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  Chapter 1




  As the train juddered into the station, Amy Hobbs felt a little shiver of excitement. This was the beginning of perhaps the greatest adventure she would ever have. Just two

  hours ago she was in London saying goodbye to her tearful and concerned mother, and now she was in Sussex by the sea – Worthing, to be exact.




  Her journey hadn’t been without incident. The train was packed, mostly with men from the armed forces. She knew better than to ask where they were all going in such numbers. Careless

  talk costs lives had been the mantra drummed into every man, woman and child for the past four terrible years.




  The train had a corridor and separate compartments. By the time Amy climbed on board, every seat was taken and it was standing room only. Squashed beside others, she stood for a while, then sat

  on her upended suitcase. Several of the men around her seemed a bit tipsy, so Amy guessed they were on leave. Others from different regiments (she could tell from their cap badges and their much

  smarter appearance) were reporting for duty. At times, the hum of conversation was quite loud, but Amy kept herself to herself.




  She was an attractive girl with dark hair, which she had worn short since an irate woman trying to make a getaway from police custody had grabbed at her bun, pulling as hard as she could. These

  days her hair curled over the edges of her cap when she was on-duty.




  The journey passed uneventfully until, during one period when she was standing to stretch her legs, she felt a hand on her buttock. Brushing the hand away, she turned in the general direction of

  the owner, but the men on either side of her seemed impassive. Once the hand had gone, she relaxed. Obviously it was an accidental touch or she must have imagined it. She was glad she hadn’t

  embarrassed herself by making a fuss; but a few minutes later, she felt it again. This time the intention was unmistakable. The perpetrator was moving his fingers in a most intimate way along the

  crease of her bottom, heading towards the top of her leg. Amy moved away as much as the crush would allow, but the groper wasn’t about to give up easily.




  The train jolted. Amy reached down and snatched the man’s wrist firmly. He stopped feeling her, but didn’t remove his hand. She turned to glare at him and was met by an insolent

  expression. She knew then that she had to act quickly. If she merely objected to his pawing her, he would of course deny it and do his best to make her look a fool, but for the moment she had the

  element of surprise.




  ‘Take your hand away,’ she hissed. ‘I am a policewoman.’




  The man raised a seductive eyebrow. ‘Are you really?’ he whispered directly into her ear, his breath reeking of beer. ‘I love a woman in uniform.’




  She could feel him uncurling his cupped hand to begin groping her again, this time between her buttocks. Mustering every ounce of courage she had, she yanked his arm in the air and at the same

  time shouted at the top of her voice, ‘Excuse me, does this belong to someone here?’ Her voice was a tad more high-pitched than she would have wanted, but it still had the desired

  effect. For a split second everybody froze and there was a stunned silence. Her heart was in her mouth and her knees were beginning to buckle, but Amy resolutely held on to the offending arm and

  glared stonily into the red face of the soldier standing beside her.




  ‘You dirty little weasel,’ said a tall sergeant partway down the train. ‘Leave the young lady alone.’




  ‘Blokes like you want a good seeing to,’ somebody else boomed. ‘What do you think you’re up to?’




  Several men rose to her rescue, buffeting the soldier along the corridor until he reached the end of the carriage and a few well-aimed fists. Amy was congratulated on her courage and she even

  heard a few cheers: ‘Good on you, gal.’ ‘Well done, Miss.’ ‘We can do without the likes of him.’ The best reaction came from inside the compartment, where a tall

  middle-aged man with a rose in his buttonhole stood to his feet and, pulling the sliding door open, offered her his seat. He seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place where she’d

  seen him. Someone else put her suitcase in the luggage rack, and Amy passed the rest of the journey in peace and quiet.




  Outside on the platform the porter was calling, ‘Worthing, this is Worthing,’ which was very necessary because there were no signs. All road and railway signs had

  been taken down years before, in case of an invasion, although that calamity seemed far less likely these days. The war wasn’t over, but there was a real feeling that the tide had finally

  turned. The year had begun with the American President telling the world that ‘The Nazis and the Fascists have asked for it – and they are going to get it.’




  Thus it was that the invasion of Italy came in August, and by September the British Army was in Naples. Such were the horrendous atrocities perpetrated against the Italian people – not by

  the British, but by the retreating German Army – that Italy offered a full and unconditional surrender and immediately declared war against her former ally.




  The mood in the country had lightened as well. Even Jane, the cartoon character in the Daily Express, advocated, ‘Off with the old and on with the new’, although in her case

  it was more of a question of ditching the uniform and putting on some very flimsy underwear and black stockings.




  As the train slowed to a stop, a man took down a large suitcase and opened the sliding door. One of her fellow passengers lifted Amy’s suitcase down and she pushed her way through the

  crush of bodies to get to the door. As she waited for the train finally to stop, she was followed by calls of ‘Good luck, Miss’, ‘Goodbye, darlin’ and ‘All the best,

  lovey.’




  Amy had travelled light. She was wearing a smart yellow suit. The jacket had been cut down from a much larger size and made into a military-style suit without lapels, but sporting a covered

  button near each shoulder. Bomber-length, it had a fitted waist that was held together by another covered button. The knee-length skirt had a pleat in the front, and her dark-blue hat had a cascade

  of matching yellow flowers at the brim. The whole ensemble was a masterpiece, which had been lovingly created by her mother. If nothing else, the war had brought out her gift for making something

  amazing out of nothing. Amy carried a home-made blue wrapover bag in matching material and, although she had no stockings, her highly polished shoes – a rather tired pair of plain blue courts

  – made her look altogether very smart. She stepped onto the platform and the man handed Amy her small suitcase. It wasn’t heavy. It contained only a few personal belongings, including

  of course her uniform.




  The steam train gathered power and began to move off. The soldiers leaned out of the windows, waving goodbye in a way that turned the heads of people on the platform, and it was obvious that a

  few thought Amy was some sort of celebrity. With a snort of steam, the train began the rest its journey to Southampton, Bournemouth and Weymouth, while Amy headed for the exit.




  The late-afternoon sun was already fading. Within the hour it would be dark. As she stood in the orderly queue to hand in her ticket, Amy breathed in deeply. She couldn’t exactly smell the

  sea, but the air in Worthing was definitely different. It was fresher and much cleaner than that in London. As she’d travelled south, there was evidence of bomb damage everywhere, but nothing

  like the scale they’d suffered in the capital. Beginning in the afternoon on a warm, sunny autumn Saturday in September 1940, London was bombed by the Luftwaffe for an unbelievable

  fifty-seven consecutive nights. In that first raid in the dockland area, now known as Black Saturday, German bombers dropped no fewer than 625 tons of bombs, and the mood of the country was changed

  forever.




  ‘Yoo-hoo, Amy.’




  Amy jumped and spun her head. She hadn’t expected anyone to meet her and was surprised by Martha’s greeting. She’d never met her mother’s cousin before, but the small

  round-faced woman who stood before her had a strong family resemblance.




  ‘It is you, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Amy Hobbs?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Amy, putting her suitcase down and her hand out.




  The two women shook each other’s hand warmly. ‘This is Elsie, my daughter,’ said Martha, indicating a shy seven- or eight-year-old hanging around the back of her skirts.




  Amy smiled. ‘Hello, Elsie.’




  ‘Well, come along,’ said Martha, snatching up Amy’s suitcase, ‘let’s get you home and settled.’ With that, she hurried down the station steps, ignoring

  Amy’s protests that she could manage the case herself, and walked briskly into Station Approach and on towards the town.




  Martha’s cottage was on the edge of the centre of Worthing, in Wenban Road. A pretty place, it was close to the main road, a large church and the Rivoli cinema, and yet the area was very

  quiet. Her mother’s cousin pushed open the front door and pulled back the blackout curtain to let Amy through. ‘Welcome, my dear. I hope you will be very happy with us.’




  Martha’s home was neat and tidy, as shiny as a new pin and very homely. She had a small area just inside the front door where she hung their coats on the hallstand.




  ‘I have given you the room just at the top of the stairs,’ she told Amy as she looked at herself in the mirror and patted the back of her hair. ‘I’ll take you up and you

  can get yourself settled.’




  Amy followed Martha up, her footsteps muffled by the threadbare carpet on the stairs. The furniture in her room was slightly old-fashioned, but everything was beautifully kept. She had a single

  bed with a mahogany headboard and a thick floral eiderdown. There was also a chest of drawers with a free-standing mirror on the top and a needlepoint picture above it, embroidered with ‘God

  is Love’. There was a wicker chair beside a small beside table that supported an electric light.




  ‘Ooh, this is lovely,’ Amy cried.




  Her mother’s cousin smiled shyly. ‘I’ll leave you to unpack. Come down when you are ready. We eat at six.’ She turned to leave.




  ‘The toilet?’ Amy asked.




  ‘Oh, silly me,’ said Martha, stepping to one side. ‘End of the corridor.’




  Unpacking didn’t take Amy very long and she was grateful for a bathroom that enabled her to have a quick wash as well. Her mother’s home was just as well equipped, but there were

  still plenty of places where people had no bathroom and had to make do with a bowl of water on the kitchen table. Back home, when the Blitz was really bad, they’d sometimes had to resort to

  the same thing, if there had been bomb damage to the water pipes.




  She hung her uniform on the back of the bedroom door and gave it a bit of a brush with a clothes brush that she’d found at the bottom of the wardrobe. Martha had thought of everything. She

  had a bar of soap – the 4d size, not the much smaller 2d bar; a clean towel, a couple of candles and half a box of matches. Amy guessed they were there in case of a power cut. There was also

  a small pile of books. She turned them over. Regency Buck by Georgette Heyer, The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis, The A.B.C. Murders by Agatha Christie and Jamaica Inn

  by Daphne du Maurier. With the exception of perhaps The A.B.C. Murders, they weren’t really her taste, but she appreciated the kind thought.




  Back downstairs, Elsie was laying the table. The knives were the wrong way round, but Amy thought it best to ignore that. The conversation over the meal was friendly, although a little awkward

  at times. Amy knew very little about her mother’s cousin, but she soon discovered that Martha had been widowed. Her husband had been a builder, killed by a fall while dismantling a chimney.

  Seven-year-old Elsie never knew her father, who had died three months before she was born. After hearing the sad story, Amy didn’t know what to say, but Martha came to the rescue with a

  smile.




  ‘I’m quite excited to think we’re going to have a woman police officer in Worthing.’




  ‘Am I the first?’




  Martha shook her head. ‘Not exactly. We did have one in the Thirties: Policewoman Gladys Moss. She rode around the town on a motorbike, but women police officers are still quite rare in

  these parts.’




  ‘We have a hundred and fifty-three women officers in the Met,’ said Amy, ‘and eight of them are in the CID.’




  ‘CID?’ said Martha. ‘What’s does that mean?’




  ‘Criminal Investigation Department,’ said Amy with a smile. ‘They are the people who get to solve the crime.’ Little Elsie nodded as if she had understood perfectly, but

  Amy wasn’t so sure that she had, and was too tired to tackle a long explanation. ‘I hope you don’t mind if I have an early night. I have to report for duty at eight,’ she

  said. ‘Is the police station far from here?’




  ‘No distance at all,’ said Martha, clearing away the empty plates. ‘End of the road, then walk down Chapel Road, turn into Union Place on the left and head towards High Street.

  You can’t miss the Gallows.’




  Amy blinked in surprise.




  ‘Sorry,’ Martha chuckled. ‘It’s actually called Thurloe House, but we all know it as the Gallows.’




  The next morning Amy understood why. Thurloe House was rather forbidding. Built in the period of the Victorian Gothic Revival, its roof vaulting was elaborate and ornate,

  spreading outwards in three fan shapes. The brickwork was highly decorative and it had an imposing doorway, which made it look more like a Victorian school. According to Martha, it had acquired its

  rather disturbing nickname after a policeman watching from one of its windows spotted two men acting suspiciously around the shops opposite. They were arrested for ‘loitering with

  intent’, and the subsequent investigations led to both of them being convicted and eventually hanged for the murder of a Portslade businessman.




  A policeman was in deep conversation with a man at the side of the building. He had his arm around the man’s shoulder and their heads were very close together. The man was handing over an

  envelope.




  Pulling her jacket down and taking a deep breath, Amy mounted the steps and found herself in a reception area. Having stated who she was, she was asked to wait. The constable who relayed the

  message that a new policewoman had arrived was subjected to an angry tirade of abuse, before a red-faced sergeant burst through the door.




  ‘’Obbs?’ he demanded. ‘Did you say your name was ’Obbs?




  ‘Policewoman Amy Hobbs, number one hundred and forty,’ said Amy, standing smartly to her feet.




  The sergeant glared at her. ‘Who sent you here?’




  ‘Chief Inspector Duggan, sir,’ spluttered Amy. There was a pregnant pause while both of them sized each other up. ‘Of Scotland Yard,’ she added helpfully.




  ‘I am four officers down,’ said the exasperated sergeant, throwing his hands in the air, ‘and when I complain that I’m short-handed, they send me a slip of a girl who is

  of no use to man or beast.’




  He turned on his heel.




  ‘I am as good as any man, sir,’ said Amy, still standing to attention. She could feel her cheeks getting hot.




  The sergeant paused and looked as if he was about to say something, but instead marched out of the room, slamming the door behind him. She could still hear him shouting, even more so when the

  door, which had been slammed too hard, crept open again. ‘Damn and blast the man. What am I going to do with her? A woman! They’re not even real women. They’re either

  hermaphrodites or vinegary spinsters.’




  Amy glanced helplessly at the constable at the desk. ‘Give him a couple of minutes,’ he said, giving her a sympathetic smile.




  ‘Who is he?’ Amy asked.




  ‘Sergeant Goble,’ said the constable. ‘He’s sort of in charge at the moment. We’re very short-handed.’




  Amy sat back down and stared at the floor. She had never felt so disappointed. Women police officers had so little opportunity to get out and about. She could count on the fingers of one hand

  the times she’d been allowed to be part of a real case, or be in on an arrest like the one when the woman being apprehended pulled her hair. She had been really excited to come to Worthing.

  Fed up with being constantly assigned to the typing pool and doing the filing at the Met, Amy honestly believed that in a sleepy town like Worthing she might be able to climb the promotion ladder a

  lot more quickly than in London. She’d reasoned that with less competition, she would be given more opportunities to show her worth; but she hadn’t reckoned on working with someone so

  full of prejudice against women.




  A woman in nurse’s uniform came up the stairs from the cells and handed the constable at the desk a bunch of keys. She seemed vaguely familiar, but Amy couldn’t think why. She

  watched the constable hand the nurse a big book, which she signed. Then he said, ‘Goodnight, Miss.’




  ‘Shall I come and tuck you up, darling?’ said a male voice.




  Amy glanced over at the fat sergeant who had come up behind her. He was old enough to be her father, but he was chortling at his own joke as if it was very funny. He gave the nurse a light pat

  on the bottom, but she ignored him and, sticking her nose in the air, walked out of the building. ‘Oooh!’ the sergeant called after her. ‘Miss Hoity-Toity.’




  Amy frowned crossly. What was it, with these men? This was the twentieth century, for goodness’ sake. When the men went off to war, who drove the buses? Who stood alongside the ambulance

  crews during the Blitz? Who made up the shortfall in the Home Guard? Women were just as capable of felling trees and working in munitions factories as any man, so why couldn’t they do the

  same job as men in the police force, with having to put up with all that nonsense? She was intelligent, capable of logical reasoning, fit and healthy, methodical and a good observer of people

  – what more could they want? She could still hear Sergeant Goble ranting. For heaven’s sake… a woman police officer was hardly the end of the world.




  ‘I’m Philips,’ said the constable at the desk, interrupting her angry thoughts.
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