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* For Adam (Gilly) *
I will always cherish that final game of cards




Dear readers,


I hope you enjoy this first book in the Bobby Girls series. Although I’ve been a journalist and writer for more than fifteen years, this is the first book I have ever written – and I’m so excited to share it with you.


My fascination with the great wars started when I was young. I loved hearing my granddad’s World War Two stories. He didn’t talk about his experiences with the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers a lot, which made our chats about them all the more special. He ignited my passion for learning about what the soldiers went through, as well as unlocking a curiosity about what life was like for everybody left behind at home.


When my cousin Adam joined the Royal Marines as a member of 42 Commando, my interest in it all deepened. He was fifteen years older than me and I had always looked up to him, but this achievement knocked my socks off – especially when I learned about how extreme the training was. I sat and played cards with Adam on his bed during his final visit home before he was killed on duty in Northern Ireland. He was just twenty-one years old when we lost him. When my granddad passed at the ripe old age of ninety-one, many years later, he was still heartbroken by Adam’s death.


After losing both these incredible men I became even more passionate about learning as much as I could about how war affects not only those on the front line but their families and communities. That’s why researching for The Bobby Girls was such a delight for me. It was refreshing to delve into the lives of some of the strongest, feistiest women I’ve ever heard of. The negativity and backlash the first recruits came up against was astounding but they kept on going – determined to get what they had set out for.


I was shocked to learn about how unfairly women were treated at the time. My editor also found it hard to believe that the reality was so awful – so much so that she questioned many of the details, and was staggered when I produced my sources! The establishment of the WPV was a real turning point for women’s liberation and I’ve got great respect for everyone involved.


I thoroughly enjoyed developing the characters in this book – especially Maggie, Annie and Irene. I hope you grow to love them as much as I do. As a journalist I’m so used to writing about facts that it felt quite liberating to be able to build my own stories around the historical facts and what I discovered about the WPV in London during World War One. I can’t wait to come up with more adventures for the girls and I’d love for you all to join me on the journey.
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Prologue


August 1914


Sarah


As Sarah put the finishing touches to her article, the sound of excited chatter made its way across the offices of The Vote towards her desk. She had been working at the paper for the last year. Normally there was a sense of calm and relief as everyone met the final deadline and relaxed before the latest edition went to press. But today was different.


She pulled her work out of the typewriter and left it at the end of her desk to be picked up, before making her way to the crowd that had gathered around Nina. Peering over a few shoulders, Sarah could just manage to see the page proof that had everyone so giddy. It was there, in big, bold letters: RECRUITING. Squinting her eyes, she strained to make out the small print underneath. She could read enough to work out that a corps of female volunteer police was being put together.


‘Finally!’ she exclaimed, as Nina grinned at her through the small crowd. Nina, The Vote’s political secretary, had been campaigning for women to be allowed to become special constables for a long time. She had written about it in the paper and had even started recruiting a few months ago, before the Chief Commissioner of Police gave her permission to form the group. The paper had run a big front-page call-to-arms back in June, along with an article outlining all the reasons why women police were needed. Sarah had been outraged when Nina told her what the commissioner had said in response to her ideas: ‘You will get yourselves knocked on the head, and you surely don’t expect me to look after a lot of women.’ It was just typical of men – why couldn’t they see that women could look after themselves perfectly well?


‘The commissioner finally gave in,’ smiled Nina. ‘It seems all his manpower is off to fight so he has no choice but to draft in female help. Now we can start enrolling the women who have already come forward, and begin officially recruiting.’


Sarah felt a sudden rush of adrenaline as the enormity of the news sunk in. ‘This is our chance to show everyone what we can do,’ she said to her friend Daisy as they made their way back to their desks.


‘Will you be signing up, then?’ Daisy asked, nervously.


‘Of course,’ Sarah said. ‘Why on earth wouldn’t I?’ At twenty-one, Sarah was the youngest writer at the paper. Her age along with her short and slight frame led people to assume she was shy and meek. They were always surprised to discover that, though she was small, her personality was big.


‘It’s just … well …’ stammered Daisy, avoiding eye contact and staring uncomfortably at the floor. ‘I know this is what we’ve been fighting for for so long … but now it’s actually happening, I think I would be a little too scared to sign up.’


‘Are you pulling my leg?’ Sarah scoffed. ‘This is it, Daisy – this is what all the hard work has been about! Female bobbies! All the campaigning has worked! This is our opportunity to show the men we can do just as good a job as them!’ Sarah’s eyes watered as emotion took over. She paused before continuing.


‘This is our chance to protect all those poor women getting dragged through the court system by male police officers, male solicitors, male court staff and male judges – whether they’ve done something that deserves justice or been a victim. We need to do this for them!’


Sarah could feel all eyes on her as her voice increased in volume, as it tended to do when she got going on this topic. She couldn’t help it – she was just so passionate about it. She had been devastated when her beloved suffragettes had ceased hostilities at the outbreak of the war earlier that month. Yes, she agreed everyone needed to work together to help win the war – but she had been worried it would be at the sacrifice of all the progress that had been made.


Lowering her voice, she added, ‘Now that Nina has permission to go ahead, I’ll be drawing up my application. You should really think about doing the same thing, Daisy. We need to stick together and show everyone we can do this.’


As she sat back down at her desk, Sarah’s thoughts turned to what life in the police could be like, and how it would feel to walk the streets of London acting as a protector for vulnerable women. She was desperate to do her bit for the women’s lib movement, and if she could help those being let down by the all-male justice system – well, she could really make a difference.


As Sarah left the offices that evening, the latest issue of The Vote was going to press. She smiled to herself as she thought about it landing on doormats and desks in the morning, delivering all the hope and promise she had felt herself when she had first laid eyes on that groundbreaking cover.


Maggie 


Sitting down with her morning cup of tea, Maggie froze when she saw the newspaper lying at the other end of the kitchen table, the words ‘The Vote’ emblazoned across the front. She looked around furtively to make absolutely sure she was alone, then grabbed the corner and pulled it towards her.


Her heart thumped hard in her chest as she flicked through. Her eyes were drawn to a section about Women Police Volunteers. She had to take a moment to process the news that the women behind the campaign had been given permission to start recruiting. After taking a deep breath, she drank in the words, every single one of them making her feel braver and more empowered.


She knew that the suffragettes had been campaigning for this for years, but it just hadn’t seemed like something that could ever become a reality. Now they had the backing of the police commissioner, her tummy flipped as she dared herself to dream of getting involved in something so exciting.


I’d love to join these women, but Daddy would never let me, she thought sadly. At that moment, she heard her father’s footsteps coming down the stairs, and her heart pounded faster. Quick as a flash, she closed the paper, put it back facing the way it had been before she had touched it, and stared innocently into her cup of tea.


‘Good morning, Margaret,’ her father said stiffly as he walked into the room. Her father insisted on calling her Margaret even though she had begged to be known as Maggie for as long as she could remember. Her father was the strictest she had ever heard of. She lived with him, her mother and her brother Eddie in a big house in Kensington. She often thought that it was a good job the house was so big, as she was hardly ever allowed to go out and do anything on her own. She regularly wandered up and down the long corridors, pretending she was out in the fresh air for a stroll. The vast space also meant there were plenty of hiding places. Maggie had squeezed herself into many a secret spot over the years to avoid her father when he was in one of his moods. She had learned at a very young age that it was best to stay out of his way when he lost his temper, and she was now an expert at spotting the warning signs, and making a quick escape.


At eighteen, Maggie was desperate to get out into the world and start living her life, but her father was convinced she would do something shameful before he had a chance to present her at a Debutante Ball and find her a suitor. Maggie found it hard to keep friendships going when she’d only ever been allowed out of the house on her own to attend school. The few friends she had were always trying to convince her to sneak out, but she never dared to. No amount of fun was worth the punishment her father would dish out if he discovered her defiance. Her friends had no idea about his treatment of her, and the secret meant she found it hard to get close to anyone. Then there were all the bruises she had been forced to explain away over the years. How could she form proper friendships with these girls when they didn’t know the real her?


Maggie couldn’t think of anything worse than being married off young. She would rather go out and live her life how she wanted – and maybe find herself a husband along the way. She most certainly didn’t want to spend the rest of her days answering to a tyrant, like her mother had to. But her father’s work in politics and his affluent upbringing meant he was strongly against women’s liberation. The one time Maggie had mentioned the suffragettes in front of him, you’d have thought she had said a swear word. He only got The Vote to keep abreast of the opposition, and she didn’t normally get even a sniff of it. All her information about the women’s movement came from her few friends and sometimes from their cook, Florence – when her father was safely out of the house.


Maggie breathed a sigh of relief when her father walked past the paper on the table without seeming to notice it had been disturbed.


‘I trust you will be putting a jacket on before leaving the house today,’ he said, without even looking at her. ‘We don’t want to give out the wrong impression.’ He had a thing about women showing off their arms. Maggie had known she was taking a risk putting on a short-sleeved dress this morning – but it was so hot outside.


It was bad enough her parents tried to dictate her every move – but her clothes? ‘Oh, Daddy!’ In her frustration, the words came out before she could stop them, and she braced herself. The outburst seemed to have shocked her father so much he had stopped dead in his tracks. Maggie couldn’t ever remember a time when he had been lost for words like this.


She knew she had only moments to prevent a full-scale row. ‘What I meant to say was, it’s really very hot to be wearing long sleeves or a jacket, and it doesn’t matter anyhow as there aren’t any eligible young men around to notice.’ She held her breath as she waited for his response. She didn’t often answer him back. The few times she had done, he had become so angry that she’d instantly regretted it. He didn’t hit her regularly, but he always made it clear that he was considering it. It was normally enough to make her think twice before standing up to him, so she wasn’t sure what had come over her this morning.


She flinched when he stepped closer to her and raised his hand in the air, a menacing look on his face. As he towered over her, he spoke in a snarl, his teeth and jaw clenched in anger as she cowered in her chair.


‘Keep talking back to me, Margaret Smyth, and I will have no choice but to make you see the error of your ways,’ he spat furiously. Instinctively, Maggie put a hand up to cover her face. She wasn’t sure why – he had never struck her face before, always opting for parts of her body that were easier to hide with clothes.


The only time he had slipped up was when her mother had stepped in to protect her a few years before. He’d caught her mother’s cheek and sent her flying into the corner of a table. She had nearly lost her sight as a result and now suffered regular migraines. Maggie wasn’t sure if her mother actually got migraines as often as she claimed – she suspected she used them as an excuse to take to her bed and stay out of her father’s way. She didn’t blame her. Her poor mother was normally his first port of call for a beating when he was feeling angry.


Suddenly, footsteps rang out on the stairs and her father moved back and dropped his hand. Maggie breathed a sigh of relief and silently thanked whoever it was who had unknowingly saved her.


‘We’ve spoken about that dress and it is not to be worn out of the house,’ Mr Smyth said firmly, his voice calm now, as though he hadn’t just threatened to hurt her. The way he could change moods within a heartbeat made her shiver. ‘Go and get changed before I send a maid up to your room to dress you in something I have picked out myself.’ Before she had a chance to say anything, he turned on his heel and left the room, leaving her alone once again with the newspaper. Maggie breathed a second sigh of relief before looking up to see her brother walking into the room.


‘Hey kiddo,’ he beamed, ruffling her blonde hair and kissing her on the forehead. Maggie quickly rearranged her hair. She always wore it long so that it covered her ears, and she hated it when Eddie messed it up. They both had ears that stuck out slightly, but while Maggie was self-conscious about hers, Eddie couldn’t give a hoot about his. He took a step back to study Maggie’s face. She realised then that she was shaking.


‘What’s wrong? You’re white as a ghost,’ he said, his voice full of concern.


‘Oh, Eddie, it’s just the usual,’ Maggie muttered, shrugging her shoulders and sighing. He scowled and put his arm around her, giving her a comforting squeeze. They both knew there was nothing he could say to make it better. They stayed in the embrace for a minute or so before Eddie pulled away to sit down and pour himself a cup of tea from the pot on the table.


‘One day he’ll get what’s coming to him,’ he muttered, staring angrily at the brown liquid in his cup. He took a deep breath and sighed before continuing. ‘He’s a bully, and bullies never win – not in the end.’ They sat in silence for a few minutes before Eddie rose abruptly.


‘We’re better than this life, Mags,’ he said, sounding positive now. ‘We’ll find a way to leave this all behind. But let’s bide our time and try not to antagonise Father in the meantime, eh?’ he added encouragingly, giving Maggie’s hair another ruffle before leaving her on her own once more.


Maggie angrily brought the newspaper around to face her again. She turned back to the section about Women Police Volunteers and stared at the words on the page. I’ll show Daddy who I can really be, she thought, smiling grimly as she imagined the look on his face as she revealed a year or so down the line that she had been doing a ‘man’s job’. It was enough to make her want to post off an application there and then.


Suddenly, she remembered Eddie’s words about not antagonising their father, and she groaned in frustration. But then, wouldn’t this be a superb way of giving the man his comeuppance? Eddie would be so proud of her! She found herself imagining what it would be like to gain enough independence that she could leave this house and make something of her life all by herself.


Maggie had grown up watching her mother walk on eggshells around this man. She knew that didn’t always work for her – she had heard the cries and seen the bruises. They never spoke about it, of course, even after the table incident, which Maggie had seen for herself. She knew the hell her mother was living in. What if she could escape and build enough of a life that she could rescue her mother, too? And maybe even her brother?


Hearing footsteps coming back towards the kitchen, Maggie hurriedly placed the paper back in its original position.


Annie


As Annie worked fastidiously on her balaclava, she tried to block out the chorus of knitting needles and chatter in the room around her. She didn’t really enjoy these gatherings – she would rather knit for the troops in the quiet of her own home – but she went along regularly with her mum out of a sense of duty. Since war had broken out she had felt so helpless. At least this way she knew she was directly helping those poor men fighting on the front line. Annie had had to rush from her job as a typist to get to tonight’s meet-up. As she worked away in her usual silence, she wondered whether the balaclava helmet she was knitting would be the one to finally reach her fiancé, Richard.


Ever since joining the group, she had been putting a little mark inside each balaclava she completed. She had let Richard know to look out for them when she’d written to him soon after finishing her first one, but she hadn’t heard back yet. She knew it was silly, but it helped her feel that little bit closer to him. Perhaps it would help him, too, if he knew he was wearing something she had made with her own loving hands. After all, he was all she thought about as she knitted away. The chance to keep him warm and a little more protected made her smile through the pain of being without him and the constant worry about whether or not he would make it home safely.


Annie drifted off as she remembered the night she had met Richard at a local dance. It was a year ago now. She nearly didn’t make it that night, but she had persuaded her parents it would be mostly girls there and definitely no funny business. She grinned as the rush of excitement she’d felt when Richard had introduced himself came flooding back to her. His easy charm had overcome her usual shyness, and they had clicked straight away. They were courting seriously within weeks.


Richard was a bank clerk and Annie’s parents had been delighted when she had brought him home to meet them. It was a relief as they could be sniffy when it came to potential suitors for their little girl, even if she was now in her twenties. Annie knew they were just looking out for her, though. She’d had a modest upbringing and she had always been aware of the fact her father wished he could have provided more for her and her siblings. It upset her as they were all so happy – they had so much love from their parents, how could they possibly want for anything more? But her father was obsessed with her marrying into at least a little bit of money. She had heard him commenting on Richard’s ‘healthy earnings’ and the fact he was a good match for her when she’d been seeing him out after dinner.


‘No prizes for guessing what you’re thinking about, my girl – or should I say, who?’ Annie’s mum’s friend June interrupted her musings. As Annie blushed furiously, June shoved a newspaper under her nose. ‘Look at this,’ June said eagerly. Annie could see straight away it was a copy of The Vote. She had been following the women’s lib movement closely over the last few years, although she had never plucked up the courage to get involved. The thought was exciting to her – but at the same time terrifying for someone so timid. She didn’t think her parents would approve, and she was quite sure Richard would have something to say, too. She didn’t like upsetting people and going against their expectations of her.


‘They’ve finally got the go-ahead for female bobbies,’ June added as Annie’s eyes devoured the recruitment call.


‘Oh gosh, I never thought it would actually happen,’ Annie whispered, putting down her needles and picking the paper up for a closer look. It said that they were looking for ‘healthy, self-reliant and reliable, punctual and regular, and not under-sized’ women to join the corps.


‘I can’t see it working myself,’ June sniffed, turning her nose up and continuing with her knitting. ‘Can you see any man taking orders from a woman, even if she is in a fancy uniform? It’s just not the way the world works, is it?’


Annie pondered this for a moment. She couldn’t imagine any man taking orders from her, that was for sure. She wouldn’t dream of trying to boss a man around, let alone a stranger who was disobedient enough to be breaking the law. But with more and more men heading off to fight, she’d heard the female police would be focused on protecting the naïve young women who kept flocking to the army camps to be around the soldiers. Cara at work told her they often got carried away with it all. Annie hadn’t been sure what she had meant, and had been shocked when Cara explained that many of the girls ended up falling into prostitution.


‘They’re worried the Contagious Diseases Act will be brought back in, and they want to protect the women who are carrying on with the soldiers,’ Annie said, suddenly finding her voice.


‘No, no, no,’ June shook her head with her eyes closed, still knitting away at a rate of knots. Annie didn’t know how she could work so fast, all the while barely glancing at what she was doing. ‘I’m all for women’s liberation, my dear, but this is a step too far,’ she said firmly.


‘Yes, I suppose you’re right,’ Annie agreed, backing down and nodding quickly. In truth, she thought it was a brilliant idea, and she wished she was brave enough to get involved. She didn’t have the confidence to say that to June, though. When June, her eyes still closed, started humming to herself, Annie’s mum, who had been sitting on her other side, quietly reached over, picked up the newspaper and slipped it into Annie’s bag.


‘What are you doing?’ Annie whispered in confusion.


‘You’d be perfect,’ her mum smiled, placing her hand lovingly on Annie’s arm.


Annie stared at her, completely taken aback. ‘But what about—’


‘Don’t worry about your father,’ she said in a hushed voice, ‘I’ll deal with him. You need to do your bit and I’ll make him see this is the best way. You can’t be his little girl forever.’


‘But I have a job,’ Annie said in confusion. She only worked in the mornings and the pay was just a bit of pocket money, really – but she insisted on contributing a little towards the household costs and took pride in the fact she did so.


‘If you need to give up work in order to volunteer then I’m sure we can make do without your help for a little while,’ her mum reasoned.


‘But who’s going to listen to me?’ Annie argued quietly, fear coursing through her at just the thought of having to approach a stranger in the street, let alone tell them what to do or reprimand them. With her loose, mousey curls and fresh, round face, she had always looked younger than her twenty-two years.


‘You’d be in uniform, love. Just think of the status and confidence that would give you! And you would look so grown up,’ her mother beamed. ‘I’d be proud to see my daughter out there standing up for what’s right and protecting other women. I think Richard would love to be able to tell his comrades you were getting stuck in, too.’ Annie knew her mum was also desperate for her to come out of herself a little instead of always being so shy and timid – although she had never said as much to her face.


‘You have to remember that your future is by no means certain any more,’ her mum added with a tinge of sadness in her voice. ‘Richard is at war. I know it’s supposed to be over by Christmas – but anything could happen. It wouldn’t hurt for you to build up some skills and confidence, now, would it? Just in case.’ She gently squeezed Annie’s hand, and Annie knew what her mum was getting at. A possible outcome she had cried herself to sleep thinking about countless times since she had seen Richard off on the train.


‘I’ll think about it,’ Annie agreed, going back to her knitting in silence.


As they walked home that evening, her mother’s words were all Annie could think about. Would something like this really make my family proud? It was a terrifying thought. But she did feel that she ought to be doing something more to show her support for her country and all the men fighting for it.


There’s no harm applying, she finally concluded later that evening as she lay in bed. They wouldn’t accept someone like me anyway, but at least I can say I tried, and mother will be happy.


Irene


Footsteps approached and Irene heard hushed giggling. She took her hands out of the bin, straightened her back and tried to act naturally. She didn’t care if people laughed at her for rifling through rubbish in the street, but she refused to act as a sideshow for those who found her desperation entertaining.


Two young girls walked past, whispering and glancing back at her.


‘Evening!’ Irene called, making a point of flashing a sarcastic grin and waving at them. Both girls put their heads down, folded their arms and picked up their speed. Once they were out of sight, Irene reached back into the bin and pulled out the copy of The Vote she’d had her eye on before she was disturbed. She was desperate to keep up to date with the progress of the war, but she couldn’t afford a paper every day. Her work at the local rag factory meant she could just about pay for her rented room. It only had a single bed and a chest of drawers, the wallpaper was flaking, there was no kitchen or bathroom and she had to share an outside toilet with three families, but after years in a children’s home she was just happy to be able to shut herself away from everyone else at the end of the day. She loved having a space that was hers and hers alone. If you didn’t count the rat.


Making her way home, Irene glanced down at the newspaper. It was folded over and she could see the words ‘Women Police Volunteers’ written in bold letters. She took a closer look and when she read that enrolment had begun, she started to feel warm inside despite the evening chill. Perhaps this could be her chance to finally make something of herself.


Of course, it was only volunteering, but what a title to tell her aunt about – and it would definitely make her factory work more bearable. She had recently managed to save a little bit of money every month by doing things like ‘borrowing’ newspapers from rubbish bins and eating just enough to keep hunger at bay. Her tall, already skinny frame was suffering as a result, but she liked the feeling of having some money put aside. She had enough that it meant she wouldn’t have to panic about not being able to pay her rent if she got sick and couldn’t make it into work for a couple of weeks. Her landlord was ruthless – he didn’t care if you were on death’s door, if you couldn’t make your rent then you were out on your ear.


Now she wondered if she could use that money to help her fund her way through WPV training. She would need to keep saving until she joined, and even then she’d need to keep as many shifts at the factory as possible alongside the police work. She could ask her boss about night shifts. She would be exhausted but it would be worth it. She had heard the plan was to make the women fully fledged members of the force once the war was over, so perhaps this might lead to a proper, paid job – one that she would actually want to get out of bed for.


If she could become a real police officer she could finally afford to support her aunt Ruth and her cousins the way she had always wanted to. Ruth was the only one who had been there for Irene when her parents died. She’d been desperate to take her in but already had too much to cope with looking after her own children. Ruth had helped Irene through her darkest days in the children’s home, and Irene had always dreamed of paying back her kindness one day. Maybe this could help her do just that.




1


November 1914


Making her way into Westminster, Maggie still couldn’t believe all the risks she had taken. Not only had she lied about her age to get into the WPV, but she had managed to come up with a cover story for her father, which had actually worked – so far.


She had thought long and hard about how to convince her father to let her out of the house most days with no supervision. In the end, she had forged a letter from the head of an orphanage, which said she had been accepted in as a volunteer. All those hours stuck in her bedroom had finally paid off, as it meant she had ample time to make the letter look official.


Of course, her father had said no initially. But once she presented him with the ‘official’ letter he had started to relent. He eventually admitted that with the war raging on, he was busier than ever at work and had started to worry about her being at home all day with no one to keep an eye on her. That was nonsense, of course, as her mother was around most of the time. Maggie knew it was really because he hated the fact that he had less opportunity to pop home and keep tabs on her himself. He had suggested it would be good for her to get out and help the less fortunate – as if the whole thing had been his idea! She could just imagine him boasting to his friends and colleagues about what a virtuous little girl his Margaret was. If only they knew the truth.


Maggie had been further shocked when her application to join the WPV had been accepted without question. She had ended up enlisting Eddie’s help with that. At first, she had been desperate to keep him out of it for fear of their father punishing them both if she was found out, but the twenty-one-year age limit for recruits had forced her hand. Maggie had no idea how to go about faking identity documents to add three years to her age. But she knew Eddie had a friend who had lied about his age to get into the army.


Eddie had been fiercely against the whole thing – he was terrified of what their father would do to her if he found out.


‘I need to do this,’ she had pleaded. ‘This could be my chance to escape, Eddie.’ That had done it – he wanted more than anything for her to be away from their father as soon as possible. He had agreed to get her the necessary documents and promised to cover for her wherever he could while she was training or, later, out on patrol.


When the acceptance letter had arrived, Eddie had swiped the formal-looking envelope from the doormat before their father had even looked up from his morning coffee. Once Maggie had put the orphanage story into place with her parents, she had been all set for a life patrolling the streets of London behind her unsuspecting father’s back. She had been shaking like a leaf when she ate her breakfast this morning – convinced her father would have done his own checks at the orphanage and uncovered her lies. But he had bid her farewell as normal when he left the house. She was grateful his work was distracting him so much.


Now, as Maggie made her way to her first day of training, she was so nervous it felt like there was a group of dancers performing an energetic foxtrot in her belly. Calm down, she chided herself. Still, she couldn’t help but feel frequent flushes of panic. She took a deep breath, and as she exhaled, she tried to expel all her nerves. She knew it was better to look confident in these situations; anyone acting nervous always looked shifty.


The training was taking place at St Stephen’s House, part of Scotland Yard’s headquarters, so she was going to be able to travel there and back every day just as if she was dropping in for a few hours to help needy children. Maggie had reassured herself that the cover story wasn’t that far from the truth; once she was a fully-fledged member of the WPV, she would be helping needy children. Just in a different way.


Drawing closer to the address given in her acceptance letter, Maggie couldn’t help but notice how eerily quiet her journey had been. It made her think about how much her beloved London had already changed since the outbreak of war. The hustle and bustle she had grown up around had died. People were still dashing about their daily lives, but they hung their heads and kept themselves to themselves. All the chatter and excitement had gone.


When the government had called for volunteers to fight, there had been a rush of men, desperate to do their bit for the country. The women and children they had left behind were proud of them, of course, but three months later, Maggie could see the sorrow in people’s eyes: the child who had woken to find their father had left for a foreign battlefield while they slept; the red-eyed, puffy-faced wife who had received the heartbreaking telegram telling her the news she had been dreading since the moment her husband had left for the front line. And then there were the men who were unable to join in the war effort on the battlefields because they were too old or had been medically discharged – ashamed not to be helping but secretly relieved to be out of the direct line of fire.


Maggie was frightened her brother was going to head off and join the ranks at any moment. Her beloved Eddie was training to be a doctor, but he kept romanticising about life on the front and coming back a hero. He was five years older than Maggie, but she had always felt overly protective of him – like he was in fact her baby brother. The two of them were good at looking out for each other. Maggie supposed it came from years of helping each other through living with their father. Eddie was like an extension of herself and she wasn’t sure quite what she would do if any harm should come to him.


Maggie pushed those thoughts out of her mind as she approached St Stephen’s House. She needed to focus on looking and acting like a twenty-one-year-old, and not some teenage debutante desperate to escape an abusive father and a life of wifely duties. She flashed her acceptance letter to a stern-looking woman at the door, who directed her along the corridor and into a big hall with floor-to-ceiling windows and wooden floors. It smelt stuffy and reminded her of the assembly hall at school – a thought she immediately made a note to keep to herself.


Looking around, Maggie saw that a lot of the other new recruits were already sitting on chairs facing the front of the hall. She could only see their backs, but she could tell that they were all dressed extremely smartly, and she was glad she had put on her most formal-looking dress and tied her hair back into a neat bun. Her hatred of her ears had almost seen her leave her hair to hang down and cover them, but she knew she looked older with it tied back.


She also noticed that all the other women seemed to be middle-aged or older, and her heart sank, until she saw one young-looking face and it lifted again. Maggie made a beeline for the girl, who was sitting on her own in the middle of a row near the back. As she shuffled down the row of seats, Maggie sneaked a closer look at her face and breathed a sigh of relief – she could only have been in her twenties.


‘I’m glad to find someone more my age,’ Maggie said with confidence as she sat down next to the stranger and held out her hand. ‘Maggie Smyth, pleased to make your acquaintance.’ Her smile faltered as the girl looked around at her with terror etched across her face. Maggie was only being friendly, she didn’t see why she had to look at her like she had just announced the Germans were invading the building.


‘Annie Beckett,’ she said quietly, shaking Maggie’s hand limply before turning back to face the front of the room.


Undeterred, Maggie tried again. ‘It’s all a little intimidating, isn’t it?’ she said in a hushed tone. Annie looked at her with wide eyes but didn’t say anything, so Maggie kept babbling on as she always did in awkward situations. ‘Don’t mind this stuffy lot,’ she whispered with a cheeky grin. ‘We’re the youngest and fittest ladies in here and those things are important in a job like this. They’ll be coming to us for help before you know it.’


She was talking the talk well, but Maggie was feeling just about as nervous as she ever had. And she didn’t get nervous a lot. One of Maggie’s best skills was putting on a front. In fact, everyone at school used to marvel at how happy-go-lucky she was. She often wondered what a shock it would be to them all to discover what went on at home. The terrified girl cowering in her room as her father stormed around the house dishing out punishments to anyone who dared get in his way was a far cry from the bubbly teenager they saw in the playground.


Maggie spotted another youngish looking girl walking past the end of their row, but before she got a chance to beckon her over an angry-looking woman in a navy-blue uniform stood up at the front of the room and bellowed at everyone to sit down and be quiet. She was tall and slim, but her broad shoulders gave her an imposing presence. That, coupled with her loud, firm voice, meant that the room suddenly fell deathly silent and all bottoms were on seats within seconds. As the recruits waited for her to speak, Maggie stared at her hair. It was cut short – shorter than Eddie’s. She had never seen a woman with hair that short before. She hoped all the recruits weren’t going to be expected to sport similar styles – her father would surely keel over if she returned home with such an extreme cut, not to mention the effect it would have on the appearance of her ears. The short style certainly made this woman look extremely stern.


‘Somebody got out of bed on the wrong side this morning,’ Maggie whispered under her breath, nudging Annie with her elbow and giving her a wink. Annie gave her a nervous smile back and blushed furiously, before darting a terrified look at the woman standing in front of them. What a stick-in-the-mud, thought Maggie, as the woman started talking.


‘My name is Sub-Commandant Frost and you will address me and any other officer of a higher rank than yourself as “Sir”.’ As she spoke, she surveyed the women in front of her, fixing her eyes on each one for a few seconds before moving on to the next.


‘You have been chosen to be part of a very important opportunity, one that may change the way the future looks for millions of women. If we get this wrong then we won’t only be letting ourselves down, we will be letting them down too.’ As Sub-Commandant Frost fixed her gaze on Maggie, she could feel herself squirming in her seat. She had never felt so out of her depth in her life. She was tempted to jump up and bolt, but even though she had boasted about having youth on her side she was quite sure this giant would have a hold of her before she was even clear of her seat.


‘Our main priority,’ Sub-Commandant Frost continued, moving her glare to Annie, who visibly flinched and screwed up her button nose when it landed on her, ‘is to protect women and children and to keep them safe from men – and from themselves. The suffrage movement has long fought for better protection for vulnerable women and children, and now we have a chance to make a difference. We can ensure perpetrators are brought to justice instead of getting away with their crimes, as they have done for too long.’ Maggie could feel a rising sense of pride in the room as her new boss continued. ‘The police commissioner has given us permission to patrol the streets, with a particular focus on enforcing those aspects of the Defence of the Realm Act pertaining to prostitution. You must remember, our role is one of diversion rather than prosecution. We will also be looking out for respectable young women who are having their heads turned by the men in uniform in their towns.


‘We will be working on a voluntary and unofficial basis in the areas where chief constables are willing to accommodate us. We need to prove to the commissioner that our services are very much needed long-term. We already have women trained up and patrolling and I can assure you that only the best will make it through our schooling. If you don’t cut it, you will be let go.’ Maggie gulped, feeling more nervous by the minute.


‘We need to get to any vulnerable women, respectable or otherwise, and move them on before the police arrest them for selling themselves. We also need to look out for children, who are more likely to push the boundaries with their fathers away at war. We’ll maintain a presence in the courts, so any woman unlucky enough to be part of proceedings will have much-needed female support.’ A woman at the front let out a big sneeze. Sub-Commandant Frost stopped dead in her tracks and stared right through the poor soul for a good ten seconds before continuing, ‘We will patrol streets, parks, alleyways and any open spaces.


‘Any young girls we come across will be advised to return home. Courting couples will be swiftly moved on. We’ll check public houses to ensure no soliciting is taking place. For this task an air of class and confidence is essential.’ Maggie straightened her back as she heard that last sentence. At least there’s one thing I will be good at. Maggie decided she was ready to give this her best shot as Sub-Commandant Frost, who she had already decided to nickname ‘Frosty’, explained what they would be learning over the course of the next few weeks. It was a long list: drills, police court procedure, first aid, giving and taking evidence, general police laws, and even ju-jitsu so they could protect themselves if they got into bother.


‘I hope there won’t be any need for the martial arts,’ Annie said anxiously as she discussed the timetable with Maggie after the talk. Everyone had been advised to move around the room ‘to get to know each other’, but the two of them had stayed firmly in their seats. Annie seemed a bit offish, Maggie thought, but she could tell she was just as nervous as she was. She wasn’t going to go out of her way to be friends with her, but she was feeling far too intimidated to go and speak to the older women – Annie was the only ally she had right now.


Maggie felt a rush of hope when she spotted the younger-looking woman who had walked past the end of their row just before Frosty had started her speech. Her red hair was pulled back tight into a bun and she was chatting eagerly with a group of older women. She was tiny compared to them, but she held herself so confidently Maggie couldn’t see her having a problem with giving off an air of authority. Maggie stared at her until she caught her attention. As soon as they locked eyes, Maggie grinned and waved at the woman. But she stared straight through her before turning away. Maggie felt her blood boil at the blatant snub. She didn’t want to show her hurt to Annie, so she turned back round to face her and continue their conversation.


‘Everyone else seems to already know each other,’ Annie observed, looking around the room at the groups of women who had formed and were talking enthusiastically.


‘I reckon they’re all part of the suffrage movement,’ Maggie said. ‘They’re all so old,’ she added, rolling her eyes.


‘They don’t seem that old,’ Annie said, screwing up her nose and shooting Maggie an apprehensive look. Maggie felt slighted again – she hadn’t meant to be mean.


‘Goodness, I was only trying to lighten the mood,’ she replied, letting out a dramatic huff, and Annie blushed yet again. The pair of them sat in silence for a few minutes, Annie chewing on her fingernails, before they were interrupted by another young woman who looked wholly out of place.


‘Hi, I’m Irene. Mind if I join you?’ she said with an air of false confidence Maggie recognised straight away. Looking her up and down, Maggie wondered how in God’s name she had managed to get a place in the WPV. Her dress was worn and a bit grimy, and although her long dark-brown hair was clean, it obviously hadn’t been cut in months, if not years, and had been put up clumsily.


‘Yes. By all means,’ Maggie said hurriedly, trying to smooth over the awkwardness caused by her rather unsubtle appraisal. She turned the seat in front of them round so that she could sit there, hoping that she hadn’t come across as rude – but from the look of hurt on Irene’s face, she didn’t think she had been successful.


‘I’m Annie. This is Maggie,’ Annie said.


‘Sorry to intrude,’ Irene said quietly, looking pointedly at Maggie, and still looking upset. ‘It’s just everyone else in here is so much older than me and you both seem young too so I—’


‘See I told you they were old!’ Maggie interrupted, before Irene had a chance to finish. She felt her face flushing red as she realised how impolite she had sounded. She was just so nervous, and so excited that somebody agreed with her, that the words had come rushing out of her mouth before she’d had a chance to filter herself. Before she had time to apologise for her outburst, Frosty clapped her hands and brought everyone to attention again.


‘We have permission from magistrates to attend the police courts and observe proceedings. If your name is called, go to the main entrance and you will be escorted to the courts,’ she said. Maggie crossed her fingers and had to stop herself from crying out in triumph when her name was read out. Annie and Irene’s names were called too, along with a few others, and they all trooped off together. How exciting, Maggie thought. She had never set foot in a courtroom. She couldn’t wait to tell Eddie all about it that evening.


The fact that the three girls stood out amongst the older, burly-looking women meant Maggie couldn’t help but feel a bond with her new acquaintances, despite the fact that they hadn’t exactly got off to the best start. However, looking around at everyone chatting and smiling together, she felt a sinking disappointment in the pit of her stomach. She had expected to make great friends straight away, not put her foot in it again and again, nor was it quite the glamorous introduction to life as a bobby she had imagined. Still, she felt a sense of pride at what she was doing, and she hoped it would get better if she stuck it out.


Waiting for their chaperone at the front of the building with the other women, Maggie spotted the girl who had snubbed her in the hall. Thinking maybe she hadn’t noticed her earlier, she decided to give her another chance. She caught her eye and gave her a friendly smile, but the girl gave her a blank look and turned away.


Although she knew she was overreacting, Maggie was upset. She was trying her best to make a go of this and get along with everyone, but she seemed to be making a right mess of it. She had been a bit of a babbling, nervous mess around Annie and Irene – so she could understand why they might not be falling over themselves to become properly acquainted with her. But this girl hadn’t even given her a chance. It felt like she had kicked her when she was already down, and it had put her nose out of joint. Who was she to judge her as not worthy of even a polite smile? As the chaperone called out names to check everyone was present, Maggie made sure she paid attention when the woman who had now slighted her twice raised her hand. Sarah Brown.
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Four chaperones took a group of six recruits each. Maggie was sent off with Annie, Irene, Sarah Brown and two older women. Their chaperone was a funny-looking woman who Maggie felt was rather out of place at the WPV. All the other superior officers were tall, sturdy and strong. But this woman was short and spindly, and her uniform hung loosely off her like it was a few sizes too big. When she revealed she was a newly qualified recruit as opposed to a senior officer, it made a little more sense to Maggie. They had taken her on for training, so they clearly weren’t opposed to a slighter frame lower down the ranks.


‘My name’s Clare,’ she told the group in a soft voice. ‘I’m taking you to Bow Street police court. I’ve just finished training myself, so if you have any questions for me, let me know. It’s all fresh in my mind!’


‘Why not somewhere closer to headquarters?’ one of the older recruits asked Clare as they made their way there on a crowded bus. The woman who asked the question was probably in her thirties, Maggie thought, and very well spoken.


‘The staff at Bow Street have been exceptionally helpful to WPV recruits so far,’ Clare explained. ‘Some of the courts closer to our base have been quite obstructive. One of the magistrates makes a habit of ridiculing us, while his staff do everything in their power to get us thrown out in the middle of cases. They don’t seem to understand how important it is for us to get an idea of how certain cases are dealt with.’ Maggie was beginning to realise how much resistance she was going to come up against in becoming a WPV member. It seemed like it was going to be a lot tougher than she had anticipated when she had signed up in a fit of pique. ‘As soon as we find court staff willing to accommodate, and even help us, we make regular visits to them,’ Clare added.


As they made their way off the bus, Maggie thought she caught Sarah looking back over her shoulder at her with a look of disdain. What is her problem? she thought furiously as the group followed Clare down the road. But she decided to bite her tongue for now. She needed to keep a low profile and confronting another recruit in front of everyone was not the way to do that.


When they reached the court, the quiet chatter amongst the trainees came to a halt. It seemed the rest of the group were as apprehensive as Maggie. Filing into the courtroom, Maggie was surprised to see a woman already there. From what she had heard of police stations and courts, she had expected the recruits to be the only females in sight.


‘Good morning, Miss Cole,’ Clare said formally as they walked past her to get to a row of seats at the back of the court. ‘Miss Cole is a probation officer,’ Clare leaned over and whispered to them all once they were seated. Maggie was about to ask exactly what that meant when a well-dressed man walked in and stood facing everyone at a desk at the front of the court. ‘That’s today’s magistrate,’ Clare explained, motioning for them all to stand up. They did so, as did everyone else in the room. The magistrate looked around, gave a curt nod, and then sat down at the desk. Everyone else followed suit, so Maggie did the same. Clare looked down the row of seats at Maggie and the other recruits and put her finger up to her lips to let them all know they needed to stay silent.


A young woman was escorted into the room by two policemen, and Maggie tried to guess what she was in trouble for. When a charge of soliciting was read out, Maggie was surprised. Even though she was clearly poor, the woman looked smart and respectable. She realised then that she had an awful lot to learn. The woman looked around the room nervously, and Maggie gave her a friendly smile. She wanted her to know she had support. She was glad that she and her fellow recruits were there and the poor girl wasn’t on her own in a room full of men, as would normally be the case. She didn’t have anyone to represent her, so she spoke for herself.


‘Sir, I’m awful sorry for what I done,’ she told the magistrate in almost a whisper. ‘It’s just, I’ve got a little baby to feed and I can’t find any work. I’ve never done it before.’ She stopped to wipe a tear from her cheek. ‘I was desperate,’ she added, sobbing now. Maggie spotted one of the policemen rolling his eyes and she was filled with rage. The magistrate shuffled through his papers as he spoke to the woman – not even bothering to look in her direction, let alone at her face.


‘You have a responsibility to keep your temptations to yourself,’ he said. ‘You can’t expect men to control themselves when you behave the way you do.’ Maggie was fuming now. Surely – if anything – they should both be at fault? Why wasn’t the man expected to show some self-control, too?


‘It sounds like it will do you good to learn how to be a decent, contributing citizen,’ the magistrate added patronisingly. Still reading through the papers on his desk and sounding disinterested, he sighed before continuing, ‘You will do nine months’ hard labour.’ Maggie gasped, horrified at the severity of the punishment. ‘In these difficult times, women like you are a danger to society and need to be made an example of,’ he added, finally looking the woman in the eye.
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