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              Dear Reader,
            

          

        

      

      
        
          Welcome to Secrets of the East End Angels. If you’ve met Frankie, Winnie and Bella before in East End Angels, I hope you’ll enjoy reading more about their lives, but if you haven’t, then welcome to their world – I hope you’ll enjoy meeting them here.

          East Ender Frankie’s been working at London Auxiliary Ambulance Station 75 since the previous summer and loves her job, especially as it means she can stay living at home in Stepney with her family – her grandad and her adopted younger brother Stanley (who’s now been evacuated to safety in the countryside) – shielding them from her awful step-grandmother, Ivy. She’s fallen in love with Scottish doctor Alastair Munro, who she met in a bombed-out Anderson shelter.

          Upper-class Winnie’s parents disapprove of her working as an ambulance driver, but it hasn’t stopped her; she likes doing things her own way, if necessary bending or breaking rules at times, including those of Station 75, which has caused her to clash with her boss, Station Officer Steele, on many occasions. She’s given a home to Trixie, a golden-haired little dog who was dug out of a bombed-out building and who now goes everywhere with her, including out on calls in the ambulance. Her new relationship with fellow driver and conscientious objector Mac might help to tame her wild side.

          Former housemaid Bella’s home was bombed out at the start of the Blitz and she has found a new one with Winnie at her godmother Connie’s grand house – the sort she used to work in before the war. She works as an attendant while Frankie drives their ambulance, but their boss has been making her take driving lessons in the hope that one day she’ll become a driver too, though Bella’s not so sure she’s capable of that. She’s worried about her brother, Walter, who threatened to go AWOL from the army until she and Station Officer Steele helped him to think again. Bella’s love of books has brought her together with Winnie’s brother James.

          The huge air raid of 29 December 1940 – when infernos swept through London, and St Paul’s Cathedral stood surrounded by smoke and fire – pushed the three young women to the limit, testing their bravery and courage. Winnie ignored the rules and drove through flames to rescue injured firemen, Frankie had the shock of finding and rescuing her injured grandfather, and Bella was forced to overcome her fear and drive him to hospital while the bombs rained down.

          Now, with a new year upon them, what does 1941 have in store for Frankie, Winnie and Bella?

          I do hope you enjoy reading their story as much as I enjoyed writing it.

          With warmest wishes,

          Rosie
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January 1941

      Clutching her ticket in her hand, Frankie dashed out of the booking office doorway, dodging around more leisurely passengers, and ran for the train, desperately hoping that it wouldn’t leave without her.

      ‘Wait!’ she shouted, waving her arms as she sprinted the last few yards along the platform.

      The guard had almost reached the last open carriage door and was about to slam it shut and then wave his green flag to signal to the waiting driver at the far end of the train. ‘Come on then.’ He shook his head, raising his eyebrows as he waited for her.

      ‘Thank you very much,’ she gasped as she climbed aboard and he shut the door firmly behind her. Leaning against the wall of the corridor while she caught her breath, her heart gradually returning to its normal rhythm after her anxious dash here from Station 75, she watched through the window as the guard waved his flag with a flourish and blew a piercing blast of his whistle. The engine responded, belching out great chuffs of smoke that drifted through the cold air, and they began to slide smoothly out of London Bridge station. Frankie sighed and finally allowed herself to smile; she was on her way at last.

      ‘Where are you off to in such an ’urry, then? On yer way home?’

      Frankie turned around to see that the guard had come through from the adjoining guard’s van.

      ‘No, I’m goin’ to Wyching Green. My grandad’s in ’ospital there.’ She handed him her ticket. ‘I was working the late shift – ’ad to run all the way to the station.’

      ‘Have you been there before? Know where you’re goin’?’ he asked as he punched the ticket and handed it back.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, I’ll let yer know when we get there. It’s only a little place and yer’ll miss it otherwise now all the station signs ’ave been taken down.’ The guard smiled at her. ‘Go on, find yerself a seat. I dare say yer could do with a rest if you’ve been on shift all night.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Frankie smiled back at him.

      The guard touched the peak of his cap, then opened the sliding door of the nearest compartment and began checking the other passengers’ tickets.

      As the train slid out of London, Frankie made her way along the carriage looking for an empty seat, glancing every now and then out of the corridor window as they passed through bomb-damaged areas where so many buildings had been destroyed, the gaps where they had once stood like missing teeth in a smile. Everything was covered in a dusting of snow, some of it still in neat white patches, other parts already turned to a dirty grey – snow never stayed pristinely white for long in London.

      Near the far end of the train, she found a compartment with spare seats and went in, smiling at the other passengers: an elderly woman sitting by the window knitting, and a mother who was cradling a tearful young child on her lap, doing her best to soothe him, while an older girl sat close beside her reading a book. She settled herself down opposite the older woman in the corner seat next to the window.

      Sinking back into the springy seat, Frankie closed her eyes and tried to relax, but her stomach seemed to have other ideas. It felt like it had twisted into a tight knot, sitting hard and tense inside her, and it would probably stay like that until she arrived and could see whether her grandad was truly all right.

      It was just over a week now since he’d been injured on that terrible night when it seemed as if the whole of London were ablaze, and the shock of finding him injured and the gut-wrenching fear that he might not survive still lingered painfully inside her. But he was alive and would recover, and now that he had been moved to Kent, he was in a much safer place, she must focus on that.

      Kent. It was a place full of good memories for Frankie. Every year her gran used to take her there for the hop picking. They’d get an early train – the Hopper Special – from London Bridge, with all they needed for the weeks away stuffed in a trolley, and would stay in one of the little huts on the farm, spending days picking the bitter yet sickly-sweet-smelling hops. They had been such happy times, her gran enjoying talking and laughing with the other women as they worked. Frankie liked the space and the fresh air; it was a world away from the cramped, squashed houses of the East End, the dirt and the grime.

      Thinking of that time gave Frankie a warm glow inside. She needed to remember those times when life was normal and there was no fear of bombs falling and people never knowing if they would live to see the next morning. That was real life, not like it was now.

      The rocking of the train must have lulled her to sleep, and she woke with a start, opening her eyes and then quickly shutting them to block out the bright sunshine. Slowly she opened them again, and as they adjusted to the light, she stared out of the window at a world blanketed in snow stretching as far as the horizon. The Kent countryside was sparkling white under the crystal-clear blue sky. It was stunningly beautiful.

      ‘It’s quite a picture, isn’t it?’ said the elderly woman sitting opposite.

      Frankie tore her gaze away from the window and nodded. ‘I ain’t ever seen it like that before… so clean and bright and going on for miles. Snow never looks like that in London – you can’t see it stretching out so far in the distance, and it never stays clean and white for long.’

      The woman nodded, gazing out of the window. ‘I love the snow.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘It’s beautiful.’

      ‘You need to wrap up warm in it, though, but I can see you’re doing that. That’s a fine-looking scarf you’re wearing; did you make it yourself?’ the woman asked.

      ‘This?’ Frankie plucked at the scarf she was wearing wrapped several times around her neck – a Christmas present from Bella. ‘No, my friend made this for me. I ain’t much of a knitter, I always drop stitches. I sew, though; made these dungarees for work.’ She pointed to the legs of her navy dungarees, which was all that could be seen as she was wearing her thick navy-blue woollen coat. ‘It saves me getting my normal clothes dirty until we get a uniform.’

      ‘What do you do?’ the woman asked.

      ‘I’m an ambulance driver. They’ve promised us uniforms like the Auxiliary Fire Service have, but we ain’t got them yet.’

      ‘From what I’ve seen in the newspapers, you young women are out in the thick of it. They jolly well ought to hurry up and get you kitted out properly.’

      ‘It’s a bit of a sore spot at our ambulance station, and often talked about, but there ain’t much we can do about it. We just ’ave to wait till they sort it out.’

      ‘Do you really drive an ambulance?’ The girl who’d been silently reading up till then suddenly piped up, staring at Frankie with her big blue eyes.

      ‘Ruby! Don’t interrupt the lady, asking questions,’ her mother chided her, smiling apologetically at Frankie.

      ‘It’s all right, I don’t mind. Yes, Ruby, I really do drive an ambulance.’

      ‘Even at night, in the blackout?’ Ruby asked.

      Frankie nodded. ‘Yes, even in the blackout and during air raids.’

      ‘Do you get scared?’ the girl said.

      ‘Sometimes.’ Frankie smiled at her. ‘But we’re always careful and we look out for each other.’

      ‘What’s your name? My name’s Ruby, and that’s my brother Jack.’ She pointed to the little boy, who was now fast asleep, his head leaning on his mother’s chest, his cheeks rosy with sleep.

      ‘I’m Frankie,’ Frankie told her.

      Ruby frowned. ‘Isn’t Frank a boy’s name? There’s a boy in my class called Frank.’

      ‘Ruby!’ her mother said.

      Frankie smiled at the woman. ‘I don’t mind. Yes, you’re right, Ruby, Frank is a boy’s name. My real name is Stella, but everyone who works at our ambulance station gets called by another name. My surname’s Franklin so I got called Frankie. One of my friends is called Winnie, because her surname is Churchill, and another is called Bella because her last name is Belmont.’

      ‘Why do they do that? Isn’t it confusing?’ Ruby asked.

      ‘Not really. We just know each other by our nicknames – in fact I ain’t sure what the real names of some of the crew members are.’ Frankie smiled at the girl. ‘I don’t know why they do it, they just do.’

      Ruby considered what Frankie had said for a moment and then asked, ‘Where are you going now? Is it to drive another ambulance?’

      Frankie shook her head. ‘I’m going to visit my grandad, who’s been evacuated to an ’ospital in Kent.’

      ‘We’ve been evacuated to Kent,’ Ruby told her. ‘We’re staying with Auntie May in her house. It’s a bit crowded.’

      ‘With what’s happening in London, we’re very grateful she took us in,’ Ruby’s mother said, her eyes meeting Frankie’s and a look of understanding passing between them.

      ‘You’re lucky to be living in Kent, Ruby. It’s beautiful out ’ere and a lot safer. I…’ Frankie paused as the guard appeared in the corridor and pulled open the compartment door.

      ‘Next stop Wyching Green,’ he said.

      ‘Thank you.’ Frankie smiled at him, picking up her bag and standing up, feeling the train beginning to slow down. ‘This is my stop. It’s been nice talking to you all.’

      ‘Goodbye, Frankie,’ Ruby said. ‘I think that name suits you.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Frankie said. ‘You look after yourself, and enjoy living in Kent.’

       

      Frankie’s ears were tingling from the cold, so she tugged her knitted green beret down further over her auburn hair. She’d followed the directions given to her by a porter at the station and was now out in the middle of the snow-blanketed countryside, trudging her way to the hospital, which wasn’t actually in the village at all but a couple of miles outside. Doing her best to keep to the tracks already printed into the snow by previous travellers going this way, she couldn’t help admiring the beauty of the landscape, even though the cold was nipping at her toes and fingers. She loved the way the snow was sculpted into drifts and had moulded itself around objects, softening their outlines and casting a gentle, muffled hush over everything. This place seemed like another world after war-torn London.

      As she rounded a bend in the road, the imposing hospital building came into sight at last, its red-brick walls standing out against the white background. Frankie felt a jolt of joy run through her: her grandad was somewhere in there and in a short time she’d be able to see him again, talk to him and finally satisfy herself that he was fine.

      Hurrying the last few hundred yards to the hospital, she stamped the snow off her boots before she went in and asked directions to the ward her grandfather was on. Then, with the excitement mounting inside her, like a child on Christmas morning, she made her way along corridors and up stairs until she found the place she wanted. Pausing to tidy herself up as best she could after her journey, smoothing down her hair and brushing out the creases in her coat, she opened the doors of the ward and walked in. She’d only gone a couple of yards when a nurse emerged from a side door.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she asked.

      ‘I’ve come to see my grandfather, Reginald Franklin,’ Frankie said.

      The nurse looked uncomfortable and sighed. ‘I’m sorry, but visiting hours are only on a Sunday from two till four.’

      Frankie’s heart plummeted. Today was Wednesday, and by Sunday she would have switched shifts again and be working during the daytime. She wasn’t going to give in that easily, though, not now she’d come all the way from London. ‘But I ain’t goin’ to be able to come then, ’cos I’ll be working. I’m an ambulance driver for the London Auxiliary Ambulance Service.’

      The nurse bit her bottom lip. ‘I…’ She stopped at the sight of the ward sister bearing down on them, her uniform so crisp and crease-free it could probably have stood up on its own.

      ‘What’s going on here, Nurse?’

      ‘This is Mr Franklin’s granddaughter; she’s come all the way from London to see him.’

      ‘Has she now? Well I’m afraid you’ve had a wasted journey,’ the sister said, not looking the least bit sorry. ‘Our visiting hours are Sundays, two till four sharp, and only those hours. You’ll just have to come back then.’

      ‘But I can’t; I’ll be on duty myself then. Please can I just…’ Frankie began but was silenced by the withering look the sister gave her.

      ‘Rest assured your grandfather is doing well and receiving the best possible care here under my watch.’ The sister’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. She turned to the nurse. ‘If you can see to observations now, Nurse.’

      The nurse nodded, and satisfied that her commands would be obeyed, the sister swept away to her room.

      Frankie did her best to blink back the sudden tears that threatened to spill out. It was so frustrating to get so near and yet not be able to see her grandad because of some ridiculous, unbendable, unsympathetic rule. In her excitement and desperation to come and visit him, she’d never imagined she would be thwarted just yards away from his hospital bed. It wasn’t fair. But there was nothing she could do if they wouldn’t let her in. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out the newspapers she’d brought for him, and the paper bag of humbugs, his favourite sweet.

      ‘Would you please give these to my grandad, tell him I was ’ere but couldn’t come in ’cos of the rule.’

      The nurse nodded and went to take them, but changed her mind. ‘Listen, Sister goes for her tea break in fifteen minutes.’ She spoke in a hushed tone. ‘You could come back then – just for ten minutes, mind, no more or she’d have my guts for garters and no mistake if she came back and caught you. Then you can give him these yourself.’

      Frankie’s heart lifted. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes. Go and wait down the corridor somewhere Sister won’t see you – she’ll come out of here and turn left and then go down the stairs to the canteen. When she’s gone, come back in; your grandfather is the third bed along on the right. Remember, ten minutes only.’ The nurse smiled. ‘He’ll be right pleased to see you.’

      Frankie reached out and touched her arm. ‘Thank you, I really appreciate this.’

      ‘I know. It’s not right not letting you in when you’ve come so far. Just don’t let Sister see you waiting or she’ll know something’s up.’

      ‘I won’t.’ Frankie held out the newspapers and sweets to the nurse again. ‘Please take these to ’im – make it look like I’ve gone just in case Sister checks. And tell him I’m still ’ere and comin’ in for a few minutes as soon as the coast is clear.’

      ‘All right then.’ The nurse smiled at her as she took them. ‘Now go.’

      ‘I’m going.’ Frankie grinned.

      Tucking herself into a little alcove she found at the far end of an adjoining corridor but with a clear view of the stairs, Frankie waited. The minutes that ticked by seemed like hours, her heartbeat pounding in her ears as she watched for the sister to appear. It was like when she used to play hide-and-seek as a child, the bittersweet thrill of waiting to be found, but this time the reward for remaining unseen was far greater.

      At last she heard the sound of quick footsteps coming along the corridor and was relieved to see the sister turn and make her way down the stairs. She checked her watch and waited for a few more moments to ensure the woman was gone, then slipped out of her hiding place and hurried along the corridor to the ward. Reaching the doors, she paused and took a deep breath to calm her nerves, which were jangling about inside her like a bunch of keys, then opened the door and went in.

      ‘What kept yer so long?’ her grandad’s voice called out to her as she covered the few yards to his bed in record time. She threw her arms around him as best she could given that he was propped up in bed with his leg suspended in the air on a pulley system.

      ‘Shh!’ The nurse who’d been kind enough to let Frankie in popped her head out of the curtains surrounding a nearby bed. ‘You need to keep the noise down, Mr Franklin, this is a hospital ward.’ She smiled and winked at Frankie. ‘Remember, just ten minutes, and not a minute more.’ She tapped her watch and then disappeared back behind the curtain.

      ‘By golly you’re a sight for sore eyes,’ Grandad said, beaming widely as Frankie kissed his cheek.

      ‘How are yer?’ she asked, looking him up and down.

      ‘All the better for seein’ you. I couldn’t believe it when the nurse told me you were ’ere and Sister wouldn’t let you come in. Don’t she know it ain’t easy for you to get ’ere working around your shifts? I would ’ave crawled out after you if the nurse hadn’t said she’d fixed it for yer. I’m going to ’ave words with that sister.’

      ‘No you ain’t.’ Frankie sat down on the edge of the bed and took hold of his hand. ‘You don’t want to get the nurse into any trouble, not when she’s ’elped me. I’m ’ere now, so let’s make the most of it.’

      ‘How are things in London?’ he asked.

      Frankie shrugged her shoulders, ‘You know, about the same. It’s been fairly quiet: a few air raids, but nothin’ like that night, you know…’

      ‘I ain’t going to forget that one in an ’urry.’ He looked troubled and then smiled. ‘I’ve ’ad a letter from Stanley; he told me you’d written to tell ’im where I was.’

      ‘We did the right thing sending him to safety in Buckinghamshire.’ She was grateful that they’d evacuated ten-year-old Stanley to the countryside a few months ago. He might not have been a blood relative, her grandparents having taken him in as an orphan after his mother died, but he’d become like a brother to her. Frankie missed him terribly, but it was worth it to know he was safe from air raids. ‘Have you ’eard about the Dead End Kids?’

      ‘No. What’s ’appened?’

      ‘Two of them got killed that night. Made me think of ’ow Stanley wanted to join them, and ’ow he might ’ave ended up injured or worse if we hadn’t had ’im evacuated again. There’s a bit about what happened to them in the papers I brought you.’

      She shivered at the memory of how shortly before he’d been evacuated, Stanley had run off in the middle of a raid to try and join the Dead End Kids, who extinguished fires and rescued people during raids but were several years older than he was. It had been that which had spurred them on to send him away for his own safety.

      Grandad shook his head. ‘Poor blighters, they didn’t deserve that to ’appen to them.’ He sat lost in thought for a moment. ‘How’s Ivy? She’s written to me, but her letters don’t say much really. Is she keepin’ all right?’

      Frankie did her best not to pull a face at the thought of her step-grandmother, who was keeping perfectly fine. Having her husband injured and sent to Kent hadn’t seemed to bother Ivy very much at all. She’d made no attempt to visit him, claiming it was too far to go, though that was just an excuse, as she hadn’t even gone to see him when he was in the London hospital before he’d been evacuated.

      ‘She’s all right.’ Frankie shrugged. ‘You know Ivy.’

      She could have said a lot more but didn’t want to upset her grandad, who remained loyal to his second wife even though she really didn’t deserve it. Ivy had wormed her way into his heart after Frankie’s beloved Gran had died far too early, pretending to be kind and caring and seemingly the perfect wife to care for Grandad and look after Stanley, but once they’d got married, her mask had begun to slip, revealing a woman who was lazy and selfish and only interested in herself.

      ‘I do.’ Grandad squeezed Frankie’s hand. ‘If anything ’appens to me, will you promise me somethin’?’

      Frankie’s eyes met his. ‘What?’

      ‘That you’ll look out for Ivy, make sure she’s all right. Take care of her.’

      ‘Me?’

      Her nodded. ‘She is family.’

      Frankie dropped her gaze to his hand in hers. What on earth was he thinking? she wondered. The last thing she’d ever want to do was look after Ivy.

      ‘Well?’ he prompted her. ‘What do you say?’

      Frankie knew what she wanted to say – no, never, not in a million years – but Grandad’s blue eyes were filled with concern. That was the way he was, kind and caring. He took his responsibilities seriously, and when he’d married Ivy, he’d taken it upon himself to look after her. Now he was thinking about how to make sure that still happened, even if he died. Frankie swallowed hard to ease the thickening in her throat. He wasn’t going to die; she didn’t want to think of that.

      She squeezed his hand. ‘But nothing’s going to ’appen to you, is it? You’re safe ’ere in hospital.’

      ‘I ’ope so, for now anyway, but I mean when I come ’ome and get back on the beat. You never know these days if your number’s going to be up in a raid, and I’d rest easier if I knew that if the worst ’appened, you’d be looking out for Ivy for me. It worries me, keeps me awake at night.’

      What could she say? She didn’t have it in her heart to let him down when it was what he wanted. If it would make him happy, make him feel better sitting in this hospital bed miles from home and his family, then she really didn’t have any choice, did she?

      ‘All right then, I will.’

      ‘Is that a promise?’ he asked, his eyes meeting hers.

      Reluctantly, Frankie nodded. ‘I promise.’ Saying those two words sent her stomach plummeting into her shoes, and she quickly sent up a silent prayer that there would never be the need for her to fulfil her promise. Looking out for someone who didn’t trouble herself about others – not even a child, Frankie thought, recalling how Ivy had left Stanley alone in the shelter in the middle of a heavy air raid – would be difficult.

      ‘Good girl, thank you.’ Grandad smiled, looking relieved. ‘I knew I could rely on you.’

      For the remainder of their too-short time, they chatted easily, until the nurse put her head around the curtain again. ‘Two minutes left.’

      ‘All right, thank you,’ Frankie said. ‘I’ll come again as soon as I can, Grandad, during proper visiting hours so I can be here for longer.’

      ‘You look after yerself, and be careful when you’re out in an air raid.’ He squeezed her hand in his. ‘Don’t go taking no risks.’

      ‘I won’t. You know we look after each other and always keep our tin ’ats on our heads.’ She kissed his cheek and smiled at him. ‘You keep gettin’ better.’

      Her grandad nodded, eyes bright with unshed tears.

      ‘I ’ave to go.’ Frankie reluctantly let go of his hand and walked to the door, turning back to give him a final smile and a wave before she left the ward, then hurrying away before the sister returned to catch her.

      Visiting her grandad had soothed her worries about him. He was safe, well looked after and on the mend, everything she’d hoped for. She should have felt like skipping out of here, but the weight of what he’d asked her to promise weighed heavily on her. She’d agreed only to make him feel better, and she hoped with all her heart that she would never have to carry out that promise, because if she did, she honestly had no idea if she would be able to do it.

       

      Bella winced at the crunching noise as she changed gear too hastily. ‘See, I’m not ready to take the test!’

      Mac touched her arm. ‘Relax, Bella. You are ready, more than ready in fact. Remember, you’ve already done the job under fire in the middle of a massive air raid.’

      She sighed, wriggling her shoulders to try and ease the tension that had curled itself into a tight, hard knot right in the middle of her back.

      ‘I know, but that wasn’t real, you know, being a proper driver. I…’ She paused while she stopped at a junction to wait for a bus to pass, and then turned left. ‘I only did it because I had to. Frankie was in no state to drive, so it was up to me to get her grandfather to hospital.’

      She’d had several nightmares replaying that awful night when they’d found Frankie’s grandfather badly injured. Terrified that he was going to die, Frankie had begged Bella to drive, and there’d been no other option but to agree. Bella had done it, but it had been excruciatingly difficult and frightening, and to make matters worse, when she’d confessed to Station Officer Steele what she’d done, the boss had insisted that it proved beyond any doubt that she was definitely ready to become a proper ambulance driver. Now here she was, just minutes away from taking a test that she was incapable of ever passing.

      ‘It sounds to me like you did the real thing,’ Mac said. ‘You couldn’t get more real than that. Bombs raining down, massive fires engulfing London and injured casualties in the back of your ambulance; after that, today’s test should be easy.’

      ‘Don’t!’ Bella snapped, and then glanced at Mac. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just I’m nervous, and when I get like this when I’m driving, everything falls apart. Having slushy snow on the roads isn’t going to help either.’ She swerved to avoid a car that suddenly slid towards them. ‘See.’

      ‘They’ll take the weather conditions into account, Bella. If you drive carefully to suit them, you’ll be fine. Remember, Station Officer Steele wouldn’t have insisted you take your test if she didn’t think you were capable. If you become a driver, it helps Station 75.’

      ‘All right, I know what you’re saying, Mac, I’ll take the test, but don’t go blaming me if I fail.’

      ‘You won’t fail.’ Mac frowned. ‘I don’t understand why you think you’re such a terrible driver when you’re not at all.’

      Bella sighed. ‘I just feel I am. Right at the start, when I first had lessons with Sparky and he used to criticise everything I did, it made me nervous and I got even worse…’ She paused, feeling her heart beat faster at the memory of those awful lessons, which used to leave her pale and shaking. ‘It was much better after you came to Station 75 and took over my instruction.’

      ‘Don’t tell him I said this, but Sparky’s a bit stuck in the past about some things. I don’t think he really approves of women driving.’

      ‘What?’ Bella glanced at Mac. ‘But we’re just as capable of driving as men.’

      Mac laughed. ‘Of course you are. So prove it and pass your test. Show Sparky what you can do, squash his ridiculous old-fashioned notion. You can do it, Bella. Honestly you can.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be quite so sure.’ She wished she had his faith, but if she drove as badly in the test as she had done so far this morning, then no examiner would pass her fit to drive an ambulance full of casualties, would they?

       

      Bella sat on her hands to stop them shaking as the examiner placed the full pail of water in the footwell of the passenger seat and then carefully climbed in behind it.

      ‘No doubt you’ll have heard from other drivers that this pail of water represents your injured patient. Your job is to drive this patient to hospital as smoothly as possible.’ The examiner smiled at her. ‘A rough ride will spill the water. So when you’re ready, turn left out of the gate and we’ll be on our way.’

      Bella nodded, her mouth dry and heart thumping hard in her chest. She took a deep breath and started the engine. Think of the pail of water as an injured patient, she told herself; that was easy enough – she’d seen plenty of those over the past few months, riding beside them in the back of the ambulance, often holding their hands and talking to them. That was what she had to do: imagine she had a badly injured casualty lying beside her, and it was her job to get them to hospital without hurting them.

      The examiner coughed beside her. ‘Off we go then.’

      ‘Yes, sorry.’ Bella put the car into gear and pulled away slowly and smoothly, heading for the gate, taking her imaginary patient to hospital.

       

      Everything was going well. Bella hadn’t crunched the gears once, she’d driven with the greatest of care, slowing gently and taking bends carefully, and she was pretty sure she hadn’t spilt a drop of water from her imaginary casualty. She was just beginning to believe that she could really do this when the sound that Londoners dreaded suddenly began to wail its mournful cry. The examiner started in his seat, knocking into the pail, sending water sloshing out over the side.

      Bella eased her foot off the accelerator. ‘What would you like me to do?’

      ‘Right, um…’ The examiner tapped his pen rapidly on his clipboard.

      ‘Do you want to stop and find a shelter, or shall I head back to where we started? Do you have a shelter there?’

      ‘Yes, there’s one there.’

      ‘So what should I do?’

      The examiner peered up through the window, scanning the wintry blue sky. ‘I can’t see any planes yet… Take us back, please. It’s not that far; turn left at the end of this road.’

      Bella did as she was asked, doing her best to drive as carefully and smoothly as she had before, all the while aware that the examiner was anxiously peering out of the window looking for planes, tapping his pen on his clipboard and willing them onwards.

      ‘Would you like me to go faster?’ Bella asked. ‘Though it might not be such a smooth ride.’

      ‘Yes, yes, I think that would be a good idea. You’ve already proved to me that you can drive very well… Oh!’

      Bella felt sorry for the examiner as he jumped and groaned at the sound of the crump and thud of bombs falling in the distance. She was used to being out in the middle of air raids, but the examiner, like most people, wasn’t.

      ‘Our shelter’s over there, not far from the garages.’ The examiner pointed to the brick-built structure and Bella turned in through the gates and headed towards it, stopping close by. ‘We’ll go straight in there and we can sort out the paperwork inside,’ he added, quickly opening the door and climbing out. ‘You’ve passed, by the way, very well; you kept a cool head on you after the siren went. I’ve no doubt you’ll be an excellent ambulance driver.’

      Bella was smiling broadly as she followed him into the shelter, where she saw Mac sitting on one of the benches waiting for her.

      ‘How was it?’ he asked, shuffling along to make room for her to sit down.

      ‘I did it, I passed. Didn’t crunch a single gear change, even when the air-raid siren went off.’

      ‘She did extremely well,’ the examiner said, coming over and handing Bella the form that he’d signed. ‘She kept very calm and didn’t spill a single drop of water from the pail, unlike me.’ He lifted up one leg to show a wet patch on his trousers.

      Bella smiled at him. ‘I’m used to being out in air raids, it’s our job. You get used to it, and at least the bombs weren’t falling nearby today; that’s when it gets tricky.’

      The examiner held out his hand to her. ‘Good luck to you, and well done, your ambulance station has just got itself an excellent driver.’

      ‘Thank you very much,’ Bella said, shaking his hand.

      She looked at Mac, who smiled at her, his dark blue eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘See, I told you you could do it. All you need now is a bit of practice to get used to driving an ambulance instead of just a car, and then you’ll be out there doing it for real.’

      Bella nodded, trying to ignore the unpleasant thought that had crept stealthily into her mind. If she was now going to be working as an ambulance driver, would Station Officer Steele pair her with an attendant instead of another driver? The thought of not working with Frankie any more took the shine off passing her driving test. She’d spent enough lonely hours when she’d been a maid; she loved working with people like Frankie and Winnie, who weren’t just loyal, considerate colleagues but had become dear friends to her as well. Bella hadn’t known such friendship since she’d left her home village to go into domestic service in London, but she’d found it again at Station 75 and it was utterly precious to her. She would far rather have stayed an attendant than split up her and Frankie’s team. What had she done?

       

      ‘I would have been quite all right on my own, you know,’ Harry said, raising his arm to catch a taxi driver’s attention as they walked out of East Grinstead station.

      ‘I know you would, but I wanted to come with you to make quite sure that you’re settled in and have all you need.’ Winnie squeezed her brother’s arm where she had her own linked through it, her chest tightening as she recalled the moment she’d heard that he’d been shot down during the Battle of Britain, and the agonising hours that had followed until news came through that he was alive but badly burned. Fire had put him in hospital for months, robbing him of his handsome features and leaving his fingers curled into claws.

      Harry looked at her and smiled, the tight, shiny skin on his face doing its best to stretch.

      ‘Do you want the hospital?’ the driver asked, holding the back door of his taxi open for them.

      ‘That’s the place, thank you.’ Harry stood back to let Winnie climb in first. ‘They’ve got a bed there with my name on it apparently.’

      ‘They’ll look after you all right there,’ the taxi driver said as Harry got in. ‘Don’t you worry.’ He closed the back door, then climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. ‘They’re a good bunch of fellows being fixed up, too,’ he threw back over his shoulder as he pulled away from the station. ‘Mr McIndoe lets his patients come out into the town to enjoy themselves.’

      ‘Really?’ Winnie asked. ‘Is that wise?’

      The taxi driver nodded. ‘You should know that where you’re going, sir, it’s no ordinary sort of hospital ward. They do things differently there.’

      Harry laughed. ‘Good thing too. I’ve had enough of being in an ordinary one to last me a lifetime. Somewhere out of the ordinary sounds just the ticket.’

      The rest of the journey passed in a haze of banter, Winnie listening as her brother chatted to the taxi driver, grilling him for details of what the patients did when they were out and about in the town.

      ‘Will you drop us at the gate, please?’ Harry asked.

      Winnie turned and stared at her brother. ‘Why on earth do you want him to do that? It’s cold today and you don’t want to catch a chill.’

      ‘Don’t fuss, old girl. I’m not going to catch a chill walking a few yards up the drive. See, I’ve got my coat on.’ Harry’s fire-damaged fingers plucked at the thick wool of his blue Royal Air Force greatcoat. ‘I just want to walk in there on my own two feet.’

      ‘Right you are, sir.’ The taxi driver pulled up at the gate, switched the engine off and jumped out to open the back door.

      ‘How much do I owe you?’ Harry asked, fumbling for his wallet, his curled fingers making it difficult for him to reach into his pocket.

      ‘Here, let me help,’ Winnie said.

      ‘No, no.’ The taxi driver held up his hand. ‘There’s no charge. It’s my privilege to bring you here, and I hope everything goes well for you, sir.’

      ‘No, no, I must pay you,’ Harry said.

      The taxi driver shook his head. ‘I won’t take it.’

      Harry smiled. ‘Thank you, that’s jolly decent of you.’

      Standing at the gates of the Queen Victoria hospital after the taxi had driven off, Winnie put her arm through Harry’s and waited for him to move, but he stood quite still looking ahead, his breath steaming out in visible puffs in the cold air. It was as if he was poised on the edge of something and was taking a moment to prepare himself for what came next.

      ‘Harry, are you all right?’ Winnie asked, looking at his face, remembering how it used to look, so handsome and confident; now it was mask-like and she wondered how he really felt underneath it, how he coped with what had happened to him.

      He didn’t answer for a few moments; then, taking a deep breath, he stepped forward on the path, which had been swept clear of snow. ‘Come on, old girl, I thought you were coming with me, not standing there dilly-dally daydreaming. Haven’t you got to make sure I’m settled in all right?’

      Falling into step beside him, Winnie looked up at his face again. ‘You haven’t answered my question, dear brother. Are you all right?’

      ‘I’m perfectly all right, thank you.’ His grey eyes met hers. ‘Just needed a moment to get my bearings, prepare myself…’ He paused. ‘I must confess to being a bit nervous, but I will be fine.’

      ‘Of course you will. From what the taxi driver told us, this sounds like a wonderful hospital, nothing like the other one you were in. Mr McIndoe will sort you out with some new eyelids and you’ll be able to flutter your eyes at young ladies again.’

      Harry grinned. ‘Yes, we’ve got that date to go dancing at the Café de Paris when I’m fixed, remember?’

      ‘Of course. I’m looking forward to it very much.’

       

      Ward Three, where Harry was to stay, was in a long, low hut about fifty yards away from the main hospital. From the outside it looked like any ordinary ward, but from the moment Winnie went inside, she could see that it was anything but ordinary. There were the usual beds along each side, each separated by a locker, but in the middle of the ward stood a grand piano and at the far end a barrel of beer. The patients, some of them in bed, others out of it, were busy doing their own thing. One man was tapping away on a typewriter, another listening to the wireless, another learning to read Braille, but they all had one thing in common: they all bore the scars of fire.

      ‘You must be Harry Churchill,’ a smiling nurse said, coming up to them. ‘Welcome to Ward Three. I’ll do some checks, then get you settled in.’ She turned and smiled at Winnie. ‘I’ll take that for you.’ She held out her hand for the small suitcase that they’d brought with Harry’s belongings in. ‘It won’t take long.’

      Standing by the entrance, Winnie wasn’t sure what to do while the nurse dealt with Harry, but was saved from awkwardness by a badly burned man coming over and pulling out a chair for her to sit on. ‘Take a seat while you wait.’ He smiled at her as best as he could, his burned face not moving in the way it would once have done.

      Winnie smiled at him and sat down. ‘Thank you very much.’

      ‘So what’s your husband in for then?’ the airman said, pulling up another chair and sitting down beside her.

      ‘Oh, Harry’s not my husband, he’s my brother. He’s come for some new eyelids.’

      The airman laughed. ‘New eyelids, noses, lips – this is the place to get them. He’ll be just fine here, we look out for each other. How’d he get fried?’

      ‘Fried?’ Winnie asked, and then smiled as it dawned on her what he meant. Clearly these injured airmen didn’t go in for euphemisms when talking about their injuries. ‘His Spitfire was hit, but luckily he managed to bail out and landed in the North Sea.’

      ‘Well at least he had a soft landing.’

      ‘I see you’ve met George, one of our resident charmers,’ said the nurse, bringing Harry over to where Winnie was sitting.

      ‘Welcome,’ George said, standing up.

      Harry smiled. ‘Thank you. This place certainly looks a jolly sight better than the last hospital I was in. Never seen a ward with a beer barrel in it before.’

      ‘They like to keep us happy.’ George studied Harry’s face carefully. ‘Once you get some new eyelids like mine, you’ll be more comfortable.’ He paused to blink slowly. ‘When’s he going under the knife, Toots?’

      ‘Tomorrow morning, I believe,’ the nurse said.

      Winnie looked at Harry, who appeared as surprised as she did. ‘Forgive me for asking, but did I just hear George call you Toots?’

      The nurse nodded, smiling. ‘Yes you did. The matron at my old hospital would have kittens if she was here to see it, but things are rather more informal here. The patients like to call us nurses by nicknames.’

      ‘She’s called Toots because she never stops talking,’ George added. ‘Who fancies a glass of beer?’

      ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Harry said. ‘Thank you.’ He followed George to the other end of the ward, where they helped themselves to beer and were asked to join in a rowdy card game.

      ‘The taxi driver told us this ward wasn’t like an ordinary one, and he was quite right about that,’ Winnie whispered to the nurse.

      ‘It’s what the boys need. They’ve been through a heck of a lot and it’s not easy for them.’ The nurse put her hand on Winnie’s arm. ‘I can assure you that the treatment they receive is first rate. Mr McIndoe is a top-class surgeon.’

      Winnie nodded. ‘I think my brother will be quite happy here.’

      ‘And that will make you happy too,’ the nurse said.

      ‘Exactly. He’d hate me to tell him this, but I do worry about him. Still…’ she smiled, watching as her brother threw his head back, laughing at something one of the other men had said, ‘I can see he’s right at home here already.’

       

      Bella turned the steering wheel, feeling the back of the ambulance sway to one side, then the other, and gradually settle back into its usual gentle rhythm as she straightened up. It was starting to feel normal now, and she was no longer terrified that it was going to tip over.

      ‘You’re doing really well.’ Mac was sitting beside her in the darkness of the cab. ‘You’re not going to need much more practice before the boss gives you the go-ahead.’

      ‘I’m just glad there’s hardly anyone about.’ Bella peered out into the gloomy street. It felt other-worldly driving around in the dark while most of London slept, the city free of the danger of bombs so far tonight. Driving in the darkness of the blackout was tricky, with only the thin, faint sliver of light coming through the covers on the headlamps to guide her. She had to concentrate hard to see where she was going, keeping her speed low, one foot hovering near the brake just in case.

      She’d hoped Station Officer Steele might wait until they swapped around to the daytime shift before she ordered Bella to get some practice driving an ambulance, but the boss was having none of it, her argument being that Bella would eventually have to drive at night so she might as well get used to it now. The sooner Mac was satisfied she was safe to drive on her own, the sooner she’d be able to share the driving with Frankie – that was, if the boss didn’t swap her to work with someone else. That worry was gnawing away at Bella, knotting her stomach, and she knew she’d have to do something about it. She had to ask. Find out one way or another what was going to happen. She could always try arguing her case, she thought, although once Station Officer Steele had made her mind up about something, she was loath to change it.

      ‘That’ll do for tonight. Let’s head back to the station.’ Mac yawned, stretching his arms out. ‘Excuse me. I’ll never get used to working shifts; it’s hard to sleep in the day.’

      ‘If we’re lucky and it stays quiet, you might get a chance to catch up on some sleep back at the station later on. It’s such a relief when the air-raid siren doesn’t go off around its usual time, but I still feel on edge wondering if it’s going to come later.’ Bella sighed. ‘I always think they’re just trying to lull us into a false sense of security, and then bam, they come in and catch us on the hop.’

      ‘After last month’s big raid, it’s a wonder they’ve got any bombs left.’

      ‘Their munitions factories must be working flat out like ours, I suppose.’ Bella braked at the junction and carefully checked for any sign of traffic before turning right, back towards Station 75.

      ‘So much effort is being put into killing people and destroying things,’ Mac sighed. ‘I know Hitler has to be stopped, but it’s a hell of a price people are paying, Germans included.’

      ‘Do you know, I forget sometimes that you’re a conscientious objector,’ Bella said. ‘You get on and do the same as everyone else, and you don’t shirk danger, do you?’

      Mac laughed. ‘Course not. I’m a CO because I couldn’t kill another person – my conscience won’t allow it – but I’m not against helping in any other way I can.’

      ‘I think you’re brave to stand up for what you believe in. I wish my brother was a CO. At least he’d be here in England instead of off in North Africa or wherever he is.’ Not knowing exactly where Walter was was frustrating and worrying.

      ‘Have you heard from him lately?’

      ‘He never was the best of correspondents. His letters come every now and then, sometimes none for weeks and then a few together. I just like to know he’s all right, that’s all.’

      ‘We’re nearly back,’ Mac said. ‘Remember to take it really slowly going through the archway back into the station. There isn’t a lot of clearance and it’ll be harder to judge in the dark.’

      ‘Oh blimey, maybe you should do this bit for me,’ Bella said. ‘Can you imagine what the boss would say if I bashed in the side of the ambulance?’

      Mac laughed. ‘So don’t, then.’

      Bella dropped down to first gear and slowly turned the ambulance, lining it up as best she could with only the thin beams of light from the headlamps to help, then drove through the archway back into the yard. She winced as they passed through, waiting for the sickening noise of the ambulance scraping the wall, but none came.

      ‘Park in front of the garages so it’s ready to go out,’ Mac said.

      Bella did as he asked and sighed with relief as she turned off the engine.

      ‘See, you did it,’ Mac said. ‘I knew you could.’

      ‘Well I’m glad you thought so, because I didn’t.’ Bella put a hand on his arm. ‘Thanks, Mac, you’re a good teacher. I think we both deserve a cup of cocoa after driving about London in the dead of night. Winnie’s promised us toast as well – a feast awaits us.’

      Up in the common room of Station 75, Winnie was already making the toast when Bella and Mac went in, holding two long toasting forks, each speared with a slice of the brown National Loaf, in front of the bars of the small electric fire, carefully keeping an eye on them to make sure they didn’t burn.

      She glanced up smiling, her lips painted with her usual pillar-box-red lipstick and her honey-blonde hair twisted into neat rolls at the nape of her neck. ‘We heard you drive in; how was it? Is the ambulance still in one piece?’

      ‘Very funny.’ Bella plonked herself down in an armchair close to the fire, holding out her hands to its warmth. ‘Of course it is.’

      ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Winnie checked the sides of the bread nearest the fire and, satisfied that they were toasted enough, loosened them on to a waiting plate before re-threading them the opposite way around and resuming the toasting. ‘Frankie’s in the kitchen warming up the milk for the cocoa.’

      Station Officer Steele appeared in the doorway of her office. ‘Everything went well, did it?’

      ‘Perfectly,’ Mac said, patting Trixie, Winnie’s golden-haired little dog, who had left her vigil by the toast and was skipping around his legs in welcome. ‘Bella’s a very capable driver.’

      ‘Of course she is,’ the boss said. ‘One who just needs to believe in herself, and now perhaps you do…’ She raised her arched eyebrows, her brown eyes twinkling behind her horn-rimmed glasses as she smiled at Bella.

      Bella shrugged and tried to ignore the warmth rushing to her cheeks.

      ‘Well, you’ll soon be taking your turn as driver out on call. Winnie, if there’s a spare piece of toast going, please do send it my way.’ Station Officer Steele smiled again and, turning on her well-polished lace-up shoes, went back into her office and a pile of paperwork that needed attending to.

      ‘I want to ask her something, so I’ll take her the first one that’s ready,’ Bella said, grabbing a clean plate and taking the piece of toast off the fork that Winnie held out to her. She quickly spread it with scrapings of margarine and jam, each layer equally thin because of rationing, and then headed for the office.

      ‘Here we are, toast and jam, just what you need to keep you going through the night shift.’ She put the plate down on the desk.

      ‘Thank you.’ Station Officer Steele looked up from the paper she was writing on and snapped the lid back on her fountain pen. ‘Please sit down for a moment.’

      Bella perched on the edge of the chair beside the desk and prepared herself. The boss only asked people to sit down when she had something to say, something that perhaps they might not like. She decided to get her view in first, argue her case if necessary.

      ‘I was wondering what’s going to happen once Mac’s happy that I can drive an ambulance on my own.’

      ‘Well you’ll work as a driver, of course,’ Station Officer Steele said, picking up her piece of toast. ‘Please excuse me if I eat this now, I like my toast still warm.’ She bit into it and chewed slowly.

      ‘Who will I be partnered with?’

      Station Officer Steele swallowed. ‘Do you wish to change who you’re partnered with?’

      Bella shook her head. ‘No, definitely not. I want to stay with Frankie. We work well together and could share the driving. I really don’t want to change.’

      ‘Well I don’t see why you should then.’ Station Officer Steele smiled. ‘I see no reason to change something that works well.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘You and Frankie are a good team; it’s my job to make sure my ambulance crews are the best they can be, so as long as you keep on working well together, then you’ll stay together.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Bella beamed at her, feeling the burden slide off her shoulders. ‘I was worried you might pair me up with someone else. Frankie’s good to work with.’

      ‘Yes, she’s come a long way since she first started here and is an excellent crew member.’

      ‘Talk of the devil,’ Bella said as Frankie appeared in the doorway with a tray of steaming mugs.

      ‘Are you talkin’ about me? ’Ave I done somethin’ wrong?’ Frankie asked, holding out the tray.

      ‘Not at all.’ Station Officer Steele took a mug and cradled it in her hands. ‘I was just reassuring Bella that I am keeping the two of you working together as a crew. Now you’ll be able to share the driving.’

      ‘Good.’ Frankie grinned, her blue eyes meeting Bella’s. ‘The toast is ready, so you’d better come and get some or there won’t be any left.’

      Bella stood up and followed Frankie to the door, then turned and looked back at her boss. ‘Thank you.’

      Station Officer Steele raised her mug of cocoa to her. ‘Believe in yourself, Bella, because I believe in you.’

       

      Sitting around eating toast and jam and sipping milky cocoa in the early hours of the morning, surrounded by people who were not just colleagues but also good, dear friends, was something she would never have dreamed of before the war, Bella thought as she leaned against the back of the old sofa and chewed on her mouthful feeling happy and content.

      Winnie was sitting at the other end of the sofa, cuddled up against Mac, who had his arm around her shoulders while Trixie sat on her lap, watching each mouthful they took with her liquid brown eyes, willing them to share more toast with her. Frankie sat opposite them in the over-stuffed armchair, her plate of toast balanced on her lap while she sipped at her cocoa. It was one of those rare moments when they had the common room almost to themselves, as many of the crew members had gone to try and get some sleep while they could, making good use of the mattresses that were kept in the rest rooms.

      ‘There aren’t many ambulance drivers who’ve had to cope with an air raid during their driving test,’ Winnie said, holding out a titbit of toast crust to Trixie, who took it daintily and swallowed it down without chewing. ‘You did magnificently, Bella.’

      ‘You should have seen the poor examiner’s face! He knocked the pail of water in fright, slopping it out, but I didn’t spill any.’ Bella laughed. ‘Poor man. We’re used to being out in raids; he obviously wasn’t.’

      ‘You proved you can drive in ’em, that’s for sure, but you’ve already done it for real anyway.’ Frankie’s eyes met hers as she referred to that dreadful night when Bella had had to drive their ambulance.

      ‘Well congratulations, Bella.’ Winnie held up her mug in salute. ‘We knew you would pass.’

      Bella chinked her mug of cocoa against Winnie’s and then leaned forward to do the same with Frankie and Mac.

      ‘Here’s to Station 75’s newest driver,’ Frankie said.

      ‘Thank you.’ Bella took a sip and settled back against the sofa once more.

      Mac yawned. ‘Excuse me. It’s no good, I’m going to have to get some kip. It’s been a long day.’ He kissed Winnie’s cheek. ‘Goodnight for now. Wake me up if I’m needed.’

      ‘Go on, sleepyhead.’ Winnie smiled at him, squeezing his hand as he stood up. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll come and wake you if you’re needed.’

      ‘You make such a lovely couple,’ Frankie said after Mac had gone to the men’s rest room. ‘Though it took you long enough to work out you were made for each other.’

      Winnie’s cheeks flushed. ‘All good things come to those who wait.’ She grinned, her grey eyes twinkling happily. ‘And Mac was well worth waiting for.’

      ‘He’s a good man,’ Bella said. ‘I’d never have passed my test without his patience during my lessons. If I’d had to stick with Sparky, I’d have given up.’ She took a sip of cocoa. ‘Did you get to see your grandad, Frankie?’

      Frankie nodded. ‘In the end. I nearly missed the train, and then when I got to the ’ospital, the sister told me it wasn’t visiting day and to come back on Sunday.’

      ‘What?’ Winnie said, looking indignant.

      ‘Luckily a nurse took pity on me and let me in for ten minutes when the sister went on her tea break,’ Frankie explained.

      ‘How is he?’ Winnie asked.

      ‘Fine. ’E misses being at ’ome, of course, but his leg’s mending and ’e’s well cared for and safe, and that’s what matters. It was good to see ’im again. I miss him.’ Frankie smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her blue eyes.

      Bella leaned forwards and touched her friend’s arm. ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Course I am,’ Frankie said, busying herself by breaking off a piece of toast crust and tossing it to Trixie, who caught it expertly with a gentle snap of her jaws.

      ‘Only you look a bit… unhappy. Is there anything wrong?’ Bella probed gently. ‘We might be able to help you.’

      ‘You read too many Sherlock Holmes stories, Bella. You ought to be a detective.’ Frankie paused a moment. ‘Grandad asked me to do something for ’im, something I don’t really want to do but I ’ad to promise. He’s worried about what might ’appen in the future…’ Her face clouded and she stopped.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Winnie asked.

      Frankie sighed. ‘Getting injured has scared ’im; he’s worried what will ’appen if he gets killed next time.’

      ‘That’s not necessarily going to happen, though, is it?’ Winnie said. ‘None of us know what tomorrow will bring, so we have to enjoy the now. It’s no use worrying because there’s nothing we can do apart from the obvious precautions – you know, tin hat on and all that.’

      ‘I know.’ Frankie twisted her mug round and round in her hands. They all knew about the risks: every time they went out in a raid they could be injured or worse. She preferred not to think about it, because if she did, it might be impossible to do the job she loved. ‘He wasn’t worrying about ’imself.’

      ‘It’s only natural he’s worried about you,’ Bella said. ‘It’s what parents do, and he’s been as good as a father to you, hasn’t he?’

      ‘It ain’t me he’s so particularly worried about.’ Frankie bit her bottom lip. ‘It’s Ivy. He asked me to promise to look after ’er if anything ’appened to him. I really didn’t want to say yes, but I had to, for him.’

      Winnie spluttered on her mouthful of cocoa. ‘Shouldn’t it be the other way around? The grandmother – sorry, I mean step-grandmother – looking after the granddaughter?’

      Frankie shrugged. ‘Yes, for any normal person perhaps, but not for Ivy.’

      Bella’s eyes met Winnie’s. They’d heard enough about Ivy to know what sort of person she was; not one that any decent, kind person like Frankie should be lumbered with caring for.

      ‘I ’ad to say yes, didn’t I? I couldn’t worry ’im any more. He looked so relieved when I agreed. She’s a weight on ’is mind.’

      ‘And now a weight around your neck too,’ Winnie said.

      ‘Winnie!’ Bella glared at her. ‘You did what you had to do, Frankie. Hopefully you’ll never have to look after her, but the fact that you’ve agreed to will have helped your grandfather rest easy, that’s all.’

      Frankie’s eyes met hers. ‘I ’ope so, I really do. She’d be a nightmare to look after. Knowing her, she’d do as little as possible and expect everything to be done for her. She’s like a parasite on our family, taking all she can and giving nothing. I’d hate to have to be responsible for her.’

      ‘Best to forget about it,’ Winnie said. ‘Your grandfather will be home before you know it.’

      Frankie nodded, and all three of them sipped their cocoa in silence for a few moments.

      ‘How’s Harry?’ Bella asked.

      ‘Oh, he grumbled about me going with him and then admitted he was glad I had,’ Winnie said. ‘He was a bit nervous before we got there – rather unusually for him – but I think he’ll be all right there. It’s not like any other hospital ward I’ve seen before.’

      ‘What’s different about it?’ Frankie asked.

      ‘It’s got a barrel of beer in it for starters, known as “the barrel that never runs dry”. And the patients…’ She paused. ‘Poor fellows, they’re terribly injured, but they’re very upbeat.’

      ‘It will probably help Harry to know he’s not the only one who’s going through it,’ Bella said.

      ‘I agree. He’ll be having his operation later today. I’ll try and get down to see him in a few days’ time. They’re very happy for the men to have visitors.’

      ‘They could teach that sister in my grandad’s ward a thing or two,’ Frankie said.

      Winnie drank the last of her cocoa and stood up. ‘I’m exhausted. I’m going to try and get some sleep. Are you two staying up?’

      Frankie yawned. ‘I ’ope we don’t get a call-out.’

      ‘Go and have a nap, both of you,’ Bella said. ‘I’m going to stay here and read for a bit. James sent me a list of books to read from Connie’s library, and I’m keen to get started on another.’ She looked at Frankie and smiled. ‘It’s a Sherlock Holmes story.’

      Bella had first connected with Winnie’s brother James through their mutual love of books, and since then their relationship had grown and blossomed into a romance.

      Frankie rolled her eyes and shook her head. ‘We’ll leave you to solve the mystery while we get a bit of kip.’

      ‘Sweet dreams,’ Bella called after them.
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