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			Dedication


			For my late mother June, on whom Evie is based, who sadly never got to read Sukie’s adventures.
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			Chapter One


			It should have gone swimmingly.


			It was for a good cause – raising money for government war bonds – and Sukie Scott and her colleagues at the Edwardes Hotel in Covent Garden had thought they had covered every eventuality.


			They had. Except tedium and boredom. And a worrisome lack of people from outside the hotel attending the fundraiser.


			‘We still need everybody to do their duty. The war has gone on a long time; we all know that. But it is not over yet, and we have yet to win. Our servicemen and women need us at home to keep fighting too. Everyone is living in times that are frightening and sad, and we are missing our loved ones. All of us realise that every moment could be our last …’


			Sukie sighed glumly; it seemed as if speaker after speaker that afternoon had said more or less the same thing, which, bearing in mind it was 1943, and they were in the fourth year of the war, was known by everyone already.


			She inspected her nails, and then checked her stockings. It was no good; she was itching for the event to be over.


			How dull. Of course everybody wanted to win the war, and their spare funds, if they had any, were donated already, as was time and goodwill, to the war effort.


			Sukie looked around the dining room, which had been cleared of tables for the fundraiser, and saw others who looked like they were feeling similarly. From the minute a scratchy record of ‘Rule Britannia’ was played to kick things off, and the needle of the gramophone had got stuck, with the word ‘waves’ repeating at least six times, Sukie had realised it was going to be a very long fundraiser.


			Her friend Pattie had tucked herself away in a window nook out of sight of the speakers, and she was now staring out of the window, clearly in a world of her own. The bellboy Michael was writing something in a notebook, and the concierge Stephen and maître d’ Alan had their heads bent close together as they checked the racing form sheet in that morning’s paper.


			Sukie could hear Jane, one of the other receptionists at the hotel, checking somebody in to their room from out in the foyer, while Millicent, who made up the trio of receptionists along with Sukie, and who was now sitting at the other end of her row, looked to be writing a letter.


			There was a soft snore. It was Chef, who had had an early start that day (as always), being in the kitchen first thing to get the day’s bread under way. Mrs Bridge, the hotel’s housekeeper, gently elbowed his arm and he sprang awake with a snort, only for his head to drop forward again almost instantaneously.


			The room was at best only half-full, and the speakers had obviously noticed that too. In fact, it would have been much emptier but Sukie had felt so awful that hotel manager Mr Bright’s best intentions had fallen so flat, that she had run around the six guest floors, and the two staff floors of the hotel, all of which sprawled into the once-posh houses on either side of the main building, determined to rustle up every stray member of staff that she could, telling them to take off their uniforms and look lively about it, as they were needed to swell the numbers downstairs while looking like people who wanted to be at a fundraiser. She had even risked a gentle bullying of some of the nicer guests she ran into, saying she’d be forever in their debt if they helped her out by coming in and sitting down, and if they could look interested, so much the better.


			Pattie looked back across the room at Sukie, who was sitting near the exit, and once she knew she had Sukie’s attention, Pattie then mimed an extravagant yawn, her hand tapping her mouth, then lowered her hand, fluttering it wildly close to her lap and out of sight of the speakers, clearly referring to the ‘waves’ of the stuck record earlier.


			Sukie forced her lips to remain unsmiling, which made her frown as really she wanted to laugh, and then she turned her head in what she hoped was an alert manner towards the row of speakers at the front of the room. If Pattie were sensible, she would take a leaf out of Sukie’s book and, Sukie hoped, look at the speakers in a manner that mirrored Sukie’s firm shoulders and alert, rapt face.


			Pattie obviously understood the message, but ignored it on purpose. She reached across to borrow Michael’s notebook and scribble something down. She tore the page out of the book and soon it was being passed along the row towards Sukie.


			‘How long do we have to stay for? This is like practising for being dead’ was scrawled on the scrap of paper.


			Mr Bright was sitting right beside Sukie, and she had to hurriedly crumple the note before he noticed what had been written. She knew he must feel bad enough already. The Edwardes Hotel was no longer the place to stay in Covent Garden – guests came erratically, and like all the other genteel-to-well-heeled hotels in London, income was down massively to what it had been pre-war, as a lot of the incoming money had always been generated by running functions such as weddings or parties, all of which had dried up since the declaration of hostilities. Mr Bright had told Sukie that maybe if they put on regular fundraisers, he hoped it would drive business to the hotel. His glum face, as he said this, had told her in no uncertain terms that the Edwardes needed income, and quickly.


			In theory, running a fundraiser wasn’t a bad idea, as there was nearly always a knock-on effect of something benefiting the venue. But in terms of what a fundraiser should be, Sukie and Mr Bright clearly differed wildly in opinion.


			This one was dull as ditchwater and tedious in the extreme, with uninspired speakers and not much else to hold people’s attention. Sukie thought she might have to send up some complimentary morning tea the next day to all the guests who had let themselves be persuaded by her to attend; it was the least she could do, after putting them through this.


			Sukie looked towards Pattie, and mouthed, ‘only an hour to go’. This wasn’t the case, as she thought the final speaker was just about to wrap up, but Sukie was trying to tell Pattie off.


			Pattie dropped her head forwards, as if she had been knocked unconscious. But she did it such a funny way that Sukie couldn’t help smiling.


			Sukie looked towards the row of speakers once more, but she saw from the corner of her eye that Mr Bright was now glancing at her in a strange way, as if he was wondering quite what it was that she was grinning to herself about.


			Sukie knew Mr Bright was short-sighted, not that he would ever admit it. She doubted he could make out too much of what Pattie was up to.


			Sukie tried to force her features into something suitably serious.


			It was difficult though, as Pattie was now miming a hangman’s noose around her neck, complete with her peepers going crossed-eyed and her tongue poking out to one side.


			‘Miss Scott, you are not coming down with something, are you?’ enquired Mrs Bridge when they were finally able to escape. ‘I couldn’t help hearing that nasty choking cough you had back there just now.’


			Sukie had the grace to look contrite, although not for very long. Pattie had been very funny after all, and Sukie had forgotten quite how good she was at mimicry.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			Several days later Sukie smiled inwardly to herself as she carefully copied out the new supper menu in her best handwriting. She had a spare few moments after the rush of people checking out and before the bustle of weekend clientele arriving to be checked in. It was her favourite time of day.


			The heavy quiet of late morning in the hotel’s foyer was undisturbed, only broken by the usual sombre tick-tock of the ornate old grandfather clock. Sukie glanced up to check the time, as she had to get the menu to the restaurant before lunch was served, and she finished the final line with a flourish and smiled. It couldn’t have been more than a minute or so later that Sukie heard the welcome sound of Pattie approaching along the passage and then turning to make her way through reception, bearing a tray of clean glasses. The smart click of her heels on the old but grand-looking black and white tiles of the foyer sounded distinctly purposeful.


			Pattie looked very trim and smart in her dark waitress’s uniform, which, despite its advanced age, were kept in excellent condition. What with the rationing that had swept through in the past few years it was getting harder, but the government was keen for women to Make Do and Mend, and so they were all doing their bit.


			Unusually, Pattie’s hair was held in place by a delicately crocheted black snood signalling that it was nowhere near as clean or shiny as Pattie would have wished. Still, nobody’s hair was much to write home about these days, was it?


			Nevertheless, they both liked to appear as smart as possible now they were up in London, war or no war.


			‘Miss Yeo?’ Sukie said to Pattie; her voice had the faintest trace of an echo as her words reverberated against the panelled walls and floor tiles of the hotel lobby. ‘Could you take this new menu through to the restaurant for me please?’


			They had grown up together in the small and picturesque West Country village of Lymbridge, nestled high among the spectacular gorse- and heather-sprigged granite tors on Dartmoor in Devon, Pattie beamed as she headed over to the desk.


			While Sukie had always been closer to Pattie’s older sister, Evie, as they had been in the same class together at school, she and Pattie had become closer over the months since moving to London.


			Their mothers had been childhood friends too, so that when Sukie’s parents were killed in a car accident, it left an orphaned Sukie to be brought up by a kindly enough aunt.


			After the tragic accident, Evie and Pattie’s mother Susan had always ensured that Sukie was made very welcome whenever she’d visited the Yeos’ cottage, Bluebells. Sukie loved the hustle and bustle of the lively family all talking at once, or happily bickering with one another, and she had spent many an evening with them.


			The homely warmth of the Yeos’ kitchen hearthside and the simple but always tasty food Susan would prepare had been a huge draw, too. Although her aunt was well meaning, she was quite mature in years and had very fixed ideas that for a young girl to give in to a hearty appetite wasn’t very ladylike and indeed would be ‘storing up trouble ahead for the future’. Her aunt also was of the firm opinion that too much heating in midwinter wasn’t good for one’s health either. After all, what were woollies for, if not to bundle up against the cold, even if Sukie could see puffs of steam in the chill air as she breathed? Sukie had never been able to imagine quite what the trouble ahead would be if she ever had seconds of a meal, or they threw another log on the fire. But her aunt had remained firm in her opinions, and so Sukie’s childhood years had verged on the austere.


			Although she had done her best to entertain herself at her aunt’s house, Sukie had yearned for the warmth of the Yeos’ family when she and her aunt had been huddled around an inadequate fire at precisely six o’clock every evening, the crackling of the damp log or two accompanied by the BBC on the ancient wireless.


			As children there had naturally been the odd time that Sukie and Evie might not always have been very nice to the younger Pattie. But since moving to London and rooming together at the Eddy, they had become fast friends, so much so that Sukie wondered if Evie was a little bit jealous.


			This meant that now, without breaking her stride, Pattie answered politely, ‘Of course, Miss Scott,’ and gracefully changed direction to pick up the finished menu.


			With a quick glance around, Pattie noted that Mr Bright – always eager to keep an eye on the comings, and goings, of the hotel from the little window in his office door – wasn’t peering out, and she placed her tray of glasses down on the desk with a smirk.


			‘So,’ she said slyly, ‘I heard you switched shifts with Millicent as you’re going dancing tonight with Wesley?’


			Sukie grinned back. She had caught a glimpse of the headline in that morning’s copy of The Times and knew Mr Bright would be scouring the paper for news on the British bombing offensive targeting Hamburg and so wouldn’t be worrying about the foyer at this time. Winnie – or Winston Churchill as she knew she should call him – had had, as usual, sage comments to make, and Mr Bright would be doing his best to memorise them as he did like to repeat a homily or two to his staff. Sukie allowed herself a quick glance at her left hand, with the slight indentation where her engagement ring would sit when she wasn’t on duty.


			


			As a young girl Sukie never imagined herself falling for somebody like Wesley and, it had to be said, the same was true for him as well. He was always quick to say to anyone that would listen that Sukie was as far out of his league as it was as possible to get, and he was a very, very fortunate bloke that she had even looked at him in the first place. However, what neither of them had been able to deny was that from the very first moment they met at that fateful dance in Lymbridge, it had just felt so incredibly right between them.


			Even though many people stared at them holding hands in the street, even in London, Sukie had always been able to see past Wesley’s stage persona as he stood before them singing in front of the swing band they were dancing to. While some could only see a handsome black man in a dapper suit, she saw a loving heart and a sensitive soul. With her own slight figure and fair complexion, Sukie felt she was the ideal complement to Wesley, and she knew they made a striking couple.


			‘See you in the staff room later?’ Pattie said cheekily, referring to the ancient, lumpy sofa on the staff-only back stairs, as she picked up her tray and the menu and headed for the restaurant. ‘I want to hear what you have planned.’


			Sukie nodded efficiently and plastered back on her best receptionist smile, mindful of the eagle-eyed Mr Bright, who held strong opinions that the private lives of his staff should be kept strictly to their free time. Not that Sukie or Pattie (or their fellow Eddies, as they liked to call themselves) had much of that these days, what with long hours at the Edwardes Hotel (which they’d dubbed the Eddy, naturally), and their voluntary war work alongside it.


			There had been a lull in bomb activity over recent months, especially when compared to the Blitz of 1940, but Sukie had been kept busy enough with her night-time duties as the hotel’s fire-watcher. Clambering laboriously through the large skylight above the top-floor corridor and up on to the hotel’s roof, clutching the hotel’s heavy torch and peering around for signs of fires as she crouched in a flattened nook on the roof tiles. After six straight nights of fire-watching, Sukie was looking forward to the sort of Saturday night that a young, engaged woman of twenty-three might have planned, had war not broken out. However, she told herself that the luxury of both a Saturday and Sunday night where she wasn’t expected to sit on the rooftop in her hard hat were well worth it. Wesley, or no Wesley.


			‘You’re needed downstairs.’ The concierge’s words broke into Sukie’s reverie. ‘Urgent delivery.’


			‘Thank you, Stephen,’ said Sukie, her eyes sparkling. She knew what this meant.


			Pattie sighed deliberately in a put-upon way. She knew who would be holding the fort on reception until Sukie returned, and so deftly turned around and headed back to the reception desk with her tray and menu, whereupon she settled herself in behind it for what might be quite a long wait until she would be relieved.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			‘Sukie, my angel, I’m so sorry but I’m not going to be able to see you later, so there’ll be no “Crew to Dance and Skylark” for us tonight, I’m afraid,’ Wesley told his fiancée as gently as he could almost the moment Sukie stepped out into the alleyway, and as he looked down at her – he was very tall – to see how his disappointing words had gone down, he dabbed away a stray flake of tobacco from his lower lip.


			Sukie thought Wesley managed, as always, to make such a mundane movement seem thoroughly captivating.


			She hadn’t realised quite how much she had been looking forward to their night out though. She felt disappointed, and frustrated – it was so rare for them both to have a whole night off at the same time, that she hated to see the opportunity slip away.


			A fat bee ponderously buzzed its way along several flower pots on the windowsill to the scullery in which Chef, a refugee from Italy who was called simply Chef by all the staff at the Eddy, lovingly cultivated a few herbs.


			Wesley knew Sukie could be fiery, and so he wisely decided to say nothing in his defence.


			Moodily, she crossed her arms in front of her as she concentrated on a smoky spiral slinking gently upwards through a shaft of early-afternoon sunlight from the just-rolled untipped cigarette in Wesley’s hand as they stood very close to each other near the metal dustbins, the lids and the bins of which were each amateurishly daubed with a painted ‘E’ and an ‘H’ for Edwardes Hotel. There were several other establishments that also backed on to the alley and so each had their dustbins marked with initials of whatever business owned them in order to signify which bin belonged to which back door.


			‘Oh, Wesley! How annoying. Damn and blast. And dammit again.’ Sukie was unable to mask her displeasure when finally she spoke. She even went as far as giving a little stamp of petulance with the heel of her left foot.


			‘I know.’ Wesley did look contrite, but there was an undeniable quiver of excitement about him. ‘I was looking forward to spending time with you too.’


			Sukie prided herself on always knowing what Wesley was thinking whenever she was at his side, and she could tell he was pleased with himself.


			‘But there’s ’ad to be a change of plan as Will Jones ’as just been nabbed by ENSA to go somewhere or other,’ Wesley explained in the soft tones of his Bristolian accent, ‘an’ so I’ve bin booked to sing at the late afternoon dance ’e normally does at one of the large ’otels near Piccadilly. It might even lead to a break for me in the business.’


			He nudged her gently, and when he saw her mouth soften, he caught hold of the hand that she was lifting unconsciously towards her engagement ring safely nestled on a chain around her neck, currently tucked away from sight under her blouse, and gently he placed it between both of his.


			Sukie loved the way his hands felt to her: large and sturdy, and very slightly dry-skinned. Wesley was a very manly man, she often thought, and the way he would grasp her own much daintier mitts always reminded her anew of his manliness, and she would savour this with a delicious tremble of excitement that would race up and down her spine.


			All Wesley needed was a little bit of luck; if he could have that, then Sukie was certain his talent would see to the rest of it.


			Sukie still felt disappointed, even though she tried to tell herself not to be.


			Many, many people were having a perfectly ghastly time, she knew and understood. They could have lost their loved ones, or been badly injured, or had relatives who were being forced to sit the war out in a dismal POW camp; and all of them were obviously in a far worse position than she was. A horrifying number of souls had been made homeless by the bombs, some had had their nearest and dearest evacuated out of London to who knows what fate, while others had seen simply unimaginable suffering and hardships during the Blitz, and Sukie was sure that the shadow of any of those experiences would be very hard to shake off.


			Sukie knew she was lucky in many ways. Wesley made it all worthwhile, and she loved him very much. She just wished they could spend more time together.


			‘I’ll make it up to you, my darlin’, I promise,’ he said, bringing his lips close to her neck.


			‘Yes, Wesley, you will!’ Sukie’s gentle tone belied the grumpiness of her words


			They stood so near to each other for a moment that even the thinnest of cigarette papers couldn’t have been slid between them, before Sukie said reluctantly, ‘I must go or else Mr Bright will have my guts for garters. Knock ’em dead, darling.’


			With a final squeeze of his hand on hers, Wesley hurried to the end of the alley, and then he paused for a moment and turned back to see Sukie blow him a kiss, which he mimed grabbing and then clutching against his heart, a beam of sunlight shining down on him, as he performed a couple of slick tap-dancing steps in joy, even miming twirling a cane as part of the routine.


			Wesley fell serious as he looked straight into Sukie’s eyes. He tipped a finger to the rim of his homburg hat and slipped unobtrusively around the corner.


			Sukie thought how lucky she was. It felt good to be young and in London, no matter how much Jerry tried to spoil it for everybody.


			A cloud passed over the sun and the bright light in the alleyway dimmed. Suddenly it felt very empty.


			‘Ah, Millicent,’ said Sukie a moment later as she opened the door to the hotel and immediately bumped into her co-receptionist in the murkily lit corridor. ‘It seems you get your night out dancing after all, as my plans have changed.’


			


			Millicent never did go dancing that Saturday night though, as three hours later a harried young police constable hurried into the Eddy’s reception, shattering the calm as he delivered to Sukie the message that she should drop everything and immediately accompany him to the nearest police station.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Although generally London was experiencing a quiet time in terms of Jerries’ attacks on the city, there were still bombs dropping with depressing frequency. The gaping holes of recently destroyed buildings on many streets were a testament to that, as were the craters in the roads, some so big that a double-decker bus could fit inside.


			Late that very afternoon, completely unexpectedly, a stray bomb had fallen on the roof of the cinema above the basement ballroom where Wesley was singing his heart out at one of the most popular tea dances in London. Although the cinema took most of the hit, violent shockwaves ricocheted throughout the whole building, with catastrophic consequences for part of the dance hall on the lower floor.


			Wesley was the only person killed, although many others were hurt.


			At the police station, Sukie was escorted into an untidy side-office where a fatigued-looking policeman, young enough still to have a rash of angry spots near his collar line, explained to her very gently what had happened.


			Try as she might to concentrate on what was being said to her in such a serious manner, the young man’s words passed over Sukie’s head, seeming almost nothing more than a burbling stream. Especially when he placed a familiar watch on the table between them. Wesley’s watch. Sukie blinked and tried to swallow; she felt queasy and as if she couldn’t breathe properly. In fact she couldn’t understand what was happening as only hours before she’d been wishing Wesley luck, dreaming of their wedding day, of their future. Nothing the policeman said hit home. Dear Wesley, he couldn’t be gone … Wesley was too full of life not to be here any more.


			In an attempt to soften the blow of Wesley’s loss, the bobby went on to say that eyewitness accounts reported that he must have died instantly, meaning he wouldn’t have known what had happened. Sukie tried to be reassured by the young man, but she was still struggling to take it all in. She was only able to nod slowly, with her eyes unfocused and lace-edged hankie twisting in her hands, unnerving the officer to the point that he had to fetch his superior.


			A few minutes later, when the more experienced desk sergeant noticed Sukie’s unnaturally pale cheeks, he asked if she could manage a cup of tea. She was unable to reply, and so a telephone receiver was promptly lifted to see if somebody at the Edwardes could come and sit with her.


			


			When they had first arrived in London, Sukie and Pattie couldn’t help but be surprised by the obvious Dunkirk spirit most people were demonstrating. In spite of the boarded-up shops, unlit buses when it got dark with conductors who never named the bus stops, and the empty bombed-out spaces that were now merely dark maws of jagged, charred wood and broken bricks, somehow people just accepted it all as they went about their daily lives without fuss and bother.


			Even during those heart-sink moments each time the air-raid siren sounded, it was clear for all to see that ordinary people quite often seemed what Sukie could only describe as ‘jolly’ as they went about their daily routines. She kept being struck by the way that many men would whistle as they walked the lively streets of Covent Garden, while women laughed and gossiped standing in queues for the meagre rationed goods in the shops.


			Sukie and Pattie had expected London to be bleaker and more dowdy, but instead they found a city bruised but very much not defeated, with its inhabitants determined to enjoy themselves as much as they could. Sukie claimed at the end of her and Pattie’s first week in town that this must be because Britain had been at war since 1939 and now, four years on, many people were simply wearied by the long months of concern, and the endless scrimping and saving. After all, who knew when happiness could be snatched away, and so it seemed criminal not to make the most of every minute.


			Following Wesley’s death, Sukie thought back to what she had blithely said about happiness being lost so easily and she felt she’d been glib and too innocent, and lacking in imagination. Back then, she had had no idea – no idea at all! – of what the absence of happiness really meant. Surely it was little wonder that life was teaching her otherwise in the wake of the loss of Wesley.


			Sukie’s grief and upset at the loss of Wesley seemed somehow instantly to permeate the very fabric of the Eddy, as the hotel itself felt somehow nervy and unsettled. For even though living through war meant constant worry and very often believing yourself to be prepared for upsetting news, no one was quite prepared for the worst to happen to them, Sukie realised.


			


			Although he had grown up in Bristol in the West Country, Wesley’s funeral had to be held in London, as these days precious fuel and resources simply couldn’t be used in moving a body to a different resting place.


			Wesley’s mother and a favourite aunt of his made the journey up by train for the simple ceremony. Sukie had only met his mother and aunt once before, but it didn’t seem to matter, as with Pattie accompanying her to Paddington station to meet them, Sukie soon found solace in their presence, and hoped that they did in hers too.


			Wesley’s father was abroad somewhere working as a first-aider close to the frontline, and so the funeral had to go ahead without him. Rationing and no spare money meant the service would be as simple and as cheap as they could make it, but Sukie told herself that it didn’t mean that Wesley’s send-off would be any less heartfelt than if they had all the money in the world to spend on it.


			They found a tea shop not far from the station that looked welcoming, and as Pattie went to order some tea, the three women closest to Wesley seemed content to sit quietly together, each lost in their own sorrowful thoughts. It was a wholesome, restorative sort of silence, Sukie discovered, and although she had occasionally wondered previously whether or not Wesley’s mother approved of her son’s choice of future wife, Sukie couldn’t remember having experienced anything quite like the soft and gentle hum of the unspoken words of grief and comfort that swirled in the air around them, or the emotional bolstering that them being together provided.


			Once Pattie was sure a pot of tea was on its way, she discreetly positioned herself and her own cup and saucer at the back of the tea shop, as she didn’t want to intrude on the grief of Sukie or Wesley’s relatives. However, she was pleased to see Sukie’s colour brighten a little, even if only to put on a show for Wesley’s family. She knew what it cost Sukie to make that special effort, when she was still so shaken after the news of Wesley’s death. It was a shock to Pattie too, and she’d written to both her mother and Evie right away to let them know, hoping that their letters – which had arrived soon after – would provide some comfort to Sukie, who was so far away from home.


			Evie, and Pattie’s other sister Julia, had both written to Sukie, saying how sorry they were about what had happened, how they wished they could be with her, that they were thinking of her, assuring her they weren’t expecting a reply as they knew how sad, despondent and exhausted Sukie must be feeling. And Sukie was to make sure she was getting enough rest and not worry at all about not replying. While neither sister mentioned it, Pattie was keeping up a storm of correspondence on Sukie’s behalf, so that Evie and Julia were both up to date on the funeral arrangements, though neither could make the journey.


			Susan, Evie and Pattie’s mother, had written too, and it was this letter that had Sukie returning to it again and again.


			There was something about Susan’s wise and caring words that had made Sukie tuck that particular letter under her pillow and read it each night before she settled down to try to sleep.


			The very first time she read it, Sukie wasn’t prepared for the tidal wave of homesickness that swept across her. Suddenly she had an almost overwhelming desire to be back where she grew up. She longed for the quiet of the small village of Lymbridge on Dartmoor, and the clean and fresh West Country air, and to have Evie’s arms around her, and Susan making her a cup of tea, and the love of Evie’s family to enfold her in a protective embrace.


			That first time of reading made Sukie cry for a long while. But then, she felt much better, even though her face was blotchy and her eyes red and sore.


			It seemed that the love sent to her from many miles away really had found its way up hill and down dale, and right into the centre of Sukie’s heart, fanning gently the flame of her and Wesley’s love for each other, before softly helping lay it to rest.


			Susan’s letter said:


			Dearest Sukie,


			What absolutely devastating and most tragic news, and my heart goes out to you both, that you and Wesley have each had to experience this. You must feel dreadful, Sukie dear, and very alone right now. I want to say to you that we all know how much Wesley meant to you, and that we all thought very highly of him too. He was a breath of fresh air when he came into our lives as none of us had ever met anyone like him before, and, very quickly, it was clear to all of us how much you and dear Wesley came to mean to each other. In fact, Evie reminded us only last night of the time you took him horse riding – he hated it, but he did it as he loved you so. The horror on his face made Evie laugh so, she said, and the sight of the two of you jogging away is one of her fondest memories of the pair of you.


			Life can be very cruel at times, and it is awful that a young and gifted man has been cut down so cruelly in his prime. There are no words that I can say to help you get through the sense of his passing, other that get through it you will, I promise, my dear.


			In your darkest moments, Sukie my love, do please try to remember though that you are not alone in this, even though we are not physically together at this awful time. For everybody at Bluebells, and who lives in Lymbridge and knows you, loves you very much indeed.


			I am sure that I am speaking for us all when I say that we wish this blasted war was over, and we weren’t all having ‘to do our duty’ as we’d love to have you come and stay with us at Bluebells for as long as you want. Evie reminds me that sadly this isn’t possible just at the moment, what with the problems of long-distance travel and getting time away from the hotel. And although I understand the reasons why, I do hate this, as we all want you here with us, sitting in our kitchen and telling us everything that you loved about dear Wesley. But although we cannot actually be with you, we are with you in spirit, and we always will be, and we want you always to remember that.


			When the war is over – as surely it must be one day – and we can all travel about at will, and maybe even have a holiday if we feel like it, the times we are going through now will seem harsh and cruel, and quite inhumane.


			You are stronger than you know, Sukie, and your memories of Wesley will also help you, I promise. I am hoping very much that there will be a time when you think of only the nice things about your time with him, and not how terrible these last few days have been. He was lucky to have had you in his life, and you him – and that is the most important thing for you to hold on to.


			Sending you all our love and best wishes, for now and for ever more,


			Mrs Susan Yeo


			Sukie thought back to when she had borrowed a couple of horses for her and Wesley. He really had had a horrible time, and was saddle-sore afterwards. Sukie was an excellent horsewoman herself, and she hadn’t been very sympathetic. Still, the afternoon had made them laugh a lot, and it was one of the most carefree times they had spent together. Sukie was glad that Evie had seen something special in it too, and she was touched that Evie had mentioned it to Susan. The Yeos really were very dear people, and she felt privileged to know them.


			Mr Smith, the recent husband of Evie’s former headmistress when she had been teaching at Lymbridge School and who had helped Sukie and Pattie get their jobs at the Eddy, sent flowers and a card; he had been a very good friend to Evie over the past few years, and Sukie was very fond of him too. Mr Smith was seconded to the West Country doing important War Office work, Sukie knew, but although his job was crucial to the war effort, he was the type of man never to forget that simple kind words counted for an awful lot, and so she appreciated his gesture, although she couldn’t begin to guess how he managed to rustle up some flowers for her.


			Evie’s husband Peter was a very proper sort of chap and he had sent Sukie a note of condolence written on a lavish and formal black-edged card that must have been produced before the outbreak of war, the paper being so thick and luxurious, with a rough feel and what looked like tiny flecks of what might be cloth or rags mixed into the pulp the card had been pressed from.


			Peter worked in secret offices underneath The Grange, once a grand home but commandeered by the War Office to be used as a makeshift hospital for servicemen recuperating from serious injuries. Peter had worked at The Grange at the same time as Sukie had been honing her office skills in the hospital’s administration department just a floor above him, and so they knew each other quite well.


			She could see that the card was of the very best quality, and was touched that Peter had felt her worthy of something so opulent. Her lips had moved as she read the thick-nibbed words of comfort he had penned in the sepia-coloured ink he always favoured. It felt very grown-up as condolences go (not that Sukie had any experience of them prior to this), but she thought his well-mannered yet heartfelt comments were precisely what she would have expected Peter to send in this situation. Sukie felt a lump in her throat, and she wished Wesley could have known how highly he had been regarded by her friends – she thought it would have meant a lot to him. It certainly did to her.


			Pattie, who had sat with Sukie every moment she wasn’t working or been on paper-collecting duty, and was treating Sukie with kid gloves despite Sukie’s endless entreaties not to, please, thought differently. In fact so much so that Pattie couldn’t hold back a snort of derision when she saw Peter’s card, saying scornfully that he was only a young man yet he always managed to act middle-aged.


			Sukie had to tap Pattie’s arm and remind her, ‘He’s very kind, and let’s not forget how much Evie loves him and what good care he takes of her.’


			Pattie had given a curt nod of agreement, albeit with a scrutinising arch of her brows, before adding, ‘Yes.’ She inspected her nails. ‘But I don’t know how Evie puts up with him. Peter would be far too dull for me. I want a man with a bit of life about him, a real spark of energy, if you know what I mean.’


			As these words left her mouth, Pattie was instantly mortified and would have done anything to have bitten back her comments. Sukie knew that Evie would have known just what to say, although she found herself groping for words as Pattie’s comments had felt a bit like a knife twisting in a wound. But Pattie was so upset at her tactlessness that Sukie had to comfort her, saying, ‘Pattie, you mustn’t take on so, do you hear me? I know I’m not at my best right now, but I really hope that all of my friends will find lasting happiness with their Mr Right, whether these Mr Rights are like Peter, or are a bit less fuddy-duddy …’ Pattie had looked sceptical, but Sukie hadn’t finished. ‘And do remember, Pattie, that I’m not made of cut glass. In fact, it would be lovely if you could treat me just as you always do.’


			Pattie had tried very hard to so from then on, but it was all very difficult and sometimes ordinary conversations could prove to be an unexpected minefield, or plain awkward and stilted. The two friends had agreed on this the night before Wesley’s mother arrived for the funeral as they sat close beside each other on Sukie’s narrow bed.


			Mr Bright had made a special effort and allowed Wesley’s mother and aunt to stay in one of the cheaper rooms at the Eddy. This was after Pattie begged him to allow this the day before their arrival, asking him to take double the price of the room from her wages. There had been a dicey moment when Mr Bright weighed up a bit too obviously whether the dark hue of their skin would offend other guests. But Pattie hastily suggested giving them a room with private bath, and saying that they would eat their meals in their room, which she would personally take charge of, to avoid any unwelcome or unexpected encounters in the corridors of the hotel.


			Mr Bright had nodded agreement.


			And when Wesley’s mother and aunt entered the Eddy for the first time, Mr Bright had bustled out of his office to greet them. Glancing briefly at their scrupulously clean and pressed but undeniably down-at-heel clothes, and their well-worn shoes that were obviously their ‘best’, he stepped forward to shake their hands. His smile of welcome was the biggest smile he had ever been seen to make, a gesture Sukie appreciated even through the deep fog of her grief, as it was much more than she had expected.


			And so the potentially sticky moment of their arrival at the Eddy was glossed over in a perfectly satisfactory manner, and it wasn’t long before Wesley’s mother and his aunt were making themselves at home in their room.


			Pattie took Mr Bright a cup of tea as a thank you.


			He cleared his throat, and then he looked as if he was going to say something important. But he seemed to lose heart, instead only pointing out that Pattie had a mere five minutes before she needed to be in the dining room ready for the early diners and she’d better look sharp. To which Pattie said meekly in an efficient-sounding voice, ‘I’m on my way, Mr Bright.’


			The small and simple funeral passed uneventfully the next morning, although when Wesley’s mother and aunt returned to the hotel afterwards there was a knock at their bedroom door, and it turned out that Mr Bright had asked Millicent to run upstairs with two tots of brandy that were each in a crystal balloon glass and placed on a silver tray.


			Neither woman ordinarily drank alcohol, and they sipped the beverages tentatively, grimacing to one another at the sharp taste. But that night they slept better than they had expected, and so they were grateful for the hotel manager’s gesture.


		


	

		

			Chapter Five


			Very early in the morning, the day after the funeral, Sukie and Pattie headed over to Trafalgar Square where they caught the number 12 bus to make their way to the depths of south-east London to where Wesley had lodged.


			They found it an eye-opener of a journey, the red bus inching slowly through the shocking destruction of much of Elephant and Castle, an area that had been so heavily bombed that it seemed to be more or less annihilated, and then down the Walworth Road. They got off and headed to a back street that wasn’t far from Camberwell Green.


			It was the first time Sukie had ventured to where Wesley had been staying, and she and Pattie walked nervously up the depressed-looking staircase that reeked of other lodgers’ cigarette smoke. They were following in the wake of the tired-looking landlady who herself was wheezily puffing on a small cigar held in one hand, the other hand being used to check her pin-curls under a wrap of holey scarf that looked a little too tightly tied above her brow to be comfy.


			The landlady unlocked Wesley’s door, and then turned to go downstairs with a muttered, ‘I trust you’ll see yerselves out when yer’s finished. Don’t make too much noise, or take anything that wasn’t ’is.’


			Sukie and Pattie looked at each other askance after she had gone.


			‘What a foul woman,’ Pattie whispered with a shake of her head. ‘Come on, Sukie dear, let’s get this over as quickly as we can. Let’s hope the landlady has been honest and left Wesley’s room alone, as I don’t know what we’ll do if she’s gone through everything.’


			Sukie nodded in sad agreement, and followed Pattie further in, only to stop in her tracks when she reached the middle of Wesley’s bedroom.


			She was shocked to the core at just how rundown his dank and unheated room was.


			There was no carpet on the grimy-looking floorboards, the wallpaper was peeling and there was an ominous ochre-coloured water stain on the ceiling. Only a see-through, raggedy curtain flapped in front of the breeze coming in through the ill-fitting window frame, dangling on a piece of wire, the unravelling hem not even long enough to cover the whole pane. In the far corner was a single bed with a meagre blanket and thin lumpy pillow that looked most uncomfortable. Her gaze then fell on the narrow windowsill where Wesley’s comb and toothbrush stood forlornly in a chipped mug, along with his razor. The room was tidy – Wesley had always been very fastidious – but that was about all.


			What made the grim sight of the room even more poignant to Sukie and Pattie was that it must have been the best he’d been able to do for himself.


			Sukie knew Wesley had found it almost impossible to find a landlady who would rent him a room when he moved to London about a month after she did. And although they never actually said it out loud to each other, they knew that this was because of the colour of his skin, as many landladies wouldn’t take in black people, or dogs or the Irish.


			Wesley had never uttered a word of complaint to Sukie, and nor had he hinted in any way as to how horrible his dank lodgings were.


			As she stood in his bedroom for the first and last time, she loved him all the more for him not wanting to upset her, as he knew she would have been cross.


			She reached out and touched his blanket and breathed in the scent of him one last time.


			The watch that the police officer had already given to her was in her purse and while she’d found the weight of carrying it around a real comfort, she knew she needed to part with it soon, so she found a cardboard suitcase on top of his cupboard and began to pack. And there was the thinnest of silver linings in this particular cloud. For the cigar-loving landlady proved herself honest; everything of Wesley’s was there, as far as Sukie could tell at least, and it was all apparently quite untouched.


			‘I feel mean now,’ said a contrite Pattie as she helped gather his clothes and fetched his comb and toothbrush from the ledge.


			‘So do I,’ agreed Sukie quietly, and she sat on the bed and put her face in her hands until she could compose herself.


			Pitifully, Wesley’s paltry collection of possessions fitted into the single, sad cardboard suitcase with plenty of room to spare, although Sukie kept his favourite hanky, spotlessly washed and carefully ironed, which she slipped into her pocket.


			Sukie knew that his clothes would be passed on to his younger brothers and she spent quite a lot of time carefully folding everything, feeling as if this was one of the last things that she could do for Wesley.


			His Bible was well thumbed and Sukie felt her heart take a heavy beat when she picked it up. She held it to her cheek for a moment, as she hoped he had been comforted by it. She wasn’t particularly religious herself – her parents being snatched so cruelly away when she was a child having put paid to any notions of that – but Wesley had always gone to church each Sunday. He’d told her too without any trace of embarrassment that he’d prayed each night before going to sleep, and so she wondered if that had made a difference to him on his passing.


			Although the police insisted he’d died peacefully there was a worm of doubt that had burrowed deep into her chest that claims of Wesley’s instant death was more a means of consoling her and his family, than it was likely to be true. Still, if Wesley had known anything about what was happening to him, Sukie wanted him to have found comfort in his religious beliefs.


			Wesley’s savings, hidden under a floorboard, were more substantial than Sukie had expected. Refusing to mull on the fact that Wesley had intended them to provide for their wedding, Sukie carefully placed the cash in the bottom of her handbag in a second clean hanky, knotted at the corners, so that it would be ready to give to his mother later that morning. She knew how tight money was for the family and it was right for them to have it.


			In fact, his mother could take back to Bristol everything Wesley had owned, including the Bible, his watch and the engagement ring, Sukie decided. She was happy with only his favourite hanky and her memories.
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