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Synopsis

Evelyn Hopkins leaves everything she knows and heads
to London at the height of the Roaring Twenties, intent upon living
her life to the fullest. But will the dark cloud of the Great War
keep her from happiness and love?

Edward Hopkins returned from the war, but he is a
shadow of his former self, broken by his experiences. His sister
makes him a promise: to live her life well enough for both of them.
London is a colorful world of jazz, fashion, and opportunities for
lust and romance at every turn. When Evelyn meets handsome,
eccentric Jos—with her butch style and gentle manner—she knows true
attraction for the first time. But can love sustain them through
tragedy and carry Evelyn into a new life she can be proud of?
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Prologue

London, 1916

 


The skies above Greenwich were dark, cloudy, and
starless that night. But still the shadow was visible as it loomed
into view. The unworldly visitor from a foreign place, bringing
only destruction. A vast black oval against the night sky, a
darkness against the dark. Then the fire was unleashed.

Searchlights roamed through the night, their vivid
beams illuminating the giant Zeppelin, but being able to see it
only made it more terrifying. Floating above the houses and
factories of London, it dropped its bombs with no apparent
effort.

The night was quiet no longer. The explosions, so
loud they made the ears ring, caused walls and floors to shake,
filled the air with the rumble of collapsing masonry. Fires
crackled, springing to life where hearths and gas mains had been.
The acrid stench of smoke, the dry dust of crumbled brickwork, made
it difficult to breathe.

This was the horror of this Great War. Wars, for
centuries, were something fought on a faraway field. But the
massive Zeppelins brought the war to London. As if it wasn’t enough
that the people had sent sons, husbands, and fathers to die in the
trenches, now the Germans aimed their bombs at the families waiting
at home.

Joselyn Singleton crouched under the heavy kitchen
table of her family home, her hands over her ears. All she could
think of were her twin brother and her parents. She had not seen
them since she had returned home and had no way to know where they
were in the house, or even if they were home. She had only been
inside for a few minutes when the raid had begun. The first bomb
had shattered the windows and she had taken shelter under the
table.

Joselyn, halfway through her eighteenth year, had
been working as a conductor on the buses all day. It suited her
rather more than being a volunteer nurse, the option many of her
friends had taken. She was rather squeamish about the sight of
blood and, besides, she did not think she could bear to see
suffering on so great a scale. Before the war, she’d been
cultivating a career on the stage, but that had felt very frivolous
in such a time of desperation. So now she clipped tickets on buses
in her smart uniform, rather enjoyed the freedom to roam around
London, and tried not to remember that she did so because there was
a war raging across the sea.

Of course, she could not forget. Her own brother was
part of the war. Vernon was not away fighting, but rather serving a
clerical duty at a desk in London, as a result of a string of
childhood diseases that had left him with reduced lung capacity and
made him unfit for active duty. She supposed she should be ashamed
that she was glad, but he was the other half of her, her twin, and
she could not bear the idea of hearing of his death via telegram
one bleak day. His administrative role was just as fundamental to
British victory, and both of them were rather scornful about the
supposed glory in battle and prayed for an end to the madness.

Now, Joselyn cowered under the table and desperately
wondered where Vernon was. He sometimes worked late into the night,
but he could equally be somewhere in the house, or visiting their
neighbours. Bombs were exploding across Greenwich and with every
explosion she winced. Her parents had been to visit her mother’s
sister in Chelsea but she had no way of knowing if they were still
there.

Another bomb fell, closer this time, so close that
she heard objects in the house falling. The dark room was now
illuminated with an orange glow from the fires burning outside. She
could hear men’s voices, shouting urgently.

Then there was a crash above her, a flash. And then,
nothing.

 


Devon, 1918

 


“Promise me, Evelyn!”

Evelyn sobbed and struck her brother on the
shoulder, with no intention to harm him, simply to express her
anguish. He stood solid, his eyes imploring her.

“How can I promise that, Eddie? How can you ask me
to even think about it?” Evelyn’s voice was hoarse with crying.
She’d barely stopped since Edward had received his papers,
demanding he go to fight for his country.

“How can you not promise it, Evie?” There were tears
in Edward’s eyes too, a strain in his voice.

“Because I don’t want to even consider that you
won’t come back, Eddie! I can’t think about it. If I promise you,
it’s like tempting fate. I couldn’t live with myself.” She looked
up into his familiar face. Other young men from West Coombe had
gone to fight, and had died. But it couldn’t happen to her brother.
He was too kind to kill, too vital to die. She reached up a hand
and stroked his cheek.

“Evie”—Edward cradled Evelyn’s face in his hands—“I
don’t want to think about it either. I don’t want to die. I don’t
want to see anyone else die.” Evelyn could hear the fear in his
voice and anxiety gripped her heart tighter. “But I don’t have a
choice. You wouldn’t want me to refuse to go, would you?”

“I wish I could…” She knew there was no alternative.
Edward was no conscientious objector—his patriotism, though latent,
had been stirred by the struggle against Germany. Although it had
not turned out to be the quick and glorious war they had hoped for,
that day in ’14, he still thought there was something worth
fighting for. They had always known he would reach the age where he
would have to go to the front if the war did not end. There was
still no sign of it ending.

“I know, Evie. And if it wasn’t for duty and all
that, I wouldn’t go. But since I have to, please, promise. If I
don’t make it back, live your life for both of us. Do something
extraordinary. Don’t just live and die here in West Coombe. Strive
to be happy—don’t settle for contentment.”

Edward’s eyes had grown wide and desperate. Evelyn
could sense his pain. It wasn’t an idle expectation he had of her.
On many nights she’d sat up with him in the sitting room, talking
about how she found life rather too small, how she wanted something
more but wasn’t sure what that was. He always told her he felt the
same, that one day they’d leave together if they had to. Now he
demanded she commit to that, even without him.

“But you won’t die.” Her protest was quiet.

“I might, Evie. I might. And if I don’t, then we’ll
go on as before. But if I do, in the moment when my life is
slipping away, if I can think of you doing everything we’ve talked
about, and more, then I will be satisfied and at peace.”

Evelyn held his gaze for a long moment. The pain in
her throat was so intense she could no longer speak above a
whisper. “I promise, Eddie. I promise. But please, don’t die.”

Edward smiled sadly. “I’ll try. I promise you that.
And thank you.” He bent to place a light kiss on her forehead.
Tears rolled down her cheeks, but she did not try to stop them.

“I love you, Eddie.” Edward did not answer. He
simply held her close. Her memories of their childhood together, of
that innocent happiness, tormented her. He was just over a year
older than her. It was a gap of three years down to their younger
sister, Annie, and another two years again to Peter, who was just
twelve. Edward and Evelyn had always felt themselves different to
their siblings, older, wiser, and more worldly. Edward, as the
eldest son, had received the best education, but everything he’d
learned at the High School, he’d shared with Evelyn. His help had
dulled the pain, three years ago, when she’d been required to leave
school and help her mother and father in the town grocery shop. A
girl’s education did not matter so greatly, providing she knew
enough not to be ignorant as a wife and mother.

Her mind went back further, to playing on the beach
in the bay with Eddie, digging deep holes in the sand. Eddie would
tease her and say she’d dig all the way through to Australia. The
picture in her mind changed again. Eddie at her dolls’ tea parties,
pretending happily to drink from the miniature china tea set. Eddie
at his birthday just last year, delighted with the cake Evelyn had
made for him. It had always been Eddie and Evie. Although she felt
a sisterly love for Annie and Peter, she did not share the level of
friendship and the meeting of minds that she did with her older
brother.

And now he would be snatched away from her and taken
to a foreign land, where men who did not know him at all would try
to take his life. She felt the sobs rising again and held him
tighter.


Chapter One

November 1927

 


Evelyn Hopkins slipped out of the back door of her
home about half an hour before the time her father would usually
rise. She’d not slept at all, lying awake for a while in the empty
room. She reflected on the stories of women she had read in the
newspapers. These were modern times—the war had changed everything.
There were women who were lawyers now, civil servants, doctors.
Women who lived alone and knew their hopes of marriage had died in
the mud of Flanders. These surplus women, as she’d seen them
referred to, had no choice but to be independent. Even before the
war, the suffragettes had made their voices heard, and not always
quietly. These people made her world seem small, her expectations
so limited. Now it was her time to be brave and see what came of
it.

She thought of her brother, too, and wanted to go
back to him. Had he slept last night? What impact would her
decision have on a body and mind already so damaged, a man who had
lived through such trauma?

She whispered into the early morning silence. “This
is that moment, isn’t it, Eddie? That we always talked about, like
birds and butterflies. The moment where you take to the air and
find out if you can fly, or if you’ll just plummet to the ground.
But even if you plummet, at least you had the chance of
flying.”

If Eddie could go to war, live through a war, she
could do this. Edward had climbed onto a train, then a ship, and
had been transported to a foreign land where men were trying to
kill him. So many other men had done the same. So many had not
returned. This unexpected trip to London with a half-planned scheme
to stay awhile and see a little of the world was really nothing
more than a tourist jaunt in comparison. It was certainly nothing
like as dramatic as it felt.

As she walked the three miles to the station, she
thought about Edward. He had returned from the war, although, for a
while, they’d believed him dead. After the Battle of Valenciennes,
they’d received a telegram to say he was missing. So many of the
missing turned out to be dead that her family’s grief was instant
and deep.

Other families in town had lost sons, fathers,
uncles. The community tried to support each other, as they all
tried to fathom the loss. But Evelyn had not wanted their comfort.
Eddie was gone and she was certain no one felt it as deeply as she
did. Of her promise to Eddie, she’d thought very little. Loss and
emptiness pervaded everything.

But a few months after the end of the war, they’d
received a letter from a military hospital near Brighton. A solider
who had been transported there from France at the end of
hostilities. His face had been badly wounded and heavily bandaged,
as had both of his hands. His uniform had gone and somehow there
was no trace of his identification papers. He had not spoken since
he had first arrived at the hospital. Eventually he had written his
name and place of birth on a piece of paper. Tracking down the
Hopkins family in a town as small as West Coombe had not been
difficult.

Evelyn remembered her parents’ delight. Edward was
not dead and he was coming home! She was delighted too, the heavy
weight of grief finally lifted. But the thought of Eddie so injured
he could not speak made it impossible to dispel the darkness
entirely.

They’d gone to meet him from the train, walking the
same roads and lanes as she did this morning. Evelyn’s memory of
the day was vivid still, seven years later. The steam from the
train, the black coal smoke, hung heavy on the platform. Passengers
alighted into a haze and looked around confusedly for those who had
come to greet them. Evelyn and her family peered through the fog
for the figure so familiar to them. They could not see him
anywhere, and her mother had begun to wonder out loud if there was
some kind of mistake.

Evelyn’s attention had been drawn by a tall,
exceptionally thin figure moving slowly towards them. He was on
crutches, his gait awkward. A dark suit was all she could make out
of his clothing. His head was bowed, his attention apparently
focused on the ground. She almost looked away. Then recognition
dawned.

“Mother, Dad, it’s him! There!” She’d run towards
him even as she finished the exclamation. “Eddie, we’re here!
You’re back home now.” As she reached him, she instinctively took
his face in her hands and looked into his eyes. What she saw, to
her shame, made her cry out in awful surprise.

Edward’s face was scarred. His left cheek bore
evidence of lacerations that had healed badly and his forehead and
the area around his right eye looked shiny and contorted, as though
he’d been burned. The scarring bothered Evelyn less than the dull,
hard expression on the face, the clouded eyes that had once been so
bright. It was as though Edward saw and recognised the world around
him but was somehow removed from it.

Evelyn had willed herself not to look away. She
lowered her hands to his shoulders, noticing how much weight he’d
lost since she’d last held him. “Oh, Eddie, what happened?”

The question would never be answered.

It had taken Evelyn some minutes to realise that
Edward’s awkward stance, dependence on the crutches, was a result
of his left leg missing from below the knee. The horror of war was
suddenly embodied by her Eddie, and Evelyn did not know whether
tears or anger was the correct emotional response.

In the seven years since that day, Evelyn had read
what she could about shell shock. But no matter what she read,
Evelyn did not find anything to help Edward. The doctors and
psychologists were at a loss, arguing amongst themselves. In the
end, Evelyn tired of reading their educated commentaries. They were
irrelevant to her experience of living day-to-day with Eddie.

He made progress, of sorts. The moments of eye
contact grew longer, with more meaning. He would reach out and
touch members of the family, usually in thanks or apparent
affection. As though he was remembering the bare essentials of
communication, his manners were the first part of his speech to
return; he began, quite abruptly one day, to say please and thank
you at the appropriate moments. The names of his family also crept
in. In the last two years he’d occasionally passed comment on the
weather, or the quality of the roast meat put in front of him.

Still, he remained mostly silent. And he did not
leave the house. So now, Edward was left to his own devices. He
spent his days in the parlour, mostly gazing out of the window.
They kept him supplied with tea and left a pen and paper next to
him. One day Evelyn found that he’d written his name over and over
again on the paper. Another day was a sketch of a face, crudely
drawn. She received no response when she asked him who it was. Only
those brief touches of the hand, the moments of eye contact, told
her that he was still here.

And now, at his urging, she was leaving him behind.
In the drive he had shown to make her leave, to escape
claustrophobic West Coombe, she had seen more of his former self
than she had since he went to war. Rationalising this morning’s
actions was easy in that context.

She had written letters to explain and had entrusted
them to Edward before they had retired for the night. Although she
knew there would be worry and pain, she felt sure that the notion
that Edward had plotted this with her, that somehow Edward
approved, would distract her parents from her own actions.
Pragmatic as they were, her parents would undoubtedly be shocked,
but not in a way that would greatly affect their day-to-day
existence.

She felt more guilt about Michael. A few hours ago,
desperate to move forward in her life, seeking something she did
not understand, she had accepted his proposal of marriage and let
him kiss her. He’d been so happy when she’d left him, just the
evening before. Their time at the dance, and the fireworks, seemed
a world away now, not just a few hours. That seemed ludicrous
now.

Michael would be disappointed. Worse than that, he
would be hurt. He’d pursued Evelyn for years, patient, waiting. She
knew he loved her. Michael was popular though, he had friends
enough to occupy him, women enough who would readily be courted.
She was, surely, doing the right thing by him. Condemning him to a
marriage in which she would never be a satisfied partner could not
be the fair action for either of them. She hoped her letter would
make that plain, and that he would forgive her.

She could not explain her motivations in encouraging
him and then rejecting him. He would not understand that West
Coombe was so small, so suffocating, that she needed to leave. Nor
would he understand that, at twenty-five, she still did not feel
ready to marry. That her affection for him did not translate into
enough of a regard to be ready to promise to spend the rest of her
life with him, to obey him, to do everything a man and woman did
together. Michael was a good man but she could not marry, as her
sister Annie had done, a good man who would give her respectably,
content life. She needed more. Michael would never understand. She
hoped, very much, that he would recover quickly and move on.

Saying goodbye to Edward was the hardest. She’d
crept into his room before she went down the stairs for the last
time. She found him sitting up in bed. He smiled when he saw her
and, for an awful moment, she thought he’d forgotten their
conversation of the evening before and was just pleased to see her.
If Edward did not want her to leave, she could not. She saw his
eyes move to the small suitcase she carried with her, calm and
happy still. He remembered.

She had returned home from the Bonfire Party she’d
attended with Michael, to find Edward still awake, sitting in the
shadows of the parlour. He’d been sitting in his usual chair, but
on the edge, as if agitated. The fireworks of Guy Fawkes Night had
left him weeping, shivering slightly. She stroked his face and he
was quieter, seemed soothed by her presence. He’d looked like a
child again, and she wanted nothing more than to embrace him and
tell him everything would be all right. However, she could not
ignore the sheets of crumpled and torn paper around him, covered in
his uneven handwriting. They were on his lap, on the floor, on the
arms of the chair, on the side table. There were ink blots all over
his fingers, even a smudge of ink just above his top lip.

“What’s all this, Eddie?” she’d asked gently. Edward
looked at her, watching. She bent to pick a scrap up from near
Edward’s foot. All that was written was her name. “That’s my name,
Eddie. Is this for me?” Edward did not respond, simply stared at
the fragment of paper in her hand. She bent and picked up another.
“Is it a letter, Eddie, to me?”

Edward nodded furiously. “A letter. To Evie.”

Evelyn stared. This was the closest to a
conversation she’d had with her brother since before he went to
war. He barely ever responded directly to questions. “What were you
writing to me about? What does this mean, Eddie?” she asked him,
turning the paper, with its indecipherable scribblings, to show
him. His eyes dropped to look at what he had written, but he said
nothing. His right hand began to tremble and Evelyn grasped it
between her own, abandoning the scraps of paper for a moment to
soothe him. She saw the tears rising in his eyes. Her mind flew
back to the last time she’d truly seen him cry, the night before
he’d left for the war. The night he’d made her promise.

The realisation dawned suddenly. “My promise.”

“Yes, yes, yes, promise. Evie, promise.” Edward
nodded furiously again.

She’d rarely seen him so agitated, she knew she
should try to calm him. But she needed to know what he was
thinking. She’d barely given the promise a second thought herself.
So much had happened since that night. She was so far from keeping
that promise. What she had said tonight, to Michael, was the final
step. She’d never keep the promise if she married him.

“Is that it, Eddie? That you think I’ve not kept my
promise?” Edward stopped nodding and stared at her, but the stare
was accusatory. “I still think West Coombe’s too small, just like
we always did. But I don’t know how to leave. Do you know what I
did tonight? I said yes when Michael asked me to marry him. I said
yes. I’m going to be Mrs. Michael Godfrey and there’s nothing I can
do to stop it. I can’t keep that damn promise, Eddie, even though I
want to and you have no business being angry with me about it
unless you have some sort of magic and can get me away from
here!”

And he had then produced a kind of magic, Evelyn
mused. Crumpled from his pocket, a letter in an unfamiliar hand, on
yellowed paper. The final letter written by a fallen comrade, a
captain of Edward’s regiment, entrusted to Edward to be delivered
to his sister in Mayfair, should he not survive. Edward, for
reasons he could not explain, had kept the letter for eight years.
She’d read the letter with tears in her eyes. Frank Grainger and
his sister Lilian were unknown to her, but to read this brief,
intimate insight into their life affected her deeply.

Edward had taken a deep breath. “Go!” He paused for
a moment, waiting for her response. “Promised!”

“But you can’t go to London, Eddie!” Evelyn was
surprised he’d even considered it. “I know you promised this Frank
that you’d try, but you can’t.” Edward was suddenly shaking his
head again. “It’s all right, Eddie. Maybe we can put the letter in
the post, or enquire if Lilian still lives there.” She reached out
a hand and tried to soothe him.

“No!” His voice was loud and Evelyn thought about
her parents sleeping in the room above. “You go.”

Evelyn stared at him, realisation finally beginning
to dawn. “Me?” Now Edward was nodding, more gently. He knew she
understood. “You want me to go to London and take this letter to
Lilian Grainger on your behalf.” Evelyn felt her hands shaking.
“And you think it would fulfil what I promised, don’t you, Eddie?
It will get me out of West Coombe. Away from Michael.” She reached
the finally conclusion quietly, almost to herself.

Edward had stopped nodding and was simply regarding
Evelyn quietly, calmer now.

“I couldn’t do it, Eddie! Mother and Father wouldn’t
allow it and I’ve said what I said to Michael. And I don’t have any
money. You can’t just go to London, especially not a woman on her
own. What do you expect me to do, just turn up at Lilian Grainger’s
door and ask to stay?”

In silent response, Edward had reached into the
pocket of his pyjamas. Into her hands he scooped a raggedy heap of
folder pieces of paper. “Saving,” he said, then returned to his
silence.

It took Evelyn a moment to realise that they were
bank notes. Most of them only pound notes, but she saw at least one
worth twenty pounds. Her heart started to thud heavily in her
chest, as the possibilities offered by the money opened to her.

Evelyn stared at him. For a moment he had almost
been Edward from before the war. It had been so brief, but it was
enough to confirm he was still there, somewhere.

“There must be over a hundred pounds here, Eddie.”
More than enough for the train and a respectable hotel, even in
London. The voice in her head told her she could do it. She gritted
her teeth and tried to ignore it. “But that still doesn’t mean I
can go! It’s unheard of!” Not entirely unheard of, perhaps. The
Rawson family from Back Street had moved to Kent a few months ago.
A girl she’d been at school with, Cathy Clarke, had visited an aunt
and uncle in London every summer. London was not a foreign country.
It was one simple train ride away. And now, when she was so
desperate to escape, he held this in front of her. Her chance to
fulfil promises for both herself and Edward, her chance to see
something of the outside world.

Yet she knew there would be no going back. If she
went, her engagement to Michael was in tatters. There would be no
one else. Her parents would not understand her need to see the
world outside of West Coombe. Besides, Edward had clearly hidden
both the letter and money for years, not wanting their parents to
know. Whatever his reasoning, it would be a betrayal to tell them.
In the end, her loyalty was to Edward.

She thought of that hot July day, a year or two
before the war. Side by side on a clifftop bench, watching the
seagulls, the little brown butterflies in the meadow, they’d
wondered aloud how such creatures realise they can fly. And
suddenly it had seemed to represent everything in their limited,
grounded lives. One day, they’d sworn to each other, they would
fly.

Now Evelyn could try, for them both. There would be
no further chances. Feeling drunk suddenly, as the adrenaline
pulsed through her body, she knew she had to make the attempt. And
if she failed, what had she really lost?

“I’ll do it, Eddie.” It was a whisper at first.
“I’ll do it.”

Edward had smiled then, one of the broadest smiles
she’d seen him manage since his return. She smiled back, a surge of
youthful excitement filling her. She reached her hands out to
Edward, clasping his face in her hands. “The only thing I’ll miss
from here is you, Eddie. I love you. And I’ll write, and tell you
everything. Can you believe it? I’m going to try to fly, Eddie!”
She bent and kissed his forehead, then threw her arms around him
and embraced him wholeheartedly.

And this morning she’d had to part from him. “I came
to say goodbye, Eddie. It’s only for now of course. Who knows, I
might be back in a few days, when the money runs out. I mean, I’m
hoping there’ll be something useful I can do. But if not, I’ll be
back really soon. I don’t know what I’ll do then, of course…”
Edward was still smiling. Whatever happened, this was worth it to
see that smile. “Anyway, it might be for a little while, with any
luck. You make sure you give those letters to Mother and Michael,
won’t you?” Edward’s eyes flickered with understanding, though he
said nothing. “And I’ll write to you too, Eddie. I’ll be thinking
about you the whole time. I love you.”

Evelyn had embraced her brother and felt him put his
arms around her shoulders. A barely perceptible whisper: “I love
you, Evie.” She squeezed him harder, then straightened up again
before the tears could fall.

This was her time to fly.


Chapter Two

Lost in her thoughts, Evelyn was alert enough to be
relieved to find an empty road ahead of her. There was little cause
for anyone from West Coombe to head for the station, which the
village shared with the nearby inland town of Markham, in time for
the early train. The first train into the station was a different
matter, for it brought mail, fresh fruits and vegetables, stock for
her father’s shop, and all manner of items ordered by residents of
the town. But the first train out of the station had overnighted
here and would set off half an hour before that arrival.

There were several men in smart suits on the
platform of the small station. A family waited patiently with three
children in uniform, clearly returning to school. A couple stood
close to each other at one end of the platform. Evelyn did not
recognise any of them, to her relief. She’d caught very few trains
and the man in the ticket booth had never seen her before either.
His eyes registered mild surprise when she asked for a single
ticket to London.

“On your own, miss?”

Evelyn found she rather resented the implication
that she could not manage a train journey on her own. “Yes. I’m
going to visit relatives, they’ll meet me at Paddington.”

“Right you are. Staying awhile are you then?” He was
only bored and trying to liven up an early morning, but Evelyn
really wished he would stop questioning her.

“Yes, probably until Christmas at least,” she said,
marvelling at how easily the lie came to her.

“Ah, well, don’t fancy it myself. Air full of smoke,
that’s what London is. Went there once, tail end of the century it
was. Smoke and fog and nasty smells.”

“Oh, well, my family are in a suburb. It’s not so
bad,” Evelyn assured him.

“If you say so. Have a good trip, miss.” He handed
Evelyn her ticket.

“Thank you. And you have a good day.” She smiled and
turned gratefully away from the window. On the platform, she
glanced at the big station clock. There were just twenty minutes
before the train. Her family would be awake by now, her father
preparing the shop for the day, her mother making a start on
breakfast. They would not have noticed her absence yet, for she was
usually still asleep or reading in her room, especially on days she
wasn’t expected to help in the shop. She felt another pang of
guilt. Without herself or her recently married sister Annie to
help, her father would have to work longer hours in the shop.
Perhaps Peter could step in. As the youngest, he’d never been
expected to before, so it was really only fair.

The waiting was unpleasant since it held with it the
possibility of being noticed, or of turning back before she was
missed. A heavy nervousness settled in the pit of her stomach. The
brightening daylight made it worse. What had seemed reasonable in
the rather fraught hours of the night, with Edward next to her,
suddenly felt dangerous, impossible even. She stood with feet glued
to the platform, not daring to move lest she turn and run back
home. She saw herself reflected in the glass of the waiting-room
window. Curly chestnut hair framed a rather pale face, a slightly
too-slender body. The reflection was not clear enough to show the
apprehension in her hazel eyes. She made herself move and watched
her reflection take the step to the side with her. It connected her
to the reality of the moment, somehow. She was really here at the
station, and really going to London.

Eventually, with a hiss of steam and a plume of
black smoke, the train was ready to depart. Evelyn found herself in
an empty compartment, glad of the quiet. She was really very tired,
her nerves overwrought, and did not relish the idea of sharing the
closed space with a stranger who might expect manners or
conversation.

As the train pulled out of the station, Evelyn
closed her eyes, unwilling to watch the familiar place
disappearing. Even through closed eyes though, it was impossible
not to think of the landscape she left behind. Her mind took her to
her favourite clifftop vantage point, a place she had often gone to
read or just to be alone, away from the judgement of her family,
the gossip of the town. She did love to be high on the cliffs, the
salt in her hair. Below her she could see down into the valley.
West Coombe, the most southerly town in Devon, lay on an estuary,
the whole town squeezed into the V-shaped valley, teetering on the
edge of the blue water. Considering the open countryside above, it
was unfortunate the town had crammed itself onto the slopes and the
water’s edge. The buildings were too close, the streets too narrow.
Evelyn was immune to the charm that the tourists from the cities
saw in the summer months. For her, it was claustrophobic. She
remembered that claustrophobia now, trying not to dwell on her
departure from the sea and cliffs and beaches she loved.

Soon, she thought of Edward again, and of his friend
Frank, whose letter was safe in her pocket. This was not just a
selfish bid for freedom from a life that was too restrictive. This
was a duty she had to fulfil, for both of them.

The countryside slid by the window quickly. At
Newton Abbot and Exeter, more passengers joined the train. A man
and a woman came into Evelyn’s compartment but seemed to require no
more interaction than the polite nod she gave them. She continued
to gaze out of the window. Exeter was the furthest she had ever
travelled on the train. Leaving that particular station felt truly
like the point of no return.

The train flew through fields, past beaches and sea
views, more fields. Evelyn did not really appreciate the scenery,
being preoccupied instead with what her family would be doing at
that precise moment. Breakfast, dressing, opening the shop, setting
a fire in the parlour hearth…

Evelyn felt drowsy as the train passed through
Dorset, as though her body was suggesting sleep as an alternative
to anxiety and overwrought emotions. She was asleep before the
train left the county. When she opened her eyes, she was just
moving out of Reading Station. Her compartment was empty again,
though she had not noticed the couple leave. Disorientated, she
rubbed her eyes and looked at her wristwatch, unable to believe
she’d slept for so long. But sure enough, it was midmorning and she
was now very close to London indeed. Excitement rushed through her
and almost eradicated the loss of home and the betrayal of family.
She was nearly in London! What had seemed so impossible was
actually happening.

The world through the window glass was unfamiliar
now. There were houses and fields and small stations, but somehow
it had an air of foreignness. She told herself that she was not
really so many miles from home and that people who lived close to
London were no different to those who lived in West Coombe. Still,
she struggled to feel at ease.

Fields gave way to buildings—buildings of all kinds
and far bigger than anything in or around West Coombe. Long, low
warehouses, tall brick-built chimneys, factories with rows of
shining windows. Areas where the railway passed allotments and
closed-in gardens, red-brick villas which were elegant but looked
rather crowded together, to Evelyn’s mind. She saw roads with
several motor cars and even a red motor bus. London. However many
photographs she’d seen, this was nothing like she’d imagined. It
managed to be at once unpleasant, crowded, and grimy, and
fascinating and full of life and new things to look at. Evelyn
could not wait to disembark the train.

Eventually, the conductor announced the train was
reaching its terminus, London, Paddington. Evelyn hurriedly
refastened the buttons of her grey winter coat and pulled on her
brown leather gloves. She wore her favourite sage-green dress and a
hat made of a similar colour felt. She felt rather pleased with
herself. Then, as her focus adjusted to the interior of the
station, her pleasure faded. All she could see were people, walking
quickly, intent on one thing or another. Some had travel cases and
trunks, some were obviously businessmen. She watched a man
disembark the train and be welcomed by a smartly dressed
blonde.

It was time to get out of the train herself, to
actually set foot on the ground in London. While she was still in
the train, she was separate from it, a visitor who was not really
here. The train still had the air of West Coombe inside it. As soon
as she was off the train, she was on her own in London. But that
was why she was here, after all.

Grasping the handle of her small suitcase firmly,
Evelyn exited the compartment, walked awkwardly along the narrow
corridor, and climbed cautiously down the steps onto the platform.
She took a few steps away from the train and then stopped in awe.
Above her curved the huge glass roof of the station. Evelyn had
never seen such a large building, such a high roof. That such
effort had been made to create a spectacular station made her
wonder what else London held in store. The great sweep of glass and
iron was at once sublime and oppressive, replacing the sky with a
man-made triumph. Evelyn lowered her gaze and looked across the
station, where more trains steamed gently, more crowds of people
crossed her field of vision. She had expected London to be busy, on
a different scale to anything she’d know, and yet even the station
took her breath away. What would she find once she stepped into the
city itself?

Only thinking of Edward kept her from bolting back
to the train, returning home, laughing off her adventure. She was
here because Edward had asked her to be; she was here with an
important duty. Even if she only stayed for a day or so, she still
had a task to complete. The damage was already done at home, so she
might as well keep going now.

Coming back to full awareness, Evelyn spotted a sign
which directed her to the station exit and followed the line of
passengers heading in that direction. She tried to walk with
confidence she did not feel, not wanting to seem an outsider.

When she reached the exit, Evelyn passed from the
inside of the station into the street. A world that was at least
vaguely familiar vanished and suddenly she felt overwhelmed and
very small. The street was broad and busy. A motor car drove past,
followed immediately by another, and a red omnibus. A man in a flat
cap guided a horse-drawn dray along the road but looked oddly out
of place. People filtered from the station exit behind her, walking
quickly to the left and right. Evelyn wondered where they were
going, if they all had homes and friends here. Was anyone as alone
as she was? Was anyone else as astonished at the grandeur of the
buildings, the bustle of the streets?

She took a deep breath. One of the ways she had
occupied herself on the final part of the journey was by committing
Lilian Grainger’s address to memory. 15a, Hays Mews.
Mayfair. She did not know London, but she knew Mayfair by
reputation. Lilian and her family were clearly well off. Evelyn
hoped she would not be looked down upon. She knew Paddington was
not all that far from Mayfair, except in London she had no familiar
landmarks by which to judge distance. But this was only a town,
after all, albeit a large one. How far away could anything be?
Surely she’d be able to walk, given the right directions?

Summoning her confidence, Evelyn looked around.
Leaning against the wall, close to the station entrance, was a man
who appeared to be about her age. He wore a brown flat cap and was
in his shirtsleeves, despite the cold. He was cupping his hands to
protect the cigarette he was trying to light from the wind but did
not seem to be so busy that Evelyn worried about interrupting him.
She made for where he leaned, smiling and trying not to appear
nervous.

“Excuse me?”

The man looked up. His expression registered
surprise at being spoken to, but no hostility. “Can I help you,
miss?” His voice sounded very different to the voices Evelyn was
used to. Of course, she knew of the Cockney accent, but she had
never heard it spoken.

“Er, maybe. I hope so. I’m visiting a…friend. I
think she lives near here, but I’m not sure how to get there. I
wonder if you could give me directions, please.”

The man was looking at her in an inquisitive
fashion. “Not from around here, then?”

“No, that’s why I’m asking for directions.” Evelyn
hoped she did not sound impatient but was rather taken aback to be
questioned.

“I meant your accent. I reckon you’re from the West
Country. Let me guess…Somerset?”

“No, Devon. A town called West Coombe.” Which
suddenly seemed so very far away, like a place in a dream.

“Ah, well, I wasn’t that far off. I like to guess at
accents. So, where does this friend of yours live?”

Relieved that he was going to help after all, Evelyn
smiled tentatively and told him the address.

“Ah, Mayfair is it?” He seemed to hesitate for a
moment, his eyes sneaking a fast glance over her appearance. “Quite
a fancy place that, from what I know of it.”

Evelyn was a little dismayed, as though the man was
judging her. “I don’t know, myself. Like you said, I’m not from
here. I’ve never visited before. Is it easy to get to?”

“Yes, miss, don’t worry, it is near here. Mind you,
it’d take half an hour, maybe more, to walk.” Evelyn tried not to
look surprised. You could walk from one end of West Coombe to the
other in less than half an hour. “You go down here, across the
corner of Hyde Park, cross over Park Lane, then you’ve got a few
options. Myself, I’d go right onto Rex Place, left on South Street,
and then right again down Chesterfield Hill. Then you’re more or
less there.” The man paused and clearly realised how bewildered
Evelyn was by his directions. “However, if you can afford it, miss,
I recommend getting in a cab. They’ll take you straight along the
Bayswater Road and Park Lane and you’ll be there before you know
it. I reckon about ten minutes in a cab.”

Evelyn felt a little brighter at the idea of not
walking and entrusting the route to a driver. “I can afford it.
Thank you. Can you tell me how I get a cab?”

“Suppose they don’t have much of that kind of thing
in Devon, eh?”

“Not really.”

“I’ll get one for you. Wait there.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“Not a problem, miss.”

Evelyn watched the man walk over to an area near the
station, where a few similar motor cars were parked, and lean into
the cab of the one at the front of the row. Although she was used
to the sight of cars travelling through West Coombe, she’d only
travelled in one once before. The sight of these cars all in a row
was something novel. The cars matched each other exactly. Their
wheels were white, the shiny body of the car black. The number
plates were above the screened-in driver. Next to him was a wide
step, which a passenger had to climb before turning to their right
to open the door and enter the passenger compartment. No more than
two people would fit in the back of such a car.

The man was walking back towards her with a friendly
smile. “That Jixi cab will take you, miss. He knows where you want
to go. Just climb in. Like I said, it’s only ten minutes, if that,
from here.”

“Thank you so much.” Evelyn’s gratitude was intense.
She could have probably worked out how to hire a taxi, but to have
been saved the trouble and to have met with a friendly, helpful
person as her first interaction in London helped convince her that
this was indeed the right path. Soon she would be at her
destination and, hopefully, not entirely alone. “Can I give you
something for your trouble?”

“It’s no trouble, miss, a smile is enough. What’s
your name?”

“Evelyn Hopkins,” she said, smiling easily at his
tone.

“I’m Sam Williams. Nice to meet you.” He held out
his hand and Evelyn shook it, still smiling. “It’s been a pleasure,
Miss Hopkins. I hope you enjoy your stay in London. If you’re near
Paddington again, keep an eye out for me.”

“Thank you, Mr. Williams. And I will do.” Evelyn
gave him a final smile and headed towards the waiting cab, almost
sorry to have to leave him behind. She turned and realised he was
watching her go, so she waved a hand. He waved in return, then
strolled back towards the station building. Evelyn wondered if he
worked on the railways.

“Afternoon, miss. Hays Mews, yes?”

“Yes, please.” Evelyn climbed awkwardly into the
back of the cab. The driver started the engine, the vibration
travelling through Evelyn’s body. It was an odd sensation, being in
a motor car. The car started moving and Evelyn watched the pavement
slide by outside the window. Before long she saw railings with a
green expanse behind them. It had to be Hyde Park! The simple fact
she was divided only by a thin piece of glass from such a famous
location made her stare, as though she’d never seen a park
before.

All too soon, the cab turned from the broad road at
the perimeter of the park into a narrower road, with tall buildings
on both sides. Cream stone gave way to red brick; there were steps
and doorways and every style of construction from the last century.
Evelyn thought there were probably more buildings on this one small
street than in the whole of West Coombe.

The further the cab took her, the grander the
buildings seemed. At a recently built Georgian-style mansion they
turned, only to be surrounded by taller, red-brick, authentically
Georgian buildings. They drove past doorway after doorway. At
first, Evelyn tried to imagine what was behind each door, who lived
in such a place. But after a minute or two, she found it dizzying
to watch the street and turned her attention to the way ahead,
peering past the driver and out of the windscreen.

Eventually, the driver slowed the cab as they turned
into a narrower street. The buildings were still several storeys
high but appeared narrower, not quite as spectacular. They were
still graceful, with a type of elegance Evelyn had never before
seen. But this looked like a street where people could actually
live, rather than the stage-set grandeur of the previous
thoroughfares.

A moment later, the cab stopped and the driver
turned. “Here you are then, miss. Hays Mews. Number 15a wasn’t it?
That’s the yellow brick one there, with the steps up to the front
door.”

“Thank you.” Evelyn peered in the direction he
pointed, nervous again now she was actually here.

“Welcome, miss.”

Evelyn paid the driver with some of Edward’s money
she’d kept out of the suitcase in case of need. She watched the cab
drive away and found herself alone again. A few steps along the
road and she was outside the door of 15a. She paused, looking at
the polished brass numbers on the gloss-black painted door. Then
she tilted her head to look up at the building. Neat sash windows
formed two rows over four storeys. There was an upper floor with
smaller windows, just below the roof. The building was beige-yellow
bricks except for cream-coloured columns on the facade at street
level and a Greek-style portico over the front door. Three steps
led to the door, and next to the door, a button for the bell.

Evelyn contemplated the bell for a moment. The idea
of ringing it, of bringing out a complete stranger from this rather
grand house and trying to explain her purpose, all seemed very
daunting. How did she even know that Lilian Grainger still lived
here? If the woman had moved, what would she do then? Be on the
next train back to West Coombe, most likely. She could hardly stay
in London alone. It began to dawn on her just how little she wanted
to return to West Coombe. Despite everything, London seemed
exciting, a place she wanted to get to know better. The first step
towards that, towards fulfilling her promise to Edward, was to ring
the doorbell.

As she pushed the brass button, Evelyn listened for
the sound of the bell inside the house. She did not hear it but the
door looked heavy and as though it would block sound from within.
She tried to smile and waited expectantly. After a few minutes, she
began to grow tense once again. If no one was home, how long did
she stand on the doorstep before giving up? Or it was possible that
someone was home but did not want to be disturbed. She was
reluctant to keep ringing the bell and discover she’d simply
irritated whoever was in the house. Still, the letter she had to
deliver was important. Important enough to risk ringing the bell
again.

Evelyn listened for the sound of the bell again, and
again heard nothing. After waiting a final minute, she tried the
brass knocker on the door, hearing that sound echoing in the
hallway within. She knocked three times and waited, almost holding
her breath. Moments later, she was sure she heard movement. She bit
her lip and tried to set her expression to friendly, but not too
friendly.

The door opened and Evelyn found herself looking
into a round pink dimpled face with bright green eyes, surrounded
by cropped red hair which curled around the jawline and sat in a
straight line just above the eyebrows. A woman, who looked a little
older than herself. The woman wore a blue silk housecoat with an
Egyptian pattern embroidered onto the fabric. Her feet were bare.
Evelyn drew breath and found herself lost for words.

“Oh, hello there!” The woman spoke loudly and
cheerfully. She did not have an accent like the people Evelyn had
heard in London so far. Rather her voice was clipped and proper.
Clearly this was an educated and wealthy woman. Still, her smile
was open and warm. “Did you ring the bell? Oh no, you haven’t been
waiting there for ages, have you? I’ve told James we have to get
someone to fix it, but somehow neither of us ever gets around to
it! Simply ridiculous of us really. Sorry.”

“I wasn’t here very long before I knocked,” Evelyn
responded, rather taken aback at the robust manner of this woman
and her flow of words, all delivered at quite a pace.

“Oh good, good, that’s all right, then. Now, how can
I help?”

Evelyn had rehearsed her explanation several times
on the train, but now she was here her planned words evaporated
from her mind. “Well, I’m looking for a Miss Lilian Grainger. I was
given this address for her.”

“You’ve found her then,” the woman said, now
beginning to look curious. “I’m Lilian. Who are you?”

“My name’s Evelyn Hopkins.”

“Pleased to meet you, Evelyn. I can call you Evelyn,
can’t I? You can call me Lilian. I can’t stand all of the
formalities, we’re just two people after all.”

“Yes, of course.” Evelyn felt herself being blown
further and further off course by Lilian’s breezy personality and
seeming inability to stop talking.

“So why are you looking for me, Evelyn? Is it to do
with my singing?”

“No, it’s nothing to do with singing. It’s, well,
it’s about your brother.”

“So it’s really James you’re looking for?”

“No, I’m looking for you. It’s not James. It’s your
other brother.”

Lilian’s smile faded. “I’ve not had another brother
for a long time now,” she replied. Some of her friendly demeanour
had diminished. “He was killed in the war.”

“I know,” Evelyn said. She could see the pain in
Lilian’s eyes and feared making the other woman angry.

“What do you mean? What do you know about Frank?”
Lilian demanded.

“My brother, Edward. He served with him, you see.
And Eddie came back from the war with a letter. For you, from
Frank.”

“A letter?” Lilian was staring at Evelyn now, as
though she was trying to comprehend the words.

“Yes.”

“But the war ended eight years ago. Why would
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