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This nostalgic London saga from well-loved Victor Pemberton brings together a wounded soldier and a young nurse.

It’s the second year of the Great War and eighteen-year-old Rosie Little is working at Charing Cross Station, helping the injured troops returning from the Front. The tired soldiers arriving on the platform adore Rosie’s kind, welcoming face as she serves them cups of tea, and they inevitably nickname her ‘Rosie Lee’. Private Joe Upton is one such weary soldier and is instantly captivated by the lovely Rosie. The couple fall passionately in love and, although they are too young to get married, decide to live together as man and wife. Risking scandal and their parents’ outrage, they find happiness in their new home: an abandoned railway carriage. But all too soon family conflicts drive a wedge between them, and their future together looks uncertain. And, at a time when no one seems able to escape the tragedy of war, Rosie and Joe are about to face their toughest test.




For Mervyn Haisman
and dedicated to the memory of
those two lovely girls,
Vina and Judy




Rosie Lee, Rosie Lee,


Oh, how I love you,


Saviour of life, weaver of dreams,


Oh, how I love you.


Dark of night, cold outside,


War, bombs and danger.


But warm and tender is your touch,


A glow of light, a ray of hope,


Oh, Rosie Lee, how I love you.




Prologue


1977


Rosie Upton looked out at the crowds of spectators gathered around the Cenotaph in Whitehall. It was a typical November morning, drab and grey, with an obstinate drizzle leaving the uncovered heads damp under the relentlessly gloomy sky. As usual, Remembrance Sunday was a day of memories for the old soldiers, sailors, airmen, land army girls, nurses, men and women of the auxiliary services, all lined up, a sea of faces. Many of them had seen the worst of at least one war, and some had lived through the hell of two or more. It was a day to look back and contemplate, to remember those who had never returned to the green shores of their homeland. As always, the Queen was there with her husband, Prince Philip, to honour those who had sacrificed their lives for the freedom of the nation. The Prime Minister, parliamentarians, diplomats and representatives from every walk of life were also in attendance.


But it would not have escaped the notice of some that it was also Rosie Upton’s day, standing there with her walking stick, protected from the rain by an umbrella staunchly held over her by a young soldier from the Queen’s Royal Dragoons, himself just back from a tour of duty in the troubled streets of Northern Ireland. Her once dark brown hair was now a pure white, white as the snow that had so often been piled high on top of the old railway carriage back in East London, the home that had once been a love nest for her and her Joe. But although her face was now lined, and those once deep brown eyes were more faded in the grey light of another era, the gentle smile was unmistakably that of Rosie, once Rosie Little, once Rosie Lee, the Rosie Lee of a bygone age, who had captivated the only man she had ever loved.


‘I bet this brings back a few mem’ries, don’t it, ma’am?’ asked the young East End soldier, after the Service of Remembrance had come to an end with the poignant wail of ‘The Last Post’. Rosie looked at him, smiled, and gently touched that special medal that was hanging around her neck. Yes, it did bring back memories – memories that spanned a good part of the last century – and by the time she had lined up with all the other veterans for their annual march past, her foot was tapping up and down to the strains of ‘Little Dolly Daydream’. And why not? After all, a long time ago it had been her song …




Chapter 1


A warm summer breeze flirted with the grey stone surface of Platform 2. It was such a stiflingly hot August day that the passengers thronging the forecourt of John Hawkshaw’s grand rectangular-shaped railway station at Charing Cross were grateful for even this slight relief from the midday humidity. Today, as every day since the outbreak of war with Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany the year before, in August 1914, the place was a sea of khaki uniforms, scattered intermittently with the long white aprons of Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service and the Territorial Force Nursing Services. Relatives and friends waited anxiously at the ticket barrier, counting the minutes to the arrival of the first military hospital train from Folkestone, which carried their loved ones back from the ravaged battlefields of France. Ladies used their handkerchiefs to dab away the perspiration from their moist foreheads, whilst elderly, grim-faced men, too old to answer Lord Kitchener’s call to join up, fanned themselves incessantly with straw boaters or workmen’s flat caps, dreading what they were about to see on that first train. On two other platforms, steam engines, leading carriages crammed to capacity with more troops for the Western Front, bellowed out from their funnels palls of thick black smoke, which spiralled up to the sooty glass roofs above the platforms. War had come to Charing Cross with a vengeance. It had not ended by that first Christmas, as so many optimists had predicted.


Rosie Little waited patiently at the far end of Platform 2, struggling to keep her large-brimmed straw hat with the navy-blue ribbon under control. The hat had seemed a suitable choice to wear when she got up that morning, for the sun had been blazing through her bedroom window, but once the stiff summer breeze had started, for the past half-hour it had become a battle of wills. Fortunately, the large urn of tea she had just boiled up over a Primus stove on her stall, provided by Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service, was now ready for the hordes of thirsty soldiers who would soon be arriving on the military hospital train. She had only recently turned eighteen and was new to the nursing service. Being as yet untrained, the only voluntary war work she was eligible for was making tea for wounded troops returning to Blighty, which meant that for the time being she had to continue wearing her civilian clothes. Today she wore a form-hugging ankle-length cream dress, her status denoted by a Red Cross armband.


During the few months that she had been doing the job, Rosie had made her mark with the returning soldiers, who had warmed to her welcoming smile and inviting cups of tea so much so that they had bestowed on her the rhyming nickname of Rosie Lee.


At precisely one minute past midday, the shrill call of a train whistle echoed out across the River Thames as the hospital train made its approach across Charing Cross Bridge. At the ticket barrier on Platform 2, there was a sudden burst of excitement tinged with intense anxiety, the waiting crowds desperate to catch a glimpse of the train as it gradually slowed to a halt at the buffers, steam cascading out from beneath the engine.


At her trolley, Rosie, assisted by her trainee nurse friend Eunice Huggins, immediately started pouring cups of tea, lining them up ready for the thirsty soldiers. At the same time, nurses from both services climbed out of the carriages to help their wounded patients on to the platform, aided by a flurry of nurses who had been waiting for them. It was a poignant sight, for many of the young soldiers had their eyes bandaged, and had to wait for their wounded colleagues to line up with them for the slow move off towards ambulances waiting outside the station.


Rosie and Eunice sprang into action, taking as many cups of tea as Eunice could carry on a tray across to the injured men waiting patiently in line. As they did so, there was a huge cheer from the waiting relatives and friends at the ticket barrier, which coincided perfectly with the sound of a military brass band further along the platform, striking up a boisterous version of ‘Take Me Back To Dear Old Blighty’, which somehow seemed incongruous with so many wounded men being helped off the train. Rosie started handing out tea from Eunice’s tray to the men queuing along the platform. Most of them were victims of poison-gas attacks on the battlefield, their eyes bandaged because of the effects of the deadly new weapon. This was not the first time Rosie had gone through the sad ritual of helping each man to take hold of a cup with both hands.


‘Fanks, miss,’ said one of them, a heavily bandaged youngster of no more than her own age, with a broad, cheeky grin.


‘Sugar, Tommy?’ Rosie asked, covering his hands gently with her own.


‘Nah,’ replied the young private, with a pure cockney accent. ‘Sweet enuff, darlin’!’ He tried a chuckle, but it was pretty hollow, and his grin soon faded.


Rosie moved down the line, handing out cups of tea one by one. But just when her hands were full, a sudden gust of wind lifted her hat right off her head, sending it flapping off along the platform towards the ticket barrier. All she could do was to gasp helplessly, and carry on with what she was doing. Then, to her astonishment, one of the soldiers in the queue suddenly broke ranks, and rushed after the hat, which seemed to have a will of its own. Stamping on the brim with his foot, he reached down, picked it up, and took it back to Rosie. It was the young private with the cheeky grin. ‘Sorry it’s got me boot mark on it, miss,’ said the soldier, his cockney accent now betraying a hint of Yorkshire. ‘At least it didn’t end up on the track.’


Astonished, Rosie took the hat from him, and fixed it back on with her large hatpin. ‘Thank you, Tommy,’ she said with a grateful smile, aware that the private was wearing a white bandage over only one eye. ‘But you shouldn’t have bothered. It’s only an old hat.’


‘Not ter me, it’s not,’ replied the young soldier. ‘It’s your hat. The moment we pulled in, I saw yer from the carriage window. I took a real shine to yer. I wondered wot yer voice sounded like.’


‘Not too disappointed, I hope?’ asked Rosie, slowly moving on, handing out more cups of tea, and trying to be heard above the thumping sound of the military band.


The young soldier grinned. He had loved Rosie’s posh voice. ‘Oh, no,’ he replied gauchely. ‘I weren’t disappointed. I like the way yer talk.’


Rosie thanked him with a huge smile. Whilst she waited for Eunice to collect more cups of tea from the trolley, she found herself drawn into a brief conversation with the young soldier. He was wearing no uniform cap so she could see that he had cropped sandy hair, a fairly pallid complexion, and the one eye that was visible was pale blue.


‘What happened to you, Tommy?’ she asked tentatively.


‘Chlorine gas,’ yelled the young soldier, over the final strains of ‘Take Me Back To Dear Old Blighty’. ‘When we went over the top, Fritz was waitin’ fer us. ’E give us a real basinful. I was lucky. Most of my mates got done over wiv mustard. Can’t tell yer where it ’appened. ’Ush-’ush, an’ all that.’ As he spoke, he broke into a coughing fit, wheezing so violently that Rosie instinctively put her arm round his waist to support him.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


The young soldier took a moment to recover, then once the music in the background had stopped, he looked up and straight into her eyes. ‘Wot’s yer name, miss?’ he asked.


Rosie was a bit taken aback by so sudden a question, and surprised herself by answering with a gentle smile, ‘Rosie.’


‘Rosie Lee,’ said the young soldier.


‘Rosie Little,’ replied Rosie, correcting him.


‘You’re Rosie Lee ter me,’ insisted the soldier. ‘You’re Rosie Lee ter all of us. I’ve ’ad quite a few cuppas from uvver Rosie Lees since we got back ter Blighty, but none of ’em are like you.’ He grinned. ‘My name’s Joe,’ he said, ‘Joe Upton. You can call me Joe.’


‘I have to get back to work, Joe,’ said Rosie, taking cups of tea from the replenished tray Eunice had just brought over to her. ‘You’ll be on your way to hospital soon.’


‘I’m a Spud,’ said Joe. ‘That’s wot my mates in the regiment call me. They call any bloke who comes from Yorkshire a Spud.’


‘I know,’ replied Rosie, moving along the queue of soldiers, carefully handing them cups of tea. ‘Since I started doing this job, I’ve met a lot of Spuds. They’ve all been very nice.’


‘Like me?’ asked Joe, cheekily.


Rosie grinned back briefly. ‘You’re all very nice,’ she replied tactfully.


As she spoke, the rasping voice of a sergeant major bellowed out along the platform. ‘Line up now, you men! Time ter move off!’


‘Come on, Spud!’ called one of Joe’s mates. ‘’E’ll ’ave yer knackers off!’


Joe turned and started back towards his place in the queue. He was about to call back to Rosie but the band struck up again with a song that prompted all the soldier lads to join in. It was a great current favourite, ‘Little Dolly Daydream’.


‘See yer soon – Rosie Lee!’ called Joe, waving madly to her as he rejoined his mates in the long line-up along the platform.


Rosie smiled and waved back. What a character, she thought. After all he had been through, he was still determined to be himself.


‘Right yer are, men!’ bawled the sergeant major, over the lilting chorus of ‘Little Dolly Daydream’. ‘By the right – slow march.’


The long line of young soldiers shuffled off. It was more of a crawl than a march, but it was proud, and poignant, each of them clinging to the back of the shoulder of the man in front. As they reached the ticket barrier, the waiting crowd surged forward to greet them. It was a tearful, joyous reunion, with small children waving Union Jack flags, wives, mothers and girlfriends throwing their arms around their loved ones, and the public throwing roses as the soldiers climbed into the back of specially prepared ambulances.


Rosie watched them all go. It was a scene she had already grown used to. But for some reason, this time it was different. Her thoughts were dominated by the face of that young soldier with the bandage over one eye, that cheeky but irresistible grin that brought a smile to her face. Once again a warm breeze suddenly whistled along the rapidly deserted platform, but this time Rosie made quite sure that she held on to her hat.


Once they had finished their duties at Charing Cross Station, Rosie and Eunice had to make a quick dash to the headquarters building of Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service in Knightsbridge, where they would spend several hours learning how to deal with severe body wounds, respiratory diseases caused by poison-gas attacks and basic jobs such as making beds and washing severely disabled patients. It was all part of their speedy course in general nursing, for with the war up front intensifying, there was now a real urgency to train new nurses and both girls yearned to do their bit for the war effort.


Eunice was a year older than Rosie. She had left school when she was only twelve years old, having come from a pretty down-and-out family in Shoreditch. Ever since she had joined QAIMNS only a few months before, she had shown a real aptitude for the work, and in some cases caught on to things much quicker than the more educated Rosie, especially in the understanding way she talked with some of the more critically injured soldiers. But then, Eunice had a particular reason for wanting to help these desperate survivors, for her own young brother had been killed during the early days of the fighting in France.


Despite the delights of a beautiful afternoon, there was a gloomy atmosphere between the two girls as the tram wound its way along the Embankment towards the Kingsway Tunnel beneath Holborn. Even with their few months’ experience dealing with military hospital trains, the sight of so many maimed young soldiers lined up on the railway platforms each day deeply depressed them.


When Rosie finally spoke, she assumed that Eunice had been sharing her thoughts. ‘It’s so unfair,’ she said. ‘It should never have been allowed.’


Eunice looked at her with a start. ‘What shouldn’t?’ she asked.


‘I mean it’s obvious, isn’t it?’ replied Rosie, making no sense at all.


‘Rosie. What’re yer talkin’ about?’


‘The war,’ replied Rosie, as if expecting her friend to have heard everything that had been going through her mind. ‘This awful war. It’s a crime to have sent all those boys out to fight a war that most of them don’t even understand.’


‘Somebody ’as ter do it, Rosie,’ said Eunice. ‘Somebody ’as ter keep the flag flyin’.’


Rosie looked at her in absolute astonishment. ‘Eunice!’ she spluttered. ‘How can you say such a thing after what happened to your brother?’


Eunice turned away, and looked out of the window. She had to shield her soft grey-green eyes from the dazzling afternoon sun, and her mass of bright red curls shimmered every time the tram swayed. ‘Sid knew wot ’e was doin’,’ she replied wistfully. ‘’E was only seventeen when ’e took the King’s shillin’ last year. ’E never told any of us wot ’e was up to. ’E made up ’is mind, an’ that’s all there was to it. By the time Mum an’ Dad could do anyfin’ about it, ’e’d finished ’is trainin’, an’ was over the top.’ She turned briefly back to Rosie. ‘’E was no diff’rent ter the rest of ’em, Rosie. They reckoned it’d all be over by Chrismas. Sid wanted ter make sure ’e did ’is bit. I’m proud of ’im. Proud of wot ’e was, an’ wot he did. Sid was the best bruvver anyone could ever ’ave.’


Rosie understood what Eunice was saying, but she couldn’t bring herself to agree. In her judgement those young men she saw arriving on that platform every day had been coerced into a war under the pretext that they were fighting for the survival of King and country. But was that really what it was all about, she asked herself, or was it just a feud between politicians of different countries, a feud that had already cost the lives of thousands?


‘All I ’ope,’ continued Eunice, ‘is that we get a chance ter do somefin’ more than servin’ cups er tea on railway platforms. I ’ope they send us up front as quick as possible.’


‘That won’t happen yet, Eunice,’ said Rosie. ‘Not until we’ve finished our training.’


‘I ’eard they’ve got such a shortage of nurses,’ said Eunice, ‘that they’re goin’ ter speed up our trainin’ as fast as they can. It’s not cups er tea they want up front, it’s people like us who can save lives.’


Rosie thought about what Eunice had said, and it sent a chill down her spine. When she joined the nursing service, it had somehow not occurred to her that one day she herself might be sent to the very same battlefields as those soldiers she watched arriving off the hospital trains each morning. It was a daunting, unsettling thought, especially for a girl who had never known anything except the comfort of a middle-class home in Camden Road, and by the time she and Eunice had reached the QAIMNS headquarters in Knightsbridge, those thoughts had turned to real concern, especially when they were met on arrival by Sister Maisie MacLellan, the chief nursing officer in charge of training.


‘You two lassies had better get a move on,’ said Sister Maisie, in her robust Scottish voice. ‘The Lady’s been waiting to see you since two o’clock.’


‘The Lady?’ asked Rosie, bewildered that Lady Braintree, chairman of the Queen Alexandra trainee nurses’ programme, should want to see them.


‘Nobody told us,’ added Eunice, a touch indignantly. ‘We’ve bin on duty all mornin’.’


‘Now don’t get on your high horse, Eunice, m’girl,’ said Sister Maisie, who was used to Eunice getting het up at the slightest thing. ‘Most of the other girls from your course have been in to see her. It’s just a routine interview, that’s all.’


After what she and Eunice had been talking about earlier, Rosie wasn’t so sure. Her stomach suddenly went terribly tense.


‘Now get yourselves in there,’ continued Sister Maisie reassuringly. She had a pleasantly lined face, an ample figure and a soft flock of short white hair, which was pinned up beneath her white senior nurse’s cap. ‘You know what the Lady’s like when she has to wait for her afternoon tea.’ This was meant to be a joke, but as she hustled the two girls up the long wide marble staircase that led up to the first floor, it was obvious that they were not amused.


On the way up they passed hordes of girls who were hurrying in silence to catch up with their own courses, the newer recruits dressed, like Rosie and Eunice, in civilian clothes, and the more advanced trainees floating up and down the stairs in long white headscarves and uniforms, like heavenly angels moving gracefully to the afflicted soldiers who were waiting for them.


The Lady’s office was at the far end of the first-floor landing, but when Rosie and Eunice got there, they had to check their instructions first with the Lady’s clerk at a desk outside.


‘You can go in together,’ said the young woman. ‘Madam’s expecting you.’


Both girls had seen the Lady several times before, but had never actually been spoken to by her. Rumour had it that she was actually quite wealthy, for her husband, Sir John Braintree, was from an aristocratic family somewhere in the east of England, and an admiral serving with the Home Fleet. However, despite her apparent affluence, the Lady insisted that she was a working nurse like all the rest of her ‘gels’, and dressed accordingly in the workday white headscarf and uniform.


‘Well, sit you down,’ she said in what could only be described as a deep bass voice. ‘I’ve had my lunch. I’m not going to eat you!’


Rosie smiled, relieved by the Lady’s lack of formality. Eunice wasn’t quite so convinced, and sat stony-faced with Rosie in front of the desk without raising an eye.


‘I’ve called you here,’ said the Lady, sitting back in her chair and looking from one to the other of them over the top of her metal-rimmed spectacles, ‘because I have some rather important things to say to you.’


Rosie’s insides started churning again.


‘But first things first,’ continued the Lady, a handsome-looking woman who had the energy of someone much younger. ‘I’ve been hearing some rather good reports about you both.’


Rosie and Eunice exchanged brief, astonished looks.


‘The boys coming back on the hospital trains have been saying some very nice things about you,’ said the Lady. ‘They talk about your cheery, welcoming smiles, the way you comfort them.’


‘We only serve them cups of tea, madam,’ said Rosie, tentatively.


‘You’ve no idea what a cup of tea served by someone with a warm smile can mean to a man who has been close to death,’ the Lady said, with her own warm smile for Rosie.


She leaned forward and flicked through a file on her desk, then looked up at Eunice. ‘I see you come from quite a large family, Eunice,’ she said.


‘Yes, madam,’ Eunice replied, without looking up at the Lady.


‘I’m sorry to see you lost your brother.’


Eunice remained silent.


‘It’s not easy to accept such a loss.’


Eunice continued to look down at her lap.


By the girl’s response, the Lady knew that it would be unwise to pursue the subject any further. She had seen many young girls in those two seats who had gone through the ordeal of a family loss, either a young brother or a father. Nothing anyone could say would ever be able to make up for that loss, but it did give so many the impetus to want to do something positive for the war effort.


‘I’m sure you young ladies are aware of the grave situation in France?’ the Lady asked.


Both pairs of eyes flicked up at her.


The Lady leaned forward and rested both hands on her desk. ‘The word from the Front is that every day the situation is getting worse. The casualties are mounting quite appallingly on both sides.’ She sighed, took off her spectacles and placed them on the desk in front of her. ‘The problem,’ she continued, looking up at them, ‘is that we don’t have enough nursing strength out there to cope with those casualties. Unfortunately, the number of untrained staff back here in England far exceeds the young ladies who are working night and day out there on the front lines. There’s a desperately urgent need to change that situation as soon as possible.’


Rosie felt a distinct pain in her stomach.


‘What I’m trying to say is that the service needs to expedite the training programmes and get as many girls out to the front-line field stations as soon as we can.’ She paused, and then looked from Rosie to Eunice, then back to Rosie again. ‘That’s why I’m appealing to you two young ladies.’


Rosie stiffened.


‘Oh, not just you two,’ continued the Lady. ‘I’ve had this identical conversation with at least half a dozen of your colleagues during the morning. There are so many problems going on up front, especially with poison gas now being used by the Allies as well as the Huns. We need to get as many of you as possible over to field stations as soon as you’ve completed your training programme.’


‘’Ow soon will that be, madam?’ asked Eunice.


‘That’s up to you, young lady. Once your instructors are confident you’re familiar with the basic groundwork, we’ll review the situation. But of course a lot will depend on your own personal commitments. You’re still both very young. I won’t pretend that taking you out to the battlefield is going to be anything but a distressing experience for you. You’ll see some terrible things. Our boys out there are suffering – suffering not only terrible wounds, but real mental trauma. You young ladies will have to learn how to be mothers to them, as well as nurses. D’you think you’re up to that?’


‘Yes, madam,’ replied Eunice firmly, confidently. ‘I’m ready ter do anyfin’.’


‘Living under stress on the battlefield is not the same as serving tea on a railway platform, Eunice.’


Eunice stiffened. ‘I’m well aware of that, madam,’ she replied tersely.


Considering what Eunice had gone through with the loss of her brother up front, the Lady immediately realised she had been tactless. ‘I know you do, my dear,’ she said with a reassuring smile. ‘I know you do.’


She turned to Rosie. ‘And what about you, Rosie?’


Rosie took a deep breath. ‘I’ll do whatever has to be done, madam,’ she replied without much conviction.


‘I trust neither of you is squeamish?’


Rosie looked at her with a start. ‘Madam?’ she asked apprehensively.


‘I’m sure your tutor has told you that you’ll be seeing things out there that a girl of your age might find … difficult to cope with.’


Rosie lowered her eyes.


Despite the fact that she had interviewed several hundred girls since the start of the war, the Lady was always pained when she had to talk to them like this. Lady Braintree may have given the appearance of being a hard nut, but inside she was sensitive. She had known war at close hand herself; it wasn’t pretty, it was soul-destroying. Many times she had seen young girls breaking down in tears at the bedside of a young soldier who had just died, and those memories lingered in her mind, as they would do with the two young girls sitting in front of her now. She deplored the necessity to recruit girls for such a gruelling job and in such a short time, but there was no alternative.


As she looked at Rosie’s almost flawless white complexion, her summer hat tilted at a slight angle across her eyes, she could see all the terrible anxieties that were tearing the girl apart. The Lady had read Rosie’s file. She knew only too well that the girl had experienced a rather sheltered upbringing and might find it more difficult than her friend Eunice to face up to some of the more extreme horrors ahead of her.


‘Have either of you ever seen anyone die?’ she asked.


‘I ’ave.’ Eunice answered. ‘I was wiv my gran when she died. She ’ad dropsy.’


‘Was it a peaceful death?’ asked the Lady.


‘Oh, yes,’ replied Eunice. ‘She just closed ’er eyes, an’ went ter sleep.’


‘Unfortunately,’ said the Lady, ‘not all the patients you lose will have that luxury.’


Eunice wished she hadn’t spoken.


‘Rosie?’


Rosie’s eyes darted up at her.


The Lady addressed the same question to her, only more sensitively. ‘Have you ever seen anyone … pass away?’


For one split second, Rosie panicked. In that subliminal time, so much passed through her mind; death had never been part of her experience. Up until that moment, she had somehow imagined that it was only old people who died, like all her grandparents, and as she had not been there when it happened, she felt totally inadequate to answer such a question. ‘There was someone,’ she recalled quite suddenly. ‘It was only a dog. He was very old. But I was very fond of him.’ She fidgeted uneasily on her chair. ‘I didn’t actually see him die.’


The Lady smiled gently. She had a kindly face, and the more she smiled, the more she showed just how well she understood what Rosie was trying to say. ‘To many of us,’ she said reassuringly, ‘losing a dog can be just as painful.’ She sat back in her chair. ‘Just one final matter,’ she continued. ‘From tomorrow morning, you’ll both be relieved of your duties at Charing Cross Station. I want you to get some field training at the Rehabilitation Centre out at Stanmore. You’d better inform your parents that from Monday you’ll be accommodated out there until further notice.’


The two girls exchanged brief looks, Eunice enthusiastically, but Rosie’s reaction, although brave, was strained.


‘I can’t impress on you,’ continued the Lady, ‘how vital it is that we have you both fully operational within the month. Our field hospitals are desperately short of trained nurses. D’you both understand what I’m saying?’


‘Yes, madam,’ replied Eunice confidently.


‘Rosie?’ asked the Lady.


‘I’ll do everything I can, madam,’ she replied.


‘Thank you,’ said the Lady, rising from her chair. ‘But before you go, I must warn you of the dangers you face.’


Rosie and Eunice rose from their chairs.


‘When we post you out to those field stations,’ continued the Lady, ‘just remember that you will be on active duty just as much as the soldiers themselves. We’ve already lost some wonderful young nurses to enemy fire, so please take care.’


When Rosie got home that evening, she was still dazed by the interview with Lady Braintree. Although she had always accepted that enrolling as a nurse during wartime might eventually involve her in some pretty gruelling and harrowing work, she had consistently put out of her mind the possibility that she herself would be called upon to put her own life at risk. She wished she could be more like Eunice; she was as tough as old nails, and came from a family who weren’t afraid of roughing it and getting their hands dirty. But for Rosie, being waited on hand and foot had always been a way of life from the moment she was born. The thought of seeing men with appalling injuries, helping doctors to save lives, watching them carry out amputations – all this had never sunk in when she signed up to be a nurse. But this was reality, and at eighteen years old, she became obsessed with the horrifying thought that she might never even reach her nineteenth birthday.




Chapter 2


The Littles’ grand Edwardian house in Camden Road was set on four floors, halfway between Camden Town and the Nag’s Head in Holloway, and just a short distance up the hill from the grim stone façade of Holloway Women’s Prison. The Little family had lived there for over twenty years, and Rosie and her young brother, Christian, had been born there, delivered by the same two private midwives who had been paid handsomely for their services by Rosie’s father, Richard Little, owner of a porcelain factory in Kentish Town. Rosie adored both her parents, especially her mother, Marian, who had been her confidante and close friend ever since she was a child. Unlike Rosie’s father, Marian was the kind of person that her two children could turn to for advice, knowing that she would invariably have an answer to everything, whereas Richard Little, a popular and likeable man with both family and employees, rarely had the time to sit down and discuss domestic matters. Unfortunately, Christian, who was nearly four years younger than his sister, was a frail boy, who had been crippled by consumption since he was three years old. Confined to a wheelchair, Christian had been diagnosed as having a short life expectancy, and his family were constantly afraid for him. Rosie adored him, and had a very special relationship with her brother, the two of them sharing secrets that they could never share with anyone else, especially their own parents.


Rosie got home from her nurses’ training course just as the family were about to sit down to dinner. She was glad she wasn’t late, for old Mrs Winnet, their housekeeper, had cooked an oxtail stew, a favourite with all the family, and the smell of carrots, onions and rich gravy drifted seductively throughout the house.


‘Make the most of it,’ said Marian, as Rosie quickly joined them at the dining table. ‘The way this war’s going, we shan’t be able to get luxuries like this for much longer. In The Times this morning, it says that the Huns are going to start bombing our food supplies. Everything’s badly rationed enough already.’


‘I’m afraid it’s inevitable, my dear,’ added Richard, now in his late forties, with soft grey eyes and an abundance of dark brown hair that was greying at the temples. ‘We shall all have to make sacrifices until we lick the bounders.’


‘Aren’t we making enough sacrifices already, Father?’ asked Rosie, while being served some mashed potato by Mrs Winnet.


Richard looked up. ‘What d’you mean, Rose?’


‘I was at Charing Cross Station again today,’ continued Rosie. ‘It’s heartbreaking to see the awful injuries amongst those poor young soldiers. A lot of them have been gassed. They can hardly breathe.’


‘Terrible!’ said Marian, who was a few years younger than her husband, with dark brown hair bunched up behind her head, and an off-centre parting, just like Rosie. In fact, though in her mid-forties, with her round, cherubic face she looked so much younger that many people often took her for Rosie’s sister.


‘I’m afraid that’s the price we have to pay for war, Rose,’ said Richard.


Rosie put down her knife and fork. ‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘But why did we have to go to war in the first place, just because some old archduke had to go and get himself assassinated?’


‘Come now, Rose,’ returned Richard. ‘You’re intelligent enough to know that’s not the whole reason.’


Rosie suddenly didn’t feel like eating. For one despondent moment, she sat staring at her plate, brimming with the rich stew, whilst unconsciously tidying her already tidy dark brown hair.


‘If I was a soldier,’ said young Christian, whose pale face was almost the colour of the white shirt he was wearing, ‘I’d want to know why I was going out to fight in a foreign country.’


‘If you were a soldier, Christian,’ said his father, with a sympathetic smile, ‘you would have to obey orders. Otherwise there would be no army to defend us.’


Marian put down her knife and fork, and gently dabbed her lips with her table napkin. ‘Well, pray God,’ she said, ‘you never have to be a soldier.’ It was a curiously unguarded remark from Marian, considering the sensitive subject of her son’s health.


‘What about your husband, Mrs Winnet?’ asked Rosie, changing the subject and catching the old lady just as she was about to disappear into the kitchen with an empty dish. ‘Have you heard from Albert lately?’


‘Not yet,’ replied Mrs Winnet brightly. ‘But I’m sure I will soon. The last letter I got ’e sounded real confident that it wouldn’t be long before all the boys come back ’ome.’ She quickly returned to her kitchen domain.


‘I hope she’s right,’ said Rosie.


‘Stop being so gloomy, darling,’ said Marian. ‘From all they’re saying in the newspapers, our boys are doing a wonderful job out there.’


‘They are doing a wonderful job, my dear,’ said Richard, eating heartily. ‘But in war, I’m afraid there are always casualties. That’s what being a soldier is all about.’


‘It’s not only soldiers who suffer, Father,’ said Rosie. ‘There are women who’ve had to cope with looking after them in the most terrible conditions. All sorts of jobs – including nurses.’


Suddenly aware of what Rose was implying, both Richard and Marian looked across at her.


‘Women should never be allowed to go out to the battlefields,’ said Marian nervously. ‘It’s not natural.’


‘Mother,’ returned Rosie, ‘somebody has to look after the injured. And there’s a tremendous shortage of nurses up front.’


Marian swung a look of alarm at her husband.


Richard gently put down his knife and fork. ‘Are you trying to tell us something, Rose?’ he asked ominously.


Aware that everyone was looking at her, Rosie also put down her knife and fork and looked up. ‘Several of us were interviewed by Lady Braintree today. She says that as soon as we’ve completed our training, we may have to be sent to some of the front-line field stations.’


Marian gasped and clutched her mouth in horror.


‘You mean,’ asked Richard grimly, ‘that they really are taking nurses out to the battlefields?’


‘Of course, Father,’ replied Rosie, not too confidently. ‘Somebody has to treat their wounds. Men are dying every day out there.’


‘But you’re not a man!’ insisted Marian, devastated. ‘You’re only a girl. You’re only just eighteen.’


‘A lot of those boys up front are only eighteen, Mother,’ Rosie reminded her. ‘In fact there are plenty of them who are younger, who’ve lied about their age.’


‘If I was a couple of years older I’d join up,’ said Christian, excited by all the talk.


‘Christian!’ snapped Marian. ‘Don’t ever let me hear you say such things!’


‘Well, I would!’ insisted Christian, whose nose turned up slightly at the tip, just like his sister’s, dark brown eyes flashing out of a sickly, pallid complexion. ‘We’ve got to stop the Boche before they take over the whole of Europe!’


Rosie looked across and flashed him a loving smile.


Richard dabbed his lips with his napkin, then put it down beside his plate. ‘Rose,’ he asked seriously, ‘how soon is all this going to happen?’


‘I’ve no idea, Father,’ Rosie replied. ‘I have to get through my basic training first. I’m being sent to the Rehabilitation Centre out at Stanmore on Monday. But most of the girls think we might be there for only three or four weeks.’


Marian gasped.


‘But basic training,’ said Richard, ‘is hardly going to be enough to deal with the kind of casualties you’ll be up against. Surely you need more experience than that?’


Rosie paused a moment before answering. ‘The experience I’m going to need,’ she replied uneasily, ‘is going to have to come at the field station.’


Richard exchanged a pained look with his wife. They clearly had no more appetite for their dinner.


Ernie Appleton was clearly having a hard time. For nearly three hours he had been the guinea pig whilst the nurses of Team 2 practised on him the many first-aid techniques they had been learning during days of intensive training under the watchful eye of Sister Maisie MacLellan. Fortunately, he only had to do this twice a week, for at the end of each session his bones ached as much as if he was a real patient. Ernie was fifteen years old, and was one of the many young volunteers who were on call for the nurses’ training programmes at the QAIMNS HQ in Knightsbridge. With his East End humour he was a breath of fresh air for the nursing team, who enjoyed teasing him whilst they bandaged him up, applied splints to his legs and arms, took his temperature endlessly, listened to his heart through stethoscopes, and took readings of his pulse. All this took place in a mock-up of a field hospital up front, complete with a ward equipped with oxygen cylinders and as many medical aids as were available. Despite the serious tasks they were rehearsing, there was a lot of laughter during these training sessions, which Sister Maisie allowed, only because when it was eventually going to be time for the real thing, there wouldn’t be very much to laugh about.


‘Come on, Ernie!’ bellowed Eunice, who was at Ernie’s bedside, struggling to splinter one of the boy’s legs. ‘’Ow d’yer expect me ter do this if yer don’t raise yer bloomin’ leg!’


‘Wot d’yer take me for?’ protested Ernie, who was already swathed in bandages, with one leg suspended mercilessly high in a sling. ‘I ain’t a bleedin’ contorshionist!’


‘Keep still,’ snapped Eunice, ‘or I’ll break yer leg fer real!’


‘That’s quite enough of that now, Eunice!’ said Sister Maisie, leaving the other girls with their mock patients to come across to Eunice and Rosie.


‘Just look at ’im, Sister!’ protested Eunice. ‘’E just won’t keep ’is leg still!’


‘Ernie is a patient, Eunice,’ scolded Sister Maisie, in her broad Scottish burr. ‘He has wounds that give him great pain, that make it difficult to move his limbs. Don’t you think he should be treated with a little more – tender loving care?’


‘But—’


‘And don’t you also think,’ continued Sister Maisie, ‘that young lassies in Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service should behave like young ladies, and afford their patients the courtesy and respect they deserve?’


Eunice swung a sly look at Ernie, who was grinning at her beneath the bandages, which covered half his face.


‘Rosie, my dear,’ said Sister Maisie, ‘why don’t you take over?’


‘Yes, Sister,’ said Rosie dutifully, moving into Eunice’s place.


‘Remember now,’ said Sister Maisie, as she watched Rosie applying the splint to Ernie’s leg, ‘this young soldier has just been brought in from the battlefield. He’s not only in great pain, but he’s also suffered extreme trauma.’


‘Yes, Sister,’ said Rosie, who was being as gentle as a lamb with Ernie’s leg.


As she moved off, Sister Maisie threw a disapproving glance at Eunice, who put her tongue out at her the moment she had left the ward.


‘Serves yer right!’ said Ernie, his mocking voice muffled by the bandages. ‘I don’t get paid fer this bleedin’ job, yer know!’


‘Hush now, Ernie!’ snapped Rosie, who was doing her best to take over where Eunice left off. ‘Eunice was doing her best. As a matter of fact, she’s far better at this job than any of us.’


‘Then all I can say is,’ retorted Ernie, ‘Gord ’elp the poor bleedin’ troops! Owwww!’ He suddenly let out a loud yowl as Rosie deliberately tightened the knot on the bandage that was holding his splint together.


A few minutes later, Rosie and Eunice left Ernie to sweat it out, whilst they joined two of their friends on the opposite side of the ward, who were making up a bed for the next ‘volunteer’ patient. Megan Morgan, twenty-five, and from Pontypridd, was known as ‘Titch’ to her friends because she was barely five foot two inches tall and a bit on the tubby side. In complete contrast, her friend Binnie Osborne, thought of as the old lady of the quartet because she was in her early thirties, came from a well-to-do family in Surrey, was tall, with a pencil-thin waist, and moved very gracefully. Since the day that they had all joined the Nursing Service some weeks before, the four girls had become such good friends that they were now practically a team, which sometimes caused a little resentment from some of the other trainees who thought they were too wrapped up in themselves to care about anyone else, an accusation they all vigorously denied, although they had jokingly nicknamed themselves ‘The Terrible Four’.


‘So,’ asked Eunice, ‘’as anyone ’eard when they’re goin’ ter shift us up front?’


‘That girl, Miriam,’ said Megan, whose Welsh accent was so thick you could have cut a knife through it, ‘you know – the one in Admin upstairs – well, she told me they’re going to try and push us through the course as soon as possible, maybe in the next couple of weeks.’


Rosie bit her lip anxiously. ‘But they can’t do that,’ she said. ‘Not until we’ve finished our basics.’


‘Ha!’ chortled Megan. ‘Don’t you believe it! They’re bringing in casualties now faster than they can replace them, look you. Things must be getting pretty desperate in those trenches.’


‘Well, I would have thought that quite unlikely,’ said Binnie, her nurse’s cap perched stylishly on top of her immaculately cut short black hair. ‘If you’re going to deal with critically injured men, you’ve got to know exactly what you’re doing.’


‘Especially when they’ve been exposed to poison gas,’ added Rosie.


‘Gas?’ asked Binnie, with some trepidation.


‘Some of the boys Eunice and I have seen coming back after being in gas attacks need specialist care. It’s terrible to see them coughing their lungs out.’


‘That’s true,’ said Eunice, who was helping Megan finish making up one of the beds. ‘An’ yer should just see them who’ve got covered with mustard gas – their faces are all burned. It’s ’orrible!’


‘I know,’ sighed Binnie, perched on the edge of an adjoining bed. ‘But I’m afraid we’re going to see an awful lot of that once we get out to the field hospitals.’


‘That’s what my mam said,’ replied Megan. ‘She said she’s not going to have any daughter of hers going off to such places. I told her someone’s got to do the job. My dad’s out there somewhere. If he needs help, it’d be good to know there was someone around like us to help him.’


‘Wot about you, Rosie?’ asked Eunice, knowing that Rosie had been dreading having to break the news to her parents. ‘Wot did your mum an’ dad say when yer told ’em?’


Rosie found it difficult to answer. ‘My father said he’d never allow it,’ she replied eventually.


‘But you’re over eighteen,’ said Megan. ‘Most women are doing war work. There’s no way anyone can stop you.’


‘Oh, yes there is, Titch,’ said Binnie. ‘If they know the right people.’ She turned to Rosie. ‘Does your father know the right people, Rosie?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Rosie replied, her lovely oval face crumpling up at the memory of the difficult scene she’d had with her parents the night before, when they’d all sat together in the conservatory, arguing about the rights and wrongs of why the war should be left to men to fight, and not young girls.


‘Well, I tell yer this much,’ growled Eunice, who was flicking through the notes in her exercise training book. ‘If my ol’ man ever tried ter tell me wot ter do, I’d tell ’im where ter get off. Not that ’e’d try, even if ’e was still at ’ome. In fact, most of my lot wouldn’t even notice I’d gone!’


Binnie went to Rosie, who was staring aimlessly out of one of the ward windows into the street below. ‘How did you respond to your parents, Rosie?’ she asked caringly.


‘I stood my ground,’ she replied, with some anguish. ‘I’ve never done such a thing in my life, and I hated it. My parents are good people. I love them. I would never do anything to hurt them. But I had to tell them that if they tried to stop me, I’d leave home and do things my own way.’


‘That a gel, Rosie!’ called Eunice. ‘The suffragettes’d be proud of yer!’


‘I wanna go ter the lav!’ called poor old Ernie, who had been left on his own, suffering on the other side of the ward.


Everyone flicked him a cursory glance, then ignored him.


‘Well, I think you’re a very brave soul, Rosie,’ said Binnie, her dark eyes flashing in her elongated features. ‘My parents died young and so I don’t have anyone to ask permission of to do anything now, but if I did, I doubt I’d have the courage to defy them. I don’t know. I just think I have a calling for this work – oh, not only because I know my husband, Harold, is out there, but because I can’t bear the thought that I’m sitting at home doing absolutely nothing to help finish this damned war.’


‘Well,’ said Rosie, turning to a framed photograph of Florence Nightingale on the wall, ‘I only hope that when I come face to face with all these horrors, I shall be capable of coping with them.’


Binnie put a comforting arm around Rosie’s shoulder. Because of their similar family backgrounds, she felt an affinity with the girl. ‘Don’t worry, Rosie,’ she said reassuringly. ‘No matter what anyone says, we all feel the same way. None of us really knows what we’re capable of doing until we’re called upon to do it.’


Sister Maisie suddenly peered around the door at the end of the ward. Her voice thundered as she called, ‘Come on now, ladies! Time to look at some medicines. Get yourselves down to the laboratory.’


Three of the girls immediately followed her out, leaving just Eunice to follow on behind.


‘Hey!’ yelled Ernie, from behind his bandages as they disappeared. ‘I wanna go to the lav!’


Eunice was last to leave, and stopped just long enough to lean over him. ‘Now you be a good boy, Ernie,’ she joked. ‘And don’t yer dare wet that bed!’


Outside the gates of Holloway Women’s Prison in Parkhurst Road, there was a large gathering of suffragettes, who were protesting against the imprisonment of one of their members for disorderly conduct and breaking the peace. Banners with slogans such as ‘REFORM LEGISLATION’ and ‘GIVE US OUR RIGHTS!’ were visible amongst the vast crowd, a few of whom were screaming abuse at the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith. All in all, however, it was a good-natured meeting, with the only real threat coming from a light sprinkling of early evening rain, which had produced a flurry of umbrellas to protect the ladies’ hats. Unfortunately, Rosie had no umbrella with her, for when she’d left home that morning there had been no sign of rain. When she got off the bus it took her some time to struggle her way through the mass of jeering protesters, for despite the efforts of the handful of bobbies on duty, the junction of Parkhurst and Camden Roads was completely blocked. Once she had succeeded in getting through the crowd, however, she stopped briefly to talk to a group of neighbours who were all watching the rally from a safe distance.


‘If yer ask me,’ grumbled Alf Jolly, who ran the small grocery provisions shop in nearby Brecknock Road, ‘all these women’re bleedin’ loonies. I mean, one minute they say they’re in favour of fightin’ Kaiser Bill, then in the same breff they yell at poor ol’ Asquith.’


‘I agree wiv yer, Alf,’ replied Josie Kinloch, a young mother of two scruffy boys, who lived on the top floor of the house next but one to Rosie. ‘An’ in any case, if they gave the vote ter women, I fer one wouldn’t know wot ter do wiv it.’


‘Yer write a cross in a box,’ jibed old Monty Gubble, who lived in a basement flat too close for comfort to the prison, and who had a white beard that was longer than Father Christmas’s.


Josie didn’t even allow him the benefit of a glare.


‘Lock ’em all up, say I!’ blabbered Alf Jolly, who this evening was anything but what his name may have suggested. ‘Wot der you fink, Rosie?’


With rainwater dripping off the brim of her hat, Rosie was in no mood to stand around talking. ‘As a matter of fact, Mr Jolly,’ she replied, ‘I think they’ve got a point. In fact, they’ve got several points.’


‘Blimey!’ gasped Alf. ‘Don’t tell me you’re one of ’em?’


‘No, Mr Jolly,’ Rosie retorted, ‘I’m not one of them, but I do agree with a lot of the things they’re trying to do. Remember, they were just as against the war as the rest of us, but after all the meetings they’ve held they agree that the Kaiser is a real threat to us all. As for the women’s vote, well, I really don’t see what’s so wrong about it. After all, with respect, women have minds of their own, just the same as men. Surely we should be allowed to have an opinion, just the same as anyone else?’


‘Wot does your dad say about that?’ asked Josie Kinloch snidely.


‘I’m sure my father has his own opinion, Mrs Kinloch,’ returned Rosie politely.


They all turned to look back at the crowd, who were beginning to chant, ‘Our girl! Our girl! Give us back our girl!’


Josie shouted, ‘Go back an’ scrub yer floors!’


Fortunately, no one heard her.


‘Excuse me.’ Embarrassed, Rosie started to move off. ‘I need to get into some dry clothes.’


‘See yer then, Rosie,’ called Alf.


‘Cheery-bye!’ Josie’s call was more tart.


‘Goodbye!’ Rosie hurried off.


‘Well, what about that then?’ sniffed Alf. ‘Standin’ up for the loonies. I never fawt Rosie Little was goin’ ter turn out like that!’


‘Well, what d’yer expect?’ added Josie. ‘Wiv a muvver and farvver like that – got their noses so ’igh in the air, they don’t notice wot’s goin’ on amongst real people.’


‘Rosie’s a good gel, Josie,’ insisted old Monty. ‘She’s doin’ ’er bit fer the war effort.’


‘Oh, yes,’ jeered Josie. ‘Regular bleedin’ saint!’


‘Well, fank God we’ve got at least one in ’Olloway!’ chuckled the old boy, before shuffling off.


After a while, the rain stopped, leaving behind thick grey clouds, which, for most people, was worrying, for low-lying clouds would make it easy for one of the dreaded Zeppelin airships to sneak in and out unnoticed. The Zeppelins, known to people on the streets as ‘gasbags’, had become a formidable German weapon of destruction, causing death and mayhem ever since the raids started on the east coast of England at the beginning of the year. When the first raid on London came to the East End in May, Richard Little warned his family to be vigilant. At the first sound of the Zeppelin’s engines they were to go down into the wine cellar and stay there until it was safe to return.


But when she got back home that evening, Rosie found that there was a more pressing problem to face up to.


‘Father went to see someone at the Home Office about you today,’ said Christian, who was sitting up in bed doing a jigsaw puzzle on a large serving tray.


Rosie, in a chair alongside, swung him a look. ‘He what?’ she asked, alarmed.


‘I heard him and Mother talking in the sitting room,’ continued Christian. ‘He said this bloke – whoever he was – he said he’s promised to talk to the nursing people you’re working for. He apparently told Father not to worry. He says you’ll never have to go to France.’ He sighed and flopped back against his pillow. ‘Why is it that jigsaw puzzles are always so hard to do?’


‘When did you hear this?’ asked Rosie, getting up off the bed.


‘Hear what?’


‘What Father said to this man at the Home Office. About me.’


‘Oh,’ replied Christian, struggling with a piece of jigsaw that fitted somewhere in the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral, ‘just before you came home. He told Mother not to worry. He said he’d never let a daughter of his risk her life on a battlefield. He said war is for men, not young girls.’


Exasperated, Rosie turned and made her way to the door.


‘Where are you going?’ asked Christian.


‘Where d’you think?’ She opened the door, and was about to go when Christian called to her.


‘I wouldn’t want you to go either, Rosie,’ he said poignantly. ‘If you didn’t come back, I don’t know what I’d do.’


Rosie paused at the door. For that split second, her young brother’s room seemed to close in on her. Although it was an untidy room, the walls were so alive – alive with all the things that typified the life of a fourteen-year-old boy who had so much to live for. Things such as a giant poster of the great circus clown Grock, whom he had once seen perform in a big top on Islington Green, newspaper photo cuttings of his silver-screen idol, Charlie Chaplin, and several shelves containing books about his passionate hobby – railway trains and automobiles. It was a room that gave no clue to the debilitating disease that she feared would one day claim the life of its young occupant.


Rosie smiled back at him, and called gently, ‘I would always come back to you, Chris.’


‘Got it!’ exclaimed Christian, as he at last found the one missing piece of jigsaw he was searching for.


Rosie found her parents playing gin rummy at their card table in the conservatory. Rosie had always hated card games, and was hard put to join in the whist evenings her parents held every month, much preferring to prepare the refreshments for the dull collection of friends her parents had cultivated over the years. Despite the hot, muggy evening, her father kept his collar, tie and jacket on, though he looked as if he had a permanent flush. Her mother looked a little cooler in her summer dress, which was adorned at the neck by a white lace frill, but even she had to dab the perspiration from her forehead from time to time, and frequently fluttered the black lace fan her husband had bought for her in Spain during a business trip several years before.


‘Father!’ snapped Rosie as she approached. ‘Can I have a word with you, please?’


Her parents looked up from their hands of cards with a start. ‘Why?’ asked Richard, somewhat taken aback by her tone. ‘Is something wrong?’


‘You went to see someone about me at the Home Office today,’ she said tersely. ‘I want to know why.’


‘I hardly think this is an opportune moment to discuss such things,’ replied her father. ‘We’ll have a little chat later.’


‘No, Father!’ replied Rosie firmly. ‘I have a right to know why you’re trying to interfere in my life.’


This remark did not please him. Putting down his hand of cards on the table, he took off his spectacles, and glared back at her. ‘As far as I’m concerned, Rose,’ he replied calmly but firmly, ‘at the age of eighteen, you have no rights.’ Rosie started to protest, but he raised his hand to silence her, and got up from the card table. ‘May I remind you that under the law of this land, until you come of age, you are still under my care and protection.’


‘Father!’ said Rosie, following him out of the conservatory. ‘There’s a war on. Millions of girls my age are volunteering for all sorts of jobs. Somebody has to take over from the men.’


‘Women cannot take over from men, Rose,’ he insisted. ‘They can only be there to give support.’


Rosie came straight back at him. ‘But don’t you understand, Father, that’s exactly what I’m doing. A nurse is there to help save lives.’


‘But an underage girl is not equipped to go out to the battlefield,’ retorted her father. ‘Nor should she be expected to risk her own life.’


‘Men and women are risking their lives every day of the week, Father!’


Whenever Richard Little had no enthusiasm to discuss something, he had the irritating habit of just walking away from the person he was talking to. This is what he did now. Rosie watched him, hands folded behind his back, strolling to the far end of the garden, which was now bathed in the deep red glow of a summer sunset, his shoulders broad and muscular from an active earlier life of rugby and cricket. The air was thick with humidity, mainly because of the low grey clouds, so that voices sounded dull and flat, as though talking in a small room. Although she loved him a great deal, she was only too aware that he had strong opinions and would rarely concede in an argument. But then Richard had worked hard to give his family the affluent way of life they were now used to. He had inherited the family’s porcelain business, but over the years it was he who had built it up from its small turnover into a thriving company with a fine reputation. With all this in mind, Rosie knew only too well that she had a battle on her hands. She took a deep breath and went to pursue him.


‘You know, Father,’ she said as she approached him, ‘I don’t want to go out to France. I’m just as scared as any of the other girls. But they’re so short of nurses out there, I have a duty to—’


‘Your only duty is to your own family, Rose!’ he insisted. ‘Your mother and I brought you into this world, and we’re not going to risk losing you in all that carnage. You also have a duty to your brother. He needs you, Rose. Don’t ever forget that.’


‘That’s something I could never forget, Father,’ replied Rosie, her milk-white complexion now tinged with the red glow of a fading sunset. ‘I love Christian. I’ll always be there when he needs me.’


‘Not if you’re lying dead in some muddy field in France.’


Her father’s words struck a chilling note. She flicked a cursory glance over her shoulder to see her mother anxiously watching them from the door of the conservatory. Then she slowly turned back to her father. ‘Father,’ she said, with calm resolve, ‘ever since I was a child, I’ve looked up to you; I’ve relied on you for just about everything I’ve ever wanted to know. To me, you’ve always been the most considerate and loving father a child could ever have. But I’m not a child any more. Whether I’m eighteen or twenty-one years of age, I do have a mind of my own. I now have to work things out as I see them. All I can say to you, Father, is that if you try to prevent me from going on in the Nursing Service, I shall never—’


‘Listen!’


Rosie jumped as her father’s eyes suddenly darted up towards the sky. ‘What is it?’


‘Quiet, Rose! Listen!’


Rosie looked up at the sky, where there gradually came the distant throbbing of an engine, encroaching out of sight above the low-lying clouds.


‘Oh, God!’ gasped Rosie. ‘Is it?’


‘Keep your voice down, Rose!’ said her father. ‘They can hear every little sound on the ground.’


For several moments, they stood there transfixed, hardly daring to move, eyes trying hard to pierce through the clouds. The sound, which seemed more like a motor-car engine, was getting closer and closer, louder and louder, menacing, as though it were heading straight their way.


‘It’s a Zeppelin!’ cried Rosie, her voice strangulated in the stifling evening air. ‘Father, it’s a Zeppelin!’


As she spoke, her mother called out from the conservatory, ‘Richard!’


‘Back inside!’ yelled Richard. ‘Get down to the cellar as fast as you can! Hurry, Rose! I’m going in to get Christian!’


They rushed back towards the house. Only moments later, a huge sinister shape emerged from the clouds, the tip of its nose bathed in the red hues of the dying sun. Soon, the thing evolved into a long thin cigar shape, which briefly appeared before returning into the cover of the rolling clouds. The noise of its engine was now deafening, tearing apart the peace and tranquillity of a summer evening. And as it drew closer and closer over the back garden of the Littles’ home, the deadened atmosphere in the air was such that those hurrying for cover could just hear the voices of the German crew in the gondola beneath the ‘gasbag’ high above, shouting out frenzied commands to each other, just waiting for the order to discharge their lethal cargo of bombs on to some unsuspecting target below.


In the cellar beneath the Littles’ home, everyone held his or her breath as the sound of the giant airship’s engines roared overhead, causing the very foundations of the entire road to vibrate as if shaking with abject terror. Marian offered a silent prayer, Rosie hugged Christian, burying his head protectively in her shoulder, and Richard gazed up at the ceiling, his expression grim and foreboding.


It was several minutes before the horrifying sound of the Zeppelin’s engines faded into the distance. Although shaken, the family gradually recovered, breathing a sigh of relief that, this time at least, they had been spared a devastating tragedy. But the sound of a huge explosion in the distance was proof that not everyone had been quite so lucky.




Chapter 3


The following Monday morning, Rosie, Eunice, Binnie and Megan arrived to start their field training at the Military Rehabilitation Centre at Stanmore. Situated just a short distance from London, and set in the middle of rolling green fields, the centre was staffed by several of the voluntary nursing services, including QAIMNS. A grand seventeenth-century manor house, the building had been taken over from its aristocratic owners by the War Office for the duration, and converted into a hospital where some of the more critically wounded soldiers returning from the Front could be given the best attention the authorities could provide. In its former days, the building was pleasant enough, constructed of red brick, with tall chimney stacks. The impressive interior, from which the crystal chandeliers had been removed, had oak panelling in each room, and a magnificent staircase winding up to the first floor, where most of the spacious rooms had been converted into dormitories for the casualties of war.
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