stared out at the group of people who had brie y
been a part of our lives, giving waves of farewell as Deepesh threw the minibus into the
stream of tra c.
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‘To the airport,’ he shouted waving his umbrella out of the window and pointing it
skywards.
In the minibus a thoughtful quiet descended on our group. Al, still seemingly in a state of
shock stared vacantly at the windscreen. I looked around at the others as they each
mentally recalled their various experiences of India. We were each taking back sights,
sounds and smells that would linger in the memory forever. For some, more tangible
mementos of India would be temporary as Doug nursed his broken arm and Steph, even
though her reminder of India had been brought with her, sat with her hands gently on
her stomach pondering the future.
Rachael seemed to understand my thoughts and rested her head against my shoulder.
‘Life back in the UK will seem dull compared to this,’ I said casually pointing out of the
window.
‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ she replied lifting her head to look directly at me. ‘Your
three strings are about to become four, well, in a few months anyway.’
The quiet of the minibus became a silence as Rachael’s words were aurally digested.
‘You mean…?’ I managed to mumble.
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‘De nitely,’ she smiled. ‘It’s due on my birthday, which should make it easier for you to
remember.’
I didn’t know what to say. I looked across at Al who returned my gaze. Slowly a smile
spread across his face. Suddenly he raised both arms above his head.
‘I’m going to be a dad,’ he yelled punching the air in jubilation.
‘And me, again,’ I laughed.
While Steph hugged Al with a feeling of relief and reassurance, Harriet launched herself at
Rachael laughing and crying with joy. With Ben and Dan smiling and giving me a

Thumbs up gesture of approval, the rest of the group voiced their congratulations with
claps and whistles.
As we hurtled through the busy streets of Dehradun to the Jolly Grant airport for our
ight to New Delhi, the sound of joyful laughter and Mr C’s chuckles would linger in my
ears long after sleep had embraced my consciousness.
The whole Indian trip had been a huge sensory experience that had had its high points,
low points and every point in between. I was going home with far more than I had
bargained for, literally, as was Al, but it just goes to prove that life is really just one long

Rollercoaster…
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Vivamus vestibulum
ntulla nec ante.
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit, sed do eiusmod
tempor incididunt ut labore et dolore magna aliqua. Ut enim ad minim
veniam, quis nostrud exercitationullamco laboris nisi ut aliquip ex ea
commodo consequat. Duis aute irure dolor in reprehenderit involuptate velit
esse cillum dolore eu fugiat nulla pariatur. Excepteur sint occaecat cupidatat
nonproident, sunt in culpa qui o cia deserunt mollit anim id est laborum.
Sed egestas, ante et vulputate volutpat, eros pede semper est, vitae luctus
metus libero eu augue. Morbi purus libero, faucibus adipiscing, commodo
quis, gravida id, est. Sed lectus. Praesent elementum hendrerit tortor. Sed
semper lorem at felis. Vestibulum volutpat, lacus a ultrices sagittis, mi neque
euismod dui, eu pulvinar nunc sapien ornare nisl. Phasellus pede arcu,
dapibus eu, fermentum et, dapibus sed, urna.

