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This book is dedicated to the memory of the firefighters of the Blitz, who risked their lives and in many cases made the ultimate sacrifice. Ordinary women and men they may have been, but their bravery and duty were extraordinary.






Prologue


Date: 5 August 1940


From: Sgt H. Woodvine


To: R. Calvert-Lazenby of Raven Hall, Ravenscar, North Yorkshire


My dear Rosina,


I’m at a port and about to sail in a few hours. Where I am heading I cannot divulge. All I can reveal is that I will continue to work with radio, but that is all I can say about that. The only thing I can disclose about my present circumstance is that I am bunked with three other RAF chaps, one of whom is sleeping as I write this and snores like a foghorn, whilst another stinks worse than fox excrement and the third is clean and quiet like me, thank the stars. 


Some of the lads I’m with have been telling me that the post from our destination can be notoriously slow in getting back to old Blighty, so I thought I’d write to you now, knowing that it will be posted on British soil and therefore will reach you soonest. I’ve also been told that the best way for me to keep in touch with you regularly is to send you telegrams when I can. I have to pay for these myself, and as the cost is per word, they will of necessity be brief, but at least they will let you know I’m still in one piece. However, I’m a stubborn Shropshire lad and therefore will continue to write letters to you regularly; even if they take months to reach you, you will know that I was thinking of you. 


Thank you for your latest letter with news of your five wonderful girls and how their war is going. I’m glad to hear Grace is continuing to do her war work as a Wren admirably and has a nice chap. Not so glad to hear that Evvy is still in London, as we all know it could well be a target soon, as you said. But try not to worry too much. Evvy strikes me as more capable of looking after herself than almost any man I’ve ever met. And I think the London Fire Brigade are very lucky to have her. I believe they do keep women off the front lines of firefighting (yet from what you’ve told me of her, I’d half expect her to crop her hair, paint on a moustache and join the front ranks.) Glad to hear too that Connie can now bowl overarm (remind her to keep her eye fixed on the wicket); that Daisy can now play that tricky Bach piece all the way through without error and that Dora has taken to studying the constituents of snail slime; let’s hope she can help Jessop and Throp keep the little rotters off their salad crops. It’s also good to hear that Ronnie the evacuee is still playing chess (remind him to try opening up the diagonals in his first moves). 


Please, PLEASE never feel that your news from home is dull, as you worried about in your last letter. It could never, ever be that to me. You have no idea how comforting it is to hear the ordinary details of your day, your life, your girls and of Raven Hall. (I dreamt last night that I was standing in the grounds of the hall, listening to the seagulls mocking us, looking out to sea, your arm entwined with mine. We were standing on that little triangular platform of grass with the two seats in the corners, the ones you call the king and queen’s seat – I’ll never forget our first embrace there . . .) Everything there is beloved to me, as are you, my darling. 


I know we’ve discussed this in letters before and on the telephone, but I want to reassure you that I have no qualms at all about the fact that there is a gap in years between our ages. My only fear at first was that as a seemingly green young man in his twenties and you being a wise clever woman in her forties you would not believe the love that I feel for you is real. In the dead of night, I still worry about this from time to time. It strikes me as miraculous that I am lucky enough to have been not only noticed but liked and even loved by a woman of your beauty, kindness and intelligence. I want to remind you that I am not so green as I might be, that I have lived and faced death in the International Brigades in Spain and now again for the RAF in my own country; also, that I have had romances and such in my somewhat shorter life. And that I can honestly tell you, hand on heart, that I had no idea that love like this existed, that the feelings I have for you were possible. As you know, I’ve read stacks of novels and poems, as well as watching dozens of plays and films in which the subject of love is paramount and only now do I understand what they are getting at. I never understood why someone could die for love; it seemed ridiculous to me. Until I met you. Don’t fret: I don’t intend on dying for the love of you, my love. But now I fully comprehend the sentiment. This is my unnecessarily wordy and roundabout way of saying, simply, I love you more than myself. 


Right, my hand is aching after this epistle and I ought to get a nap before we sail as I have an ominous feeling that I might still be a terrible sailor, as I was when I went to Spain, and again will find myself throwing up my guts every five minutes, so I think I should get some sleep now before we go. I’ll write to you again upon my arrival. Yet please try not to worry if you don’t hear from me for a while. This war breeds fear and uncertainty about everything, I know that. But rest assured that the one thing I have not one iota of uncertainty about is you. In my darkest moments, the vision that keeps me going is the thought of a future with you, where we can be together, free of the constraints of war and duty, devoted to each other. Whenever I can, I shall be in touch.


All my love to you, my darling. 


Yours always,


Harry


P.S. As we agreed the last time I saw you at the railway station that we should never say goodbye, but something else instead, then I have decreed that is the way I’ll finish all my letters to you, because if it wasn’t for this damned war, it’s my deepest desire. Thus, I shall end, as we did in Scarborough, your glorious auburn hair etched against the wispy white cloud of steam:


See you Sunday.






Chapter 1


August 1940


The late-afternoon sun, low in the London sky, streamed in through the staircase window, temporarily blinding Evvy as she shifted her heavy bag from one shoulder to the other. It was digging into her bra strap and she was fed up with it already. But her destination was only a few minutes’ walk from Judd Street, where she shared a flat with Beryl, her actress friend who had just joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, signing up to be a WAAF. Both had decided to give up the Judd Street flat and put their stuff into storage, Evvy’s in a London friend’s garage. Beryl had already gone off for training the week before and it was strange and lonely for Evvy to be left in their tiny place alone, even though she’d quite looked forward to a bit of peace. She realised she liked constant company. Well, she imagined she’d certainly get plenty of that when she arrived at the fire station. For Evvy had joined the AFS, the Auxiliary Fire Service, supporting the London Fire Brigade.


Up till this point in the war, it had been largely voluntary and when she’d signed up a few weeks before, she had done a bit of training in the evenings at Station 73, Euston Road, after working as an artist, painting public information posters and helping out at a local theatre designing sets. The training had included showing her the basic equipment and procedures of a fire station, from bells to hoses, ladders to couplings, hydrants to pumps. She’d also learnt basic first aid and how to use stirrup pumps to put out smaller fires. Despite women not being permitted to actually fight fires, they all had training with the hoses just in case. Holding on to the hose as it pumped out gallons of water was exhilarating; it seemed a thing alive with its own inclinations. The power of the water shocked her and she tried to picture how it would feel to douse flames with it. She loved the physical challenge of it, as Evvy was not one for desks and chairs. She needed to be doing something, with muscles and sinews involved, preferably. That was one way in which being an artist suited her and this work fighting fire with water seemed elemental, which fully appealed to her poetic sense. And now, the AFS had called her up officially and she was to work for them full-time, with a weekly wage of two pounds. That morning, she had received a letter instructing her to report for duty at 6 p.m. that evening, with full kit, prepared to work and to move in to the AFS accommodation located at Substation 73V, Argyle Street School, WC1.


A school? she’d thought when she read it. Will we have to sit on those tiny chairs?


It was a five-minute walk, if that, but her kitbag was digging into her other bra strap now and making her cross. Yet she’d carried more and far further, travelling around France as an artist what seemed like a lifetime ago but was only a year back. She’d been fearless then and was fearless still, yet what she’d had to fear in this first year of the war was boredom with the whole Phoney War business. The doom merchants had predicted instant raids on London, which had never transpired. She’d liked her job as a painter for exhibitions and her work at the theatre till now, savouring the lively London nightlife. But her disappointment was intense at how drab and ordinary wartime felt after nearly twelve months of it.


‘Nothing’s happening,’ she would moan to Beryl, as they read the daily papers.


But Beryl would give her a disapproving look and say, ‘Nothing’s happening to you, Evelyn Calvert-Lazenby. But plenty is happening to the poor Polish people, and the French and the Belgians and all sorts. Don’t be so selfish!’


And Evvy would feel cross with her but knew that Beryl was quite right and she was being a spoilt brat. Evvy had always had enough self-knowledge to understand perfectly well that she was probably behaving badly but wanted to carry on doing it anyway, as long as nobody was hurt, of course. She had her limits. Her own freedom was paramount to her, but she was never knowingly unkind and wanted everyone to feel as jolly as she did, most of the time, though she kept a sharp tongue for anyone who disrespected her or those she loved. Life was a lark to her and she wished everyone could feel the same way.


She was halfway along Judd Street now and turning into Cromer Street. She focused on the task ahead and began to feel excited about the prospect. She still had not received her AFS uniform – a very smart dark blue with red piping. There was a shortage apparently and she had to wait, which she didn’t mind too much as she did love her own clothes, mostly living in slacks with blouses or pullovers. She disliked skirts and dresses, except in the hottest days of summer, when they were a relief. But she did get funny looks from people sometimes. Although she had a very feminine frame and face, with longish, wavy, golden hair (she knew she’d never be mistaken for a chap), she often wished she’d been born a man. They had so much more freedom in the world, and freedom was Evvy’s sole aim in life.


As she turned into Argyle Street, she peered along it, squinting to see where this school might be. And before long, there it was, a shabby little brick building with doors labelled for boys and girls, now somewhat ghostly since all the children had been evacuated and the school had been requisitioned by the fire service. The railings had all gone for the war effort and Evvy imagined for a moment the children streaming over the low wall from the playground and running into the streets like a very short mob. She chuckled to herself as she walked through the brick archway into the entrance to the school. She did have a vivid and weird imagination.


‘Who are you, girl?’ came a male voice and she stopped. She turned and saw a middle-aged man in the buttoned-up, dark-blue tunic of the fire service, standing in the corridor, staring at her.


‘Evelyn Calvert-Lazenby, reporting for duty at Substation 73V, Argyle Street, WC1.’


He raised his eyebrows at her, seemingly impressed she’d got its full title correct. Evvy was good with detail; perhaps it was the artist in her – observant with an extremely good memory. She always beat her four sisters hands down at card games, because she could remember which cards had been put down and which hadn’t. This particularly infuriated Connie (who invariably threw her cards in Evvy’s face when she lost, again and again).


He squinted at her. ‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty. How old are you?’


He gave her a look and did not deign to give a reply.


Evvy inwardly told herself, and not for the first time, Steady on, lass. She knew her cheeky ways did not go down well with her superiors – oh, the years of battling with teachers at school! – and now in wartime she knew she’d have to bite her tongue far more often. But wasn’t it so much more fun not to?


‘You’re early. S.O. ain’t here and might not be back tonight, I dunno. You’ll have to see him tomorrow morning. There’s meals for AFS staff for a shilling in the café opposite and bedding in that classroom there and you’ll have to bunk down in the bus round the back. The beds haven’t turned up yet.’


‘Can’t I just go home for the night?’ The flat was bare, but she’d rather sleep on the floor there than on a school bus, for heaven’s sake!


‘No, you cannot! You’re on duty now.’


‘But what am I supposed to be doing?’


‘Whatever you’re called upon to do. But S.O. deals with new recruits and, like I told you, he ain’t here. So get yourself fed and rested and – if you’re not called for before – be back here 6 a.m. sharp.’


With that, he walked off down the corridor and turned into a room, from where Evvy could hear a hubbub of talk and a bit of laughter, seemingly all male and a bit rough. She considered going down there and presenting herself again, but what was the point? The man would be annoyed she’d ignored him and she might have to face a bunch of rowdies, and she really wasn’t in the mood. And who was this S.O. he kept mentioning? Their boss, she supposed. Must stand for station officer or something like that. And if he wasn’t here right now, there wasn’t much she could do about that. So, she did as she was told, for once, and went to the classroom to collect some bedding.


There were, indeed, twenty or so tiny chairs in there. On two of the tables, piles of sheets, a range of blankets and a few narrow pillows were piled up. It was summer and warm at night, so she only took a thin blanket and a pillow and stuffed them into her bag. She was disappointed that she wasn’t being shown the ropes straight away. Now she’d arrived, she just wanted to get on with the job. She didn’t know what the job involved yet, but more than anything, she wanted to climb ladders and fight fires. The trainer chap at her evening sessions on Euston Road had made it very clear that women didn’t do any such thing in the fire service, mostly answering phones or driving people and stuff about. Being a driver would be preferable to the tedium of answering phone calls, Evvy had felt, but she’d still rather be a proper firewoman. As usual, the world didn’t want women to do what they wanted to do, she mused.


She decided to dump her stuff in the bus and then go for something to eat. She walked down the corridor, thoroughly sick of her heavy bag by now, and found a back door that led out to another playground, its surface chalked up with the spectral remains of hopscotch squares and other games. Behind the low wall at the end, she saw the bus parked up in a three-sided open garage. It was quite a small vehicle, but as she peered in through the mucky windows, she could see that a person of her limited stature (she was five foot four – a full four inches shorter than her elder sister Grace) could stretch out along the back seat all right. She tried the door and, of course, it was locked. The man hadn’t given her a key.


She tutted and shook her head, then dropped her bag on the ground, steeled herself and marched off back inside. She noticed a sign on the wall that read WATCHROOM 73V with an arrow that pointed down the corridor. So, the mysterious room beyond, from which had emanated all the male noise earlier, was called the watchroom.


Evvy appeared at the door and, in comic fashion, everyone in the room stopped talking and stared at her.


‘Who’s got the key to the bus, then?’


The room was quite sizeable and there were about eight or so men in there, all in their fire service tunics, sitting on a variety of chairs and tables in a room with desks, a couple of telephones and maps on the wall. It must have been the staffroom once, complete with a sink and tea urn, and many of them were holding cups in mid-air as she stood there, waiting for an answer.


‘Now then, darlin’!’ shouted one man from the back. ‘Want a willing bloke for a tumble on the back seat of the bus then?’, to which Evvy shook her head and folded her arms.


‘That’s enough of that,’ said a stern voice, to which someone replied, ‘Sorry, S.O.!’ and forward came another man, younger than the one she’d spoken to before, perhaps in his mid-thirties. He was tall, very slim, long-legged, with prominent cheekbones, dark eyes and black sideburns poking out from beneath his cap.


The man she’d spoken to earlier stepped forward and said to him, ‘You weren’t here when she arrived, sir, and I didn’t know you’d be back so soon. So I told her to sort herself.’


Evvy looked at this new chap and said, ‘Do you have the keys then?’


He stood and stared at her, glanced at the floor, gave a deep sigh, then folded his arms. ‘I’m your new boss. So perhaps you’d better start again, with calling me “sir”.’


An eruption of sniggers went around the room and she could feel all eyes on her.


‘Do you have the keys, sir?’ she said, with clear emphasis on the final word.


He took a bemused look around at the others in the room and they all made a noise together, a kind of high-pitched ‘Ooh!’ that suggested Evvy was in trouble, but she didn’t care. She’d had to deal with nasty classmates at school who hated her and creepy men in France who wanted her and she had dealt with both the same, with contempt or humour.


‘You lot sound like a bunch of gossipy schoolgirls,’ she said.


This drew uproarious laughter from the room and caused her boss to shake his head and raise his eyebrows.


‘Follow me,’ he said to Evvy and walked swiftly past her out of the room, which drew more uproar from the men.


Evvy’s response was to lift her chin, close her eyes, turn in a stately fashion and walk steadily out of the room, which was much appreciated by her audience. She heard a few whistles and more laughter as she followed her boss down the corridor until he opened another door and went inside, closing the door behind her as she came in. It was most likely once the headteacher’s office, complete with desks and bookshelves and the shield-shaped marks left by removed prizes that had once been mounted on the walls. He sat down at the desk and she stood before him, her hands behind her back. She knew she’d pushed it just now and should have been far more respectful, but it had become clear to her instantly that this was going to be an exclusively male environment and she’d have to put her foot down firmly and early on, so that these blokes didn’t think they could take any liberties whatsoever with her and that she definitely meant business.


‘What’s your age?’ he asked first, just like the other man. Her mother had always said she looked younger than she was, an innocent face (always a great joke at home, as everyone knew she was far from innocent underneath).


‘I’m twenty, sir.’


‘Really? And what’s your name?’ he said, now sitting with his hands laced together on the desktop.


‘Evelyn Calvert-Lazenby.’ She decided not to use the same cheek as before and ask him his name. After all, this was her new boss and she needed to start playing the game. But she couldn’t help adding, ‘People call me Evvy.’


‘I’ll be calling you Calvert.’


She wasn’t sure what to say to this, so simply said, ‘Yes, sir.’


‘My name is Lewis Bailey. I’m the station officer of this substation and district officer for this area. The men call me S.O. or sir. We run this station properly, with discipline and with gumption.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said again.


‘You don’t need to speak up, unless you’re told to, Calvert.’


She went to say Yes sir but stopped herself at the last second, left with her mouth open to speak. She closed it and shook an imaginary lock of hair out of her eye, an old habit from when she’d had long tresses in France. Her hair was fashionably shorter these days and pinned back for work that evening.


‘Why did you apply to join the AFS?’


‘Gold Flake cigarettes, sir.’


‘Come again?’


‘I saw a rather fine piece of painting of a pretty girl on a Gold Flake advertisement and while I was appreciating the artwork, I noticed it said about men and women “with wills to win” and the girl on it was in AFS uniform. And it said in a little box that I might get to drive light lorries about and that appealed to me, as I’d much rather be out and about than cooped up on the phone or whatever godawful female thing the war would like me to waste my time on.’


Bailey frowned at her and she stared blankly back.


‘You’re going to have to learn to curb yourself a bit, Calvert.’


‘How so?’ she said, blithely and wilfully pretending not to know.


‘All this . . .’ he waved his hand vaguely, ‘talk and this . . . cheek. You’re a very quick-witted and clever young person. And that’s all well and good. I can use skills like that. But this isn’t peacetime now. This is wartime. And you’re in the AFS now. You’re expected to work hard and follow orders to the letter. Are you prepared to do that? Because, if not, I’ll tell you straight, Calvert, you’ll be neither use nor ornament if you can’t follow orders. Lives are at stake, my men and women’s lives and those of the public. Understand? This might feel like a jolly to you, a bit of excitement. Ooh, look at the pretty sparks and the orange flames! But it’s not. It’s an emergency service. It’s about damage and death and preventing those things. So I need you to be the very best version of yourself that you can be. Are you up to that, Calvert?’


Evvy admired that. Some straight talking. Not rude, just factual. And, to be honest, he’d given her a verbal dressing-down that she most likely deserved a bit. She did feel she definitely needed to stand up for herself where that gang of men in the watchroom were concerned. But she knew too that her cheeky mouth had got her into trouble in the past. This chap needed her to toe the line and do her job, for very good and persuasive reasons. He had made all that clear without making her feel small. And she liked him for it. ‘Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir.’


She stood up straighter and lifted her chin.


‘Good. All right then. Now we’re on the same page, you want to be a driver for us, then?’


‘Yes, please, sir.’


‘Can you drive?’


‘Yes, sir. I learnt to drive in France. I’ve driven cars, vans and I once had a go on a motorbike, though I was a bit wobbly.’


‘That’s useful, Calvert. We need both drivers and motorcycle despatch riders, or DRs. Some girls do both, they’re drivers of staff cars or trucks and they’re also DRs.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’


‘So . . .’ he began, then paused, as if deciding whether or not to continue this train of thought. ‘What were you doing in France, then?’


‘Painting, mostly. Studying here and there, painting here and there. Travelling about.’


‘You were an artist before the war?’


‘I still am. It never leaves you.’


‘Yes,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I suppose it doesn’t.’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said, though he had a faraway look in his eye and she wasn’t sure what she was saying yes to. She only said it to fill the silence that had momentarily descended upon them. Then he came back to himself.


‘Right then. Tomorrow I’ll send you off to start your driver training. You’ll be practising on heavy goods vehicles too and then you’ll take a test. We’ll think about the motorcycle side of things a bit further on. Need to get you driving first as we have stuff to shift about all over town and I need a driver sometimes to drop me places in the district, so we need girls like you to do it.’


She wanted to ask, would she be the only woman at that station? Would she be sleeping in a bus every night? But she knew better now not to interrupt.


Yet, it was as if he read her mind, because the very next thing he said was, ‘And just so you know, two more girls should be arriving tomorrow, to man the telephones and assist in the watchroom. So you won’t be the only female here for long. I have sixteen men under me, so there will be seventeen men and three girls. Quite a ratio to get to grips with. Can you cope with it, Calvert?’


‘Yes, sir,’ she said with certainty.


‘Yes, I believe you can. And I want you to know that I’ll be having words with my men too, that none of that nonsense we just saw in the watchroom will be repeated in future. Every bloke and every girl in my station will show decorum and respect whilst on duty. I expect that of everyone.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘All right, Calvert. You can go.’


With that, he gave her the keys to the bus and enquired if she’d eaten, and as she hadn’t and everyone else had, he sent her to the café across the road, which turned out to do a very good fry-up of eggs with bubble and squeak.


When she came back to the station, it was quiet and she decided to get an early night, to prepare for the early start. She wasn’t entirely sure how she’d wake herself up at 6 a.m. without an alarm clock, but she hoped someone would come to find her if she slept in. She was a light sleeper anyway, habitually dreaming all night and waking up after each one. So she was pretty sure she’d be awake at dawn and get herself into the girls’ toilets to freshen herself up a bit before she was on duty.


She bedded down on the back seat of the bus and, despite being in central London, the area behind the school was pretty quiet. Though the seat was a bit springy, she was tired enough to drop straight off. She’d wake up at first light, she was sure of it . . .


Famous last words. She woke up because she fell off the back seat. She fell off the back seat because the bus was moving. The bus was moving because someone was driving it around the streets of London.


‘Oi!’ she cried, scrambling up from the floor and stumbling forward, as the bus tilted around a tight corner and she fell into the seat opposite.


‘Blimey!’ said the driver, peering in the rear-view mirror. ‘What is this vision I see behind me?’


Evvy felt ridiculous as she made her way up the bus aisle, swaying and jolting against the seats. ‘I’m in the AFS and this is where I’m sleeping! I’m supposed to report for duty at 6 a.m. Where are you taking me?’


‘Didn’t know you were there, did I? I’m off to Shaftesbury Avenue to pick up some equipment. It’s only half five now. We’ll get back in time. Take a seat! Enjoy the ride!’


Evvy came forward, taking a seat nearest the driver on the opposite side, so they could talk more on equal terms. She could see now that he was a youngish chap, somewhere in his twenties. His hair was thick and parted at the side, a mid-brown, toffee sort of a colour. And as he turned to glance at her, she saw his eyes were the most extraordinary light blue.


‘I know you,’ he said. ‘You’re the new girl.’


‘I may be new but I’m no girl. My name is Evelyn Calvert-Lazenby and I’m twenty years old. Who are you, anyway?’


‘Pleasure to meet you. I’m Sam. I drive Heavy Unit One and risk my life fighting fires so people with double-barrelled names like you can sleep safely in their beds.’ He said all this with a cheeky smile that simultaneously annoyed and appealed to her.


‘Well, I don’t think that little dig about my name was necessary. Double-barrelled or not, I’m here, aren’t I? I’m not sleeping safely in my bed. I slept unsafely in a bus last night and S.O. said I’m to start driver training today.’


‘You’re right. My apologies. And we do need more drivers. Good to see girls getting in on the act. No reason you can’t do nearly as good a job as a bloke at driving.’


‘A better job, I dare say,’ muttered Evvy, as the bus lurched to a halt.


Now the bus had stopped, Sam turned to her and she got her first proper look at him, head on. The colour of those eyes struck her again, like the sky on a cloudless winter’s day, bright and clear. There was a mischievous glint in them and a curve in his smile that he seemed to know made his lips look awfully tempting. Overall, Evvy saw that he was devilishly handsome and – oh boy! – did he know it. Her least favourite kind of chap usually.


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Evelyn Calvert-Lazenby. Did I get that right?’


‘You did,’ she said, begrudgingly. ‘And what’s your full name?’


‘Sam Bailey, at your service.’ He held out his hand.


As she extended her hand to shake his, she said, ‘Bailey? Any relation to the S.O.?’


‘Indeed I am. I’m his baby brother.’


They shook hands and looked at each other silently for a moment. So, another Bailey. He didn’t look much like his elder brother, though both men had the same chiselled cheekbones and dimples in their chins. Sam was prettier than his brother, yet Lewis Bailey was handsome in a rugged, older man kind of a way, Evvy thought. She wondered how it felt for the elder brother to have an Adonis for a younger brother. She had noticed that neither of them wore a wedding ring.


‘Let’s get on with it, eh?’ said Sam. ‘Or my brother will be having a go at me for wasting time fraternising.’ There was that cheeky smile again.


‘I fully intend to get on with it,’ replied Evvy, haughtily. ‘I’m here to do my job, nothing more.’


‘Right you are,’ said Sam cheerily, as he opened the driver’s door.


Evvy could see he knew he’d had an effect on her. He was the sort that knew he always had that effect on most women he spoke to. But she was determined to do her job well and not be distracted by any silly flirting nonsense with the men here, however handsome they were. She realised at that moment that she wanted, more than anything, to be taken seriously.


Before long, they’d collected a few steel helmets and rubber boots and stashed them on the bus, before returning to the Argyle Street station. Evvy enjoyed bringing them in, to the delight of the AFS firemen there who complained that it was ‘about bloody time’ that they got some proper safety gear. Evvy noted that Bailey must have spoken to them since last night, because everyone was properly respectful and polite to her, which made a nice change. She just had time to slip to the ladies’ room to have a quick wash and brush her teeth before reporting to Bailey at 6 a.m. He immediately sent her for breakfast with a few other chaps and they were all friendly and asked her about herself. She noticed a couple of them were shy with her, surreptitiously glancing at her when they thought she wasn’t looking. It was nice to talk to them and interesting to hear more about Bailey and the others at the station. There was a mixture of social types: the career firemen were mostly the born-and-bred working-class Londoners, while the AFS ones were a mixture, some working-class and a couple who appeared more well-heeled and one who spoke with a much posher accent. Evvy could see that the dominant males of the group were the London Fire Brigade blokes, and the posher ones of the AFS were definitely seen as a few rungs below on the ladder, treated like new boys in the school playground. They called the one upper-class AFS chap ‘the rookie’ and ribbed him a lot. He took it well, considering. An interesting turn of events in wartime, with the social hierarchy being turned on its head. Experience had become the new currency.


One chap told her a bit more about the Bailey brothers, that Lewis Bailey was eight years Sam’s senior but treated his brother more like a son, since their parents had died when they were quite young. The Bailey brothers were ‘thick as thieves’, it was said, yet equally ‘wind each other up something terrible’. A love-hate relationship then, thought Evvy. Sounds like me and Connie.


After breakfast, they went back to the station and Evvy was introduced to the two new women who had just arrived, dressed in civvies like her.


‘Camp beds just turned up for you three girls. Down in the library. And your uniforms got here all right,’ said a fireman and pointed down the hallway to the classroom where the bedding was.


The other women were called Lynn and Pauline, chatty and nice. Lynn was young and eager, early twenties, while Pauline was older, perhaps in her late thirties, and had clearly taken Lynn under her wing. They both said how glad they were there was another woman at the place, ‘as we’re a bit outnumbered, aren’t we!’ said Pauline.


They went into the classroom to find a table with a heaped pile of AFS uniforms, all mixed up and wrinkled and, quite frankly, a mess. Pauline got the three women organised straight away, dictating a list of each item they would need: smart tunics, skirts and very nice jockey caps with a bow above the peak, all of the uniform in blue with red piping. It was an attractive uniform and Evvy liked it better than Grace’s Wren uniform and much more than the other services. She wanted to do her duty, but she’d much rather not look like a frump while doing it. But after sifting through the piles, they realised that there was not one complete set of everything and only two skirts and two pairs of trousers, both of which were huge at the waist, as if they’d been made for barrels to wear.


‘Oh dear, only two skirts,’ said Lynn. ‘What shall we do?’


‘I’ll be wearing trousers,’ said Evvy. ‘I hate skirts. And anyway, I’ll be driving, so trousers will suit me much better.’


‘But you can’t wear those, love,’ said Pauline.


‘It’s all right,’ Evvy replied. ‘I’m pretty good with a sewing machine.’ Hers had been left at her friend’s house, along with her sewing bag of scissors, needles and pins and so forth. She’d pop round there later when she was off-duty and get those trousers cut up and sorted in no time. She held them up against her and they all laughed at how wide they were.


‘You could fit three of you in one leg!’ said a male voice and they all looked up. It was Sam Bailey, tall and slim, leaning casually on the door jamb, smiling gently, with his arms folded. He held his cap in his hand, tapping it against his arm, watching Evvy.


‘Don’t you have a fire to put out?’ she remarked and turned away from him, sifting through the pile of uniforms, pretending to look for something when she already had what she needed.


‘Only in my heart,’ he replied. ‘My foolish heart,’ he sang, sweetly.


Lynn and Pauline stood silently and watched them both, waiting for what Evvy would say next.


‘Steady on, Bing Crosby,’ she said and glanced up at him. He still had that delicious little smile playing around his lips and she had to look away, he was so beautiful. Damn these good-looking men! Not for the first time, she wished she didn’t like men. She’d had plenty of experience with them, never had any trouble attracting them. She knew how pretty she was but tried never to be arrogant about it. She despised arrogance, her most hated characteristic in a person. Evvy had been surrounded by arrogant girls at boarding school – full of money and privilege and snobbery – and couldn’t wait to escape the prison camp, as she called it, and run off to France. She had met such different types of men there – artistic men, poor men, writers and musicians. Some were still arrogant, but she learnt that the men who had real talent were often those who were least sure of themselves. The conceited ones were invariably talentless.


‘Sam Bailey, actually,’ he said, addressing Pauline and Lynn. ‘Pleased to meet you two ladies.’


Pauline and Lynn both said ‘pleased to meet you’ back, but Evvy still poked about in the clothes, refusing to reward him with a glance, let alone a word.


When she finally looked back up, he had gone.


‘What a dish!’ whispered Lynn, eyes agog.


‘And doesn’t he know it,’ said Pauline, with a knowing look.


‘My thoughts exactly,’ agreed Evvy. ‘Doesn’t he just,’ she added and pensively bit her lip.






Chapter 2


Just over a week later, Evvy walked swiftly towards Lyons’ Corner House on Tottenham Court Road, where she’d arranged to meet her elder sister Grace for a quick cuppa while on a break. Grace had just recently been moved from being stationed near the family home at Scarborough all the way down to Hertfordshire, but she came into London when she could. They hadn’t seen each other for months and Evvy was looking forward to seeing her sister, but she was running late, as usual.


‘Darling!’ called Grace as Evvy hurried in through the door.


Her sister looked so different from the last time she’d seen her that Evvy almost didn’t recognise her. Grace had always had long, dead-straight hair which she wore as a curtain in front of her face. To hide from the world, Evvy had always thought. But now, her hair was shoulder-length and curled beautifully off her face, with a lovely bounce to it. She was nicely dressed, with a smart frock and good shoes, in sharp contrast to the baggy old day dresses she used to wear when she was at Oxford studying all that ancient stuff she buried her head in, all that Greek and Latin. Since she’d joined the Wrens, Grace had transformed into a confident woman. Evvy assumed it was the Navy work she did that had given her this self-assurance, but, just like the rest of the family, she had no idea what kind of work it was, as it was all top secret. All Grace could say was that it was an indoor job. Plus any passer-by could see that the station she’d worked at in Scarborough had been surrounded by aerials. But’s that all they knew. Well, whatever it was, it suited her down to the ground.


‘Gracie! You look glorious!’


‘Oh, shut up,’ said Grace good-naturedly, though clearly pleased.


They had a quick but heartfelt hug, then sat down for tea and scones with currants in, which were as hard as rocks.


‘You look marvellous too, Evvy. I love your uniform. The red piping is smashing, especially on your lovely cap. It really suits you. And those trousers fit you like a glove!’


‘And so they should, because I adjusted them myself. The original pair were made for King Kong.’


Grace laughed and said, ‘Tell me everything. How’s London life? I hear Mummy wanted you to come home, but I knew you wouldn’t.’


‘Oh, God, no. I love Raven Hall, of course, but I don’t want to live out in the sticks, for heaven’s sake.’ Evvy thought for a moment about her beloved home at Ravenscar, perched on a cliff overlooking the sea and its serene views across to Robin Hood’s Bay. Evvy had been trying to escape it all her life, as she was prone to adventures, yet the hall would always be her bolt-hole, her port in the storm. But for now, she was eager to face the storm and all its challenges. ‘No, I knew the painting work was starting to dry up, so I decided to join something before I got told by the government where to go. I couldn’t bear to join one of the services – the ATS girls, the Wrennies and the WAAFies and all that nonsense. No offence. You know how ill-suited I am to discipline.’


‘Oh, I do,’ said Grace. ‘A perfect terror at school. I think they were pleasantly surprised when Connie and the twins were well-behaved, after the stunts you used to pull.’


‘So, I thought if I’m going to have to do war work, I want to be in London where it’s fun and if I must wear a damn uniform, then at least let it have a bit of style, and to be part of something that’s not too dull. So the AFS seemed like a good bet.’ Evvy spread some margarine on the scone to try to improve it, but it could still crack your teeth. ‘Why are the scones so awful? Lyons is usually good. I’m guessing it’s shortages. Maybe it’s half made with sawdust.’


‘Here, just daub it with jam and stop moaning,’ Grace chided her, always the slightly bossy older sister. ‘So, tell me, how is the AFS? You certainly look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Does it suit you, the work?’


‘Yes, I believe it does, so far. Before I got called up full-time, they gave us lectures on hoses and nozzles and water pressure and such things, as well as how fires work, how they start, how they spread. And about the different bombs the enemy might use, especially the fire-starting ones, the incendiaries. They taught us comical names, like male and female couplings and goose necks. It was all rather exotic! They showed us how to hold the hoses correctly, because even though they won’t let women near any equipment in a real fire scenario – heaven forbid! – they have at least realised that women will be manning the stations when the chaps are out fighting fires, so if the station gets hit, the gals will need to be trained to put fires out, instead of sitting there screaming or filing their nails!’


‘Oh, don’t get me started on women in the forces. And I mean it – don’t. Because I can’t tell you anything anyway. But, suffice to say, I know exactly what you mean and I’ve had my own battles in recent months, just to be taken seriously.’


‘Yes, it’s infuriating, isn’t it? But, to be fair, they are starting to take me seriously now I’ve had a bit of driver training.’


‘Ooh, is that what you’ll be doing, then?’


‘Yes, they’ve had me training as a driver all week. I started on the school bus at our station, which was easy enough, and yesterday I had a go at a pretty big truck, but I did have a bit of trouble when I went down quite a narrow street and there was a van coming the other way, so I had to manoeuvre up on to the pavement and somehow the top corner of the truck got attached to the awning over a hardware shop and as I blithely carried on down the road, I stripped the whole thing off with a great ripping sound! The owner came running out, screaming at me! “Sorry, guv’nor!” I shouted and carried on.’


Grace laughed and said, ‘Only you, Evvy. Only you!’


‘Yes, I know. Another one of my famous scrapes. The AFS will pay him back, they said, but weren’t best pleased with me. Well, I’m not used to how big these vehicles are yet, great lumbering things, like prehistoric creatures. Yesterday, they sent me to New Cross speedway to do some motorbike training and that suited me far better. I got really quite fast on the thing and really enjoyed the speed. Such fun! So, I’ll be doing a mixture of jobs for the chaps. Driving messages and equipment and things and men around London, sometimes on two wheels, sometimes on four.’


‘Oh, Evvy, that sounds jolly good for you. Just perfect. I can’t imagine you sitting for hours inside answering phones.’


‘Well, exactly, darling. As you know well, that would drive me absolutely cuckoo. I have to get out and about. Now look, enough about me. I know you can’t tell me about your work, but can you tell me about your man, Jim? Mummy wrote and said he was awfully nice. She really likes him, you know.’


Grace gave her a faraway kind of smile and her eyes veritably sparkled, which showed Evvy that her sister was head over heels in love.


‘Oh, I say,’ said Evvy and grinned at Grace. ‘You’ve got it bad!’


‘I have rather. I know we’ve only been together around four months or so, but I’ve spent a lot of that time with him, not only at work but out of it, every moment we can get. And I feel I know him better than I’ve ever known anyone. Jim is the nicest, funniest, sweetest person I think I’ve ever met. I didn’t know you could feel this way about a man.’


Evvy was genuinely thrilled to see Grace glowing like this. Evvy had always found boys and men flocked around her, which could be annoying, but she knew how shy Grace had been and how difficult she’d found making any sort of connections with the opposite sex.


‘He better be the nicest man in the world,’ said Evvy, taking Grace’s hand and squeezing it. ‘Or he’ll have me to answer to. Truth is, you’re the nicest person I’ve ever met, Gracie. And you really deserve a nice bloke.’


‘Thank you, darling,’ said Grace and blew her sister a little kiss. ‘Now, what about you? Any nice fellers on the horizon?’


‘Oh, you know me, sweetie. Men are easy come, easy go in my book. So tiresome, most of them.’


‘Working with firemen sounds rather dashing. Are there any dashing ones?’


The Bailey brothers immediately sprang to mind, especially the younger one.


‘There is a very pretty boy at my station. I mean, he’s prettier than most girls I know. Ridiculously handsome. He’s been trying to talk to me all week, but whenever he does, he has nothing to say. Absolutely nothing! A bit of banter, but when that runs out, he just dries up. Most disappointing.’


‘How dull. Is he a bit thick, do you think?’


‘I don’t know! Maybe!’ laughed Evvy. ‘He might just be trying to look like he isn’t really bothered, in front of the others. Perhaps if we were alone, he might open up a bit. But, honestly, I wonder if he might just be a dud. All the lights are blazing, but nobody’s home. Know what I mean?’


‘I’ve met a few girls like that too in my time,’ said Grace. ‘But some men don’t seem to mind that!’


‘Well, I damn well mind. I can’t be spending my precious time with an idiot.’


‘Why not give him a chance? I can see you’ve taken a bit of a shine to him, darling,’ said Grace, giving her sister a knowing look.


‘No, I haven’t!’ insisted Evvy. ‘You asked about fellers so I told you who was about. I’ve not really had time to bother with flirting, to be honest. The driver training has been pretty full on. And our boss – who everyone calls S.O. – is very strict and keeps us busy. If I’m not driving, I’m helping organise supplies and cleaning equipment and so forth. He’s a bit of a taskmaster. But he runs a tight ship and I appreciate that. Nothing worse than an incompetent boss. If I have to answer to someone, at least let him be good at his job. And he is, our S.O., Lewis Bailey, he really is. He’s the pretty one’s brother actually. But they couldn’t be more different. I have a feeling Bailey’s got hidden depths.’


‘You like him too, don’t you?’ smirked Grace.


‘Oh, do shut up, Gracie! You’ll have me married off before the tea goes cold. Speaking of which, it has a bit and I must get back in a minute. Sorry it’s such a short visit.’


They finished off with a quick discussion of home.


Just before Evvy was about to leave, she made a throwaway comment about their mother. ‘And I wonder if before long Mummy won’t be married off again.’


‘Who on earth to?’ said Grace, clearly perplexed.


‘Harry, of course, that dishy young officer.’


‘The RAF chappie who stayed at the hall a while?’


‘Yes, of course. They were like two peas in a pod, Connie said.’


‘Connie never told me that!’ cried Grace.


‘Connie never tells you anything. She thinks you’ll look down your nose at her. She calls me up and tells me all her secrets. And her secret is she’s got a crush on Harry, but she was annoyed because he was always hanging about with Mummy in the evenings when she wanted to talk to him. She’s too naïve to realise they were up to something, but I read between the lines.’


‘Well, that’s a big assumption to make!’ said Grace. ‘And anyway, it’s ridiculous. He’s twenty years younger than her.’


‘Not quite. And so what? Love doesn’t give a damn about age. They’ve got something juicy going on, I’m sure of it. And good for her! What a catch! He’s lovely, isn’t he? Gorgeous to look at and, by all accounts, marvellous with children and fascinating to talk to.’


‘Oh Evvy, you do talk such rot sometimes. Mummy would never do something so reckless, so . . . unusual. She’s highly conventional, you know. You’ve cooked this whole thing up in your head. And I don’t think you should say such slanderous things so lightly.’


‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist!’ Evvy said, rather loudly, causing a couple of other diners to look round disapprovingly.


‘Evvy!’ Grace whispered sharply.


‘All right, all right. Don’t go all matronly on me. Think what you like about Mummy. But I say, good for her. She deserves a bit of fun after being married to that cad of a husband and useless father we had all those years and then becoming a widow so young. Why shouldn’t she? It’s not against the law for her and Harry to have something going, for heaven’s sake.’
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