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Further praise for the Bobby Girls series

‘Written with warmth and compassion, The Bobby Girls gives fascinating insights into the lives of three courageous young women.’

Margaret Kaine, RNA award-winning author of Ring of Clay

‘This is a story that needed to be told. As a former Special Constable, I love Johanna Bell from the bottom of my heart for giving a voice to the women who first made a way for me and countless others like me – to work as real police officers in the service of our communities. Let us not forget the fight that these women had just to be allowed to put on the uniform and do what was right; in their own small way, the first Bobby Girls changed the world for women everywhere.’

Penny Thorpe, bestselling author of The Quality Street Girls

‘A well-researched and interesting story giving a great insight into early women’s policing.’

Anna Jacobs, bestselling author of the Ellindale series

‘A lovely story! The author has researched the era and the theme very well. The characters stood out on the page and through their eyes you are transported back to a different age.’

AnneMarie Brear, author of Beneath a Stormy Sky

‘I really did enjoy The Bobby Girls. It has a lovely warm feeling about it and is excellently written.’

Maureen Lee, RNA award-winning author of Dancing in the Dark



[image: Image Missing]

Johanna Bell cut her teeth on local newspapers in Essex, eventually branching into magazine journalism with stints as a features writer and then commissioning editor at Full House magazine. She now has more than sixteen years’ experience in print media. Her freelance life has seen her working on juicy real-life stories for the women’s weekly magazine market, as well as hard-hitting news stories for national newspapers and prepping her case studies for TV interviews. When she’s not writing, Johanna can be found walking her dog with her husband or playing peek-a-boo with her daughter.

To hear more from Johanna, follow her on Twitter, @JoBellAuthor and on Facebook, /johannabellauthor.
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Dear reader,

If you’re sitting down to start The Bobby Girls’ Secrets because you read and enjoyed The Bobby Girls, then I’d like to start by saying ‘thank you’. I was overwhelmed by the response to my debut and so grateful to you all.

If you’re new to the Bobby Girls series, then I’d like to say ‘welcome’. I hope you enjoy getting to know the girls as much as I’ve enjoyed developing and writing about them.

During my research for The Bobby Girls I learned about an army camp that was set up at Belton Park in Grantham during the First World War. The town doubled in size overnight with the arrival of twenty thousand troops. Female police were dispatched to help deal with all their antics and to keep an eye on the influx of so-called ‘camp followers’ who were drawn to the area.

As I read about it all, I knew that I wanted to send one of the girls there for book two. So, I was delighted when my editor agreed to let me pack Irene off for a new adventure in The Bobby Girls’ Secrets.

I find it easier to write about a location if I’ve visited it, so I booked a trip to Grantham and reached out to the town’s Civic Society for any help they might be able to give me with my research. They did not disappoint; their chairman Courtney Finn got in touch and sent me a wonderful selection of photos and facts about the town’s ‘pioneer policewoman’ Edith Smith, who served there from 1915 to 1918 and who ended up being the inspiration behind Helen’s character. 

Courtney came and met me at Grantham train station when I arrived and took me on a wonderful whistle-stop tour of all the relevant buildings and areas – many of which feature in the book. I loved being able to walk the same streets the recruits had walked during their patrols and take in the splendour of all the old buildings they frequented. It was a vital part of my research and I’m so grateful to Courtney for giving up his time and knowledge to help me.

Courtney also put me in touch with Edith Smith’s granddaughter, Margaret, who was an absolute pleasure to chat to. It was fascinating to learn more about one of the real-life ‘Bobby Girls’ from one of her relatives.

I very much enjoyed building a story around the wealth of knowledge I gained during my research into Grantham and the WPS, and I hope you enjoy The Bobby Girls’ Secrets. If when you’ve finished it you can’t wait to get back to the world of the Bobby Girls, the next instalment, Christmas with the Bobby Girls, is available to order now.
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Bethnal Green, London, April 1915

The soldier swayed violently and reached out his free hand to steady himself. Finding the wall just in the nick of time, he groaned deeply before taking a swig from the bottle clutched firmly in his other hand. He must only have been in his twenties, yet he looked to Irene as though he was weighed down by the worries of a man three times his age. It was still daylight, and she wondered if he was intoxicated from the previous evening or if he’d started drinking as soon as the sun had risen on the day.

‘Come on now, I think it’s time we got you home,’ she said firmly. The man – taller than Irene by at least a foot and possibly twice the width of her slender frame – leaned into the wall and let out a long, loud belch. Wrinkling her nose, Irene looked over her shoulder at her colleagues Maggie and Annie. 

After a rocky start, Irene Wilson, Maggie Smyth and Annie Beckett had become firm friends since joining the Women Police Service, or WPS, at the same time a few months previously. It had been an unexpected bond given their vastly different backgrounds – the only thing the three girls had in common when they met was the fact they were all in their twenties while the rest of the recruits were much older. Maggie had actually only been eighteen when she signed up, having lied about her date of birth to get past the fact that, officially, you had to be twenty-one years old to join. But now they operated like clockwork together, instinctively knowing what each other needed without the necessity of words. Irene was particularly grateful for that in this moment when, on catching her eye, Annie and Maggie stepped forward immediately to help her.

Irene took one of the soldier’s arms and placed it over her shoulder, and Maggie did the same with the other. As his body twisted round, he lost control of his legs and suddenly all his weight was on the two girls. Annie swooped in to remove the bottle from his grasp, placing it carefully on to the floor in the alley where they had found him shouting to himself about ‘the bloody Kaiser’. Then, she reached into his pocket and pulled out his identity card to find out where he lived as Irene and Maggie dragged him towards the main street.

The scenario was becoming a regular one during the girls’ patrols in Bethnal Green. More and more soldiers were coming home on leave and turning to drink to try and block out what they’d witnessed on the battlefields. When the men weren’t too drunk, they also liked to turn to the affections of the area’s prostitutes to help blow off steam – and the WPS girls’ number one priority was looking out for those women. They were also concerned with any ladies or young girls naive enough to get caught up in the excitement of being in the company of a man in uniform who was risking his life for the country. Some women were desperate to give something back to these heroes, but found they only had themselves to give. The WPS were constantly on the lookout for them, keen to swoop in and move them along before they did anything that could get them arrested and caught up in the legal system, which was set up in favour of the men. They were also tasked with protecting children and women in general in these trying times.

Having escorted the soldier home to a very concerned – and angry – wife, the three friends made their way to Bethnal Green Police Station to get changed out of their uniforms before the end of their shift at 6 p.m. The group had had a hard time settling into their roles at the station at the beginning of the year. They had found the male officers less than willing to accept them, convinced they were no more capable of carrying out their intended roles than a chocolate teapot.

But the men had been forced to take them more seriously after they had cracked the biggest burglary case any of the officers had seen for years. The girls had discovered who the culprit was purely by chance – not that they would ever admit that to anyone else, of course. As a result, the men at the station had reluctantly accepted them, although they still didn’t exactly go out of their way to support them.

The dowager whose jewels had been stolen was so grateful that she had given the girls a cash reward as well as donating money to the WPS. They had immediately decided to pool their money and move into a flat together. They had been tempted by a three-bed in an impressive block in Bethnal Green, to save the journey to the station every day. But although the building was far grander than the horrible little room in a tenement block nearby that Irene had been stuck in for so long, she felt like she needed to move out of the area entirely. And all three girls had agreed it would be preferable to live a good distance away from the area they were patrolling. It wouldn’t do well to bump into people they had previously reprimanded while out for a pleasant stroll.

After devoting all their free time to looking for the perfect place, they’d begun to despair. Then they had stumbled upon a flat in the Peabody Trust’s Camberwell Green Estate and it had been love at first sight for all of them. Within two weeks of their adventure with the dowager’s jewels, they were moving their belongings into their new flat. 

When Irene had first come across the Boundary Estate – the area in Bethnal Green the friends spent most of their time patrolling – she had been struck by the big brick buildings and beautiful shared open spaces. She had never dreamed that she would one day end up living somewhere similar. Now she was, and every day she was grateful for the way that her luck had turned. 

Before the move, Maggie had briefly stayed with Irene in her tiny room in Bethnal Green. Irene had stepped in to help when Maggie’s father had thrown her out of their big family home in Kensington. It had been a brave move for Irene, who up until that point had been hiding her poor means from her better-off friends in the name of pride. But Maggie and Annie hadn’t judged her as she’d feared. If anything, the revelation had made her feel closer to them both. And, to Irene’s surprise, neither she nor Maggie had struggled sharing a bed or such a small living space. In fact, they had both found it quite comforting. Since moving into the new flat, it had taken some time for her to get used to living somewhere with so much space – they even had their own sink and lavatory, a luxury Irene had never been lucky enough to experience before. 

Even with the cash from the dowager, she and Maggie were working factory shifts around the WPS work to pay their way, but they both felt it was worth it. Annie’s middle-class family were covering her share of the rent. Her father had insisted she invest her money from the dowager so she had something of her own to put towards a new life with her fiancé Richard when he returned from the war. Seeing as she wasn’t doing extra work on top of their patrols like the other two, she was in charge of keeping the place clean and tidy and often went on a cleaning spree while her two friends were at the factory. She had confided to Irene that it helped her pass the time while she was in the flat on her own and stopped her worrying too much about Richard. The girls had been in their new home for just over a month now and the set-up felt perfect.

‘I’ll see you both later tonight,’ Irene said as she let her dark brown hair loose from its ponytail and tied up her shoes. It always felt good to swap her clunky WPS boots for her daintier footwear. She found the uniform as a whole cumbersome, but she had to admit that it did a good job in commanding the public’s respect. 

‘That dress looks wonderful on you,’ Maggie sighed. ‘Frank’s parents will love you.’ 

Irene smiled gratefully and felt a wave of anticipation pass through her. She didn’t own any nice clothes. All her dresses were worn and tatty, so Annie had loaned her a pretty navy-blue number. It was a little on the large side for Irene, but she had to admit she felt good in it. She hadn’t thought it possible for clothes to change the way she felt until she had slipped on her WPS uniform. That smart, navy-blue tunic-style jacket and ankle-length skirt made her feel important, even if it wasn’t the most comfortable. And now this dress was helping boost her confidence ahead of this very important meeting.

Irene thought she’d hit the jackpot when PC Frank Bird kissed her following the arrest of the jewellery thief six weeks previously. She had taken a liking to the constable as soon as she’d laid eyes on him when he was charged with showing the girls around their new patch in Bethnal Green. He had been the only officer to show them any kindness when they’d first arrived, and he had made her laugh. But, convinced he wouldn’t be interested in someone with her background, she had refused to act on her feelings despite Maggie’s best attempts to make her. Then, Frank had literally swept Irene off her feet with the passionate embrace following the arrest, and they had immediately started courting.

So far, Frank had taken Irene to the picture house, various dances and even out for dinner. She didn’t have much spare time between patrolling and her factory shifts, but although she was exhausted, she felt like the luckiest girl alive with someone like him doting on her. Now, he wanted her to meet his parents and she was full of excited angst about it. It was a big step in the right direction – but what if they didn’t approve of their policeman son stepping out with someone who was working in a factory on the side to pay her rent? 

Frank had had the day off, so rather than meeting at the police station they were due to meet at Covent Garden tube station to walk to the restaurant together. When Irene made it to the meeting point at the station entrance, she was surprised to find Frank wasn’t already waiting for her. He was normally so prompt because he hated the idea of her waiting for him anywhere alone. Looking up and down the street, she pulled her thin jacket tighter around her body. It wasn’t exactly cold, but there was a light breeze and she wasn’t much used to standing in the same spot for too long as patrolling meant almost constantly being on the go. There was a man selling newspapers at a stand next to her, so Irene decided to check the time – maybe she was ahead of schedule. But her heart dropped when he revealed she was right on time.

‘Not been stood up have you, love?’ the man joked lightly.

‘Not likely,’ Irene replied confidently, wandering a few steps away from him again to wait. Frank must have been held up, she reasoned.

‘Want a newspaper to pass the time?’ the man shouted over to her.

‘Oh, I won’t be waiting long,’ she smiled, but she felt unease stir inside her. Then she silently chided herself for doubting Frank. He had never given her any reason to expect so little of him. There was sure to be a reasonable explanation, and he was certain to turn up soon, she told herself.

An hour later, Irene was shivering and she was starting to give in to the doubt again. She was facing away from the newspaper seller now as she couldn’t bear the sympathetic looks he kept throwing in her direction. As another couple greeted each other before going happily on their way, Irene decided it was time to give up. But just as she was about to walk back into the station, she saw Frank’s head bobbing along in a crowd coming towards her. Relief rushed through her as she raised her hand to wave to him – swiftly followed by disappointment and embarrassment when she realised the man walking towards her was a stranger with the same floppy hair and slim frame as Frank. A group of girls nearby started laughing and Irene was certain they were cruelly mocking her. 

That’s it, she told herself, enough is enough. And with that, she turned on her heel and started the long walk home – too close to tears to get back on the tube and risk breaking down in front of strangers.

Fighting back the tears that were threatening to pour down her cheeks, Irene wondered whether Frank had finally realised this thing between them couldn’t go any further. Was he too embarrassed to introduce her to his parents, after all? That had always been her fear. Furiously wiping tears from under her eyes, she scolded herself for being so silly as to believe someone like Frank could ever be serious about someone like her. What had she been thinking? She’d been swept up in it all, encouraged along by Maggie and Annie. She tutted to herself as she remembered how they’d worked together to boost her confidence before the first few dates she’d had with Frank – when she had been so nervous she’d almost called everything off. 

Her friends had meant well, of course, but in the end they’d just added to her inevitable heartbreak. She couldn’t be cross at them, though – they came from different backgrounds and they had no experience of being treated like a second-class citizen. They didn’t realise how different it was for someone like her. She was angry with herself, more than anything, for failing to put a stop to the whole thing before her feelings had grown too strong. She had been so naive.

Pushing the front door open, all Irene wanted to do was get into bed and hide under the covers where she could let all her emotions out without anybody bearing witness to her weakness. But, of course, Maggie and Annie rushed to her side, confused as to why she was home so early.

‘What happened?’ Maggie exclaimed.

‘Are you all right?’ Annie asked, taking Irene’s arm and leading her into the sitting room.

As they guided her to the sofa, Irene broke down. She hated crying in front of anybody – even her closest two friends. But she was just too overcome with emotion when she saw the concern on their faces to hold it in any longer. Maggie rushed off to make Irene a cup of tea while Annie tried to comfort her. Irene managed to explain, through sobs, that Frank had stood her up.

‘He won’t get away with this,’ Maggie raged when she came in with the steaming drink for Irene. Her normally pale complexion had reddened, and her blue eyes were wide with rage.

Irene didn’t have the energy to sit and analyse what might have caused Frank to change his mind about her, and she decided to head to bed early. Part of her was hopeful she’d wake up tomorrow and find it had all been a bad dream. Or maybe she’d discover his bus had broken down, or his parents had been taken ill. Anything had to be better than the possibility that he was too ashamed of her to introduce her to his family. 

She didn’t get much sleep that night, and her friends didn’t push her to make conversation on their bus ride into the station the following morning. When they walked into reception, Irene looked around anxiously and didn’t know whether to be happy or sad when she didn’t see any sign of Frank. 

The three of them stopped in shock when they walked into the side-room the girls had been given as a place to rest and change and found Frank sat at the desk with his head in his hands. He didn’t seem to realise they had joined him, so Annie let out a cough and his head snapped up to reveal red, puffy eyes. A look of sorrow spread across his face as his gaze fell upon Irene. She suddenly felt sorry for him when she saw how distraught he looked, and she felt Maggie backing down and stepping back. It was clear to all of them that there was more to this than they had previously thought.

‘We’ll leave you to it,’ Annie whispered as she and Maggie shuffled out of the room together.

‘Well?’ Irene managed as she walked over to stand in front of Frank. She had decided to give him the benefit of the doubt and let him explain after seeing the state he was in, but she still felt hurt.

‘It’s about … a girl I used to know,’ he muttered. He got to his feet and ran his hands through his hair as he paced up and down the room anxiously. 

‘What about this girl?’ Irene almost spat.

‘We parted ways just before I met you and I honestly thought that was the end of it,’ Frank explained. ‘I was blown away when I laid my eyes on you and I didn’t think of her again – not even once. But, well …’ he stared at the floor, his eyes wide. Irene couldn’t figure out whatever could have happened – but whatever it was, he was clearly still in shock about it.

‘Is she all right?’ she asked him tentatively. He raised his head then, looking at her for the first time since Maggie and Annie had left the room. He smiled warmly, but there was a sadness behind his eyes.

‘Yes, she, erm … she’s fine,’ he replied quietly. 

Irene was beginning to get agitated now – first he stood her up and now he was dragging out giving her the reason why. She couldn’t stand it any longer. Just as she was about to demand an answer, he blurted it out. ‘She’s with child,’ he spluttered, staring at the floor again and going beetroot red.

Irene placed her hand on the desk to steady herself.

‘My child,’ he continued. ‘She turned up at my place last night just as I was leaving to meet you. I didn’t have any way of getting word to you. I’m so sorry. I haven’t slept a wink,’ he added as he sat down and put his head in his hands again.

He didn’t need to say anything else. Irene knew exactly what was coming next. Frank was a decent man – it was one of the things she adored about him. He wasn’t the kind of person who would dismiss this kind of responsibility or abandon a child. He would make an honest woman out of his former lover and they would live happily ever after with their beautiful baby. The thought of it brought a tear to Irene’s eye.

‘Don’t worry, I understand,’ Irene whispered as she turned to leave.

‘Please, don’t go yet,’ Frank blurted, jumping up after her and grabbing hold of her arm just as she reached the door. Irene turned to face him. ‘Can’t we talk about this?’ he pleaded, staring longingly into her eyes. Her knees trembled as she felt the familiar pang of longing that she always got when she was this close to him. Then she pushed him away.

‘There’s nothing to discuss,’ she said firmly before leaving the room and walking straight out of the station. Annie and Maggie caught up with her further down the road. Once she managed to fill them in, they sent her home and promised to cover for her with Chief Constable Sadwell. 

‘We’ll tell him you have “women’s problems”,’ Annie suggested. That one always got them ushered out of his office so quickly that their feet hardly touched the ground. Irene normally enjoyed picturing the chief’s face turning crimson and panicking at the mention, but today her thoughts were consumed with sorrow. Things hadn’t even really started with Frank, not properly, yet she had developed strong feelings for him. The fact that she had allowed herself to hope for a happy future together had been a big leap of faith for her – it wasn’t something she took lightly. She didn’t normally let anybody in. She had only just started to open up to Maggie and Annie, and that had taken a long time. Frank had made her feel safe enough to allow herself to be vulnerable with him, and now her heart was broken.

By the time she got home, she had switched from upset to angry – but not with Frank. She was furious with herself. She had spent all her adult life working hard to keep romantic feelings pushed deep down inside of her. She’d watched so-called love destroy her mother years ago, and she had resolved to never fall under its spell. Silly girl, thinking someone would come and sweep you off your feet when you know these things always end in heartache, she scolded herself. 
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A week later, Irene had slowly started to feel better about the situation. She hadn’t seen Frank since she’d walked out of the station following his revelation. He had immediately taken some last-minute leave to prepare to receive his new wife after the wedding which, according to some of the station’s biggest gossips, had been arranged to take place in a few weeks’ time. The haste was apparently due to his mother’s wish that her new daughter-in-law wasn’t ‘showing’ too much when she walked down the aisle. 

Irene had found it easy to convince herself she wasn’t upset about losing Frank when she hadn’t had to see him every day. But now she was on the bus on her way to the station with Annie and Maggie in the knowledge he was due back on duty, and she was worried all her old feelings would come flooding back as soon as she laid eyes on him. 

‘How are you feeling?’ Maggie asked tentatively. Until now, both her friends had respected Irene’s wishes and neither had spoken Frank’s name over the past week. They hadn’t even mentioned the break-up at all. Irene turned her head to stare out of the window as the bus pulled away from their stop. She knew that if she looked at her friend, the tears she was working her hardest to keep in would explode out of her. 

As the bus made its way out of Camberwell Green, Maggie quickly changed the subject by suggesting they pick up some jellied eels for Sal on the Boundary Estate. Sal was the matron’s assistant at the estate’s central laundry. She knew everyone and always had the freshest take on a scandal. Her lips were even looser if she had been treated to her favourite snack. Irene nodded along, grateful for the distraction. That was one of the things she loved about Maggie – despite her naturally inquisitive nature, she knew she wouldn’t push her on it. 

When they walked into their room at the station, Irene’s heart sunk when she saw Frank standing in the corner, waiting. All the old feelings she had worked hard to push aside over the last week came rushing back and hit her square in the gut.

‘We’ll get changed in the toilets,’ Annie whispered as she hurriedly collected up her uniform and made her way back out of the room, and Irene silently thanked her for her discretion and thoughtfulness. Maggie, on the other hand, hadn’t moved an inch. Irene stared at her pointedly, but she still wasn’t getting the message. Despite her sadness, Irene suppressed a laugh – Maggie was obviously dying to know what Frank had to say now he was back. Annie rushed back in, scooped up Maggie’s uniform and grabbed her arm on the way back out, pulling her out of the room with her this time. Irene closed the door behind them and sat down at the desk, motioning for Frank to take the chair opposite. 

‘I’m so sorry about all of this,’ Frank said sadly.

‘You don’t need to apologise,’ she smiled. ‘You and I were never anything anyway,’ she shrugged. 

‘How can you say that?’ he replied, looking hurt. 

Irene felt a pang in her chest. Was that love? Was that what it felt like when you saw the person you loved in pain? She pushed the thoughts aside. 

‘I know it hadn’t been that long,’ Frank continued, ‘but we had something special, Irene, and I know you felt it too.’

‘What does it matter now?’ she said louder than she had anticipated, trying to stay strong.

‘You have to know that I really liked – I like you,’ Frank said, leaning forward on the desk and gently placing his hands on top of her own.

‘Don’t talk nonsense. Nothing can ever happen. You have a family to think about now,’ Irene snapped, pulling her hands away sharply. 

Frank flopped back in the chair, looking defeated. ‘I know,’ he sighed. ‘I just wanted you to know that I really saw us going somewhere and I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance.’

‘Me too,’ Irene said quietly. ‘But let’s just pretend that nothing ever happened – it will be easier that way,’ she added, serious now. 

Frank looked hurt again and it took Irene everything she had not to take back what she’d said. The last thing she wanted to do was to forget her time with Frank, but she had to shut it all out to protect herself.

‘Right, well, I’ll leave you to get changed before the others come back,’ he said awkwardly, getting up and walking across the room to the door. Irene found herself wishing he had done something nasty to end their relationship. She had a feeling she was going to struggle being around him when he was such a decent chap. If only she had been right, and he had been too embarrassed by her to introduce her to his parents. It would have stung, of course, but it would have made it a lot easier for her to hate him and move on.

When Annie and Maggie joined Irene back in the room, she filled them in on her conversation with Frank. ‘And that’s the end of it,’ she said sternly, looking Maggie in the eyes. Her friend nodded her understanding and Irene breathed a sigh of relief that she understood it wasn’t to be spoken about again. 

‘Right – jellied eels!’ Maggie declared in a determinedly cheerful voice, skipping out of the room. Irene had to laugh. If there was anything that was going to take her mind off her heartache at seeing Frank again it was a day with her best friends and watching Sal devour her favourite snack in her disgusting, fascinating way.

The girls ended up having a busy morning, which was good for Irene as it meant she didn’t have any time to think about Frank. They managed to get to the Boundary laundry just in time for Sal’s tea break, and she got her helper Mary to go back in and fetch them a cup each when she spotted them walking over. Sal had offered to take Mary in a few months back when the girls had asked for her help in getting her away from a life of prostitution. Mary had flourished under Sal’s care and seeing how well she was doing always made Irene feel warm inside, even on a tough day like today.

‘Awww, this’ll go perfect with me cuppa tea,’ Sal beamed, rubbing her hands in anticipation as Maggie produced the paper parcel they’d picked up from the fish shop on the way. The girls had got used to watching Sal gobble down the eels they brought along for her, but the sight still left each of them speechless. As she tucked some stray hairs behind her ear and shoved a handful into her mouth, Mary came back with the tea. It was a welcome interruption and Irene gladly moved her gaze away from Sal.

‘Thank you,’ she smiled gratefully, taking one of the drinks. Sal’s cups of tea had kept the girls going through the harsh weather earlier in the year. Although the temperature was warming up now, they were still always thankful for the refreshment.

‘How are you getting on?’ Annie asked Mary as Sal noisily made her way through a second mouthful of fish.

‘Tell ’em about Glenda Barlow,’ Sal interrupted, her voice muffled through the half-chewed eels.

‘Ah, she wants you to go and have a word with her youngest,’ Mary explained as Sal nodded encouragingly. ‘She’s worried about her falling into bad ways. She keeps staying out late and talking about men in uniform. I had a go, to try and scare her by telling her what happened to me. She seemed worried at the time, but her mother says it’s not done the trick – she’s still up to no good from what she can tell.’ Mary looked disappointed.

‘It was good of you to try and I’m sure you helped,’ Maggie offered, placing a reassuring hand on the girl’s arm.

‘Yes, maybe your advice coupled with a chat with us will be just what she needs to get her back on track,’ Annie added positively.

‘That’s what I told ’er!’ Sal shouted and bits of spittle spurted out of her mouth and on to the floor just by Irene’s feet. Irene smiled as Sal wiped her face with her sleeve. Sal didn’t give a hoot what anybody thought of her and never changed her behaviour for anyone – she would have spoken with her mouth full in front of the Queen. Irene wished she could be like that. She knew she wasted too much time worrying about what other people thought about her, but she just couldn’t seem to stop herself.

After bidding farewell to Mary and Sal, the girls had another walk around Boundary before heading to the Taplock block on the estate, which was where the Barlows lived. Home visits were getting to be quite regular for them now that the families in the area knew a bit more about them and were used to them patrolling. 

Increasingly, mothers were calling on them to guide their younger children in the right direction. With so many men off training or fighting, many children had a new sense of freedom and no men to answer to, and the women were struggling to keep them in check. Often a friendly word of warning from the three of them when they were in uniform was enough to deter the little ones from getting into any more trouble. Although there were a few families they had ended up visiting on more than one occasion. Irene much preferred those visits to the ones like the one they were just about to make. She found discussing young women’s morals and inappropriate behaviour with their mothers extremely uncomfortable.

Mrs Barlow opened the door looking tense, but when she saw who it was she visibly relaxed. The girls had become used to an array of reactions when people spotted their uniforms. Mostly they were accepted and respected now, especially by the women. Occasionally they faced problems, but that was normally when the person in question was up to no good and upset at being asked to stop. Men were often outraged at being confronted in delicate situations and were prone to taking a swing, but that was where the girls’ ju-jitsu training came into play. Some of the prostitutes they ran into could also get quite lively. Irene thought that was understandable really when their livelihood was being threatened. But they found the women were mostly grateful for being moved on without punishment. 

They hadn’t yet run into anyone as violent as the man who had thrown Maggie in front of a moving car just two months ago. That run-in had certainly hardened them all. It meant they were always on their guard, even if the situation at first seemed safe. The brute who attacked Maggie had never been found and Irene was still angry about it, but she was jolted back to the present by Mrs Barlow’s voice.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ the older woman was saying, drying her hands on her apron. Her black hair was scraped back into a bun and her eyes looked drained and tired. Irene could hear children playing in the room behind her.

‘You lot! Out!’ Mrs Barlow bellowed, making Irene jump. Immediately, four boys raced through the door at speed and pushed past the girls, shouting at each other and laughing before jumping their way down the stairs. When the block’s main door slammed shut below them, Mrs Barlow closed her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘We’ll be able to hear ourselves think now,’ she said. She gestured for the girls to follow her into the flat, adding, ‘I love my boys, but they don’t half cause a din.’ She stopped just outside the living room. 

‘It’s my Rosie I want you to talk to,’ she whispered. ‘I think she’s getting her head turned by soldiers in their uniform.’ She peered into the living room before pulling the door to, leaving them all standing in the dark hallway. ‘I’m ever so worried she’ll ruin her reputation,’ she added, looking concerned. ‘I don’t think she’s done anything wrong, though – oh darn, I don’t want to get her into trouble, maybe this was a bad idea …’ She wrung her hands, clearly panicking.

‘Don’t worry,’ Annie said kindly. ‘We’re not here to hand out any punishments. Even if your Rosie has done something she shouldn’t have done already, it doesn’t matter to us. We’re only interested in making sure it doesn’t go any further. We don’t want her to get herself into a muddle she can’t get out of any more than you do.’ 

Looking relieved, Mrs Barlow smiled and opened the door to lead the group in to meet her daughter. The morning sun was lighting up the whole room, but the teenager sitting on the sofa had a face like thunder. She scowled as Irene, Maggie and Annie sat down next to her on her mother’s instructions.

‘Rosie, these ladies are from the WPS,’ Mrs Barlow said gently. Rosie’s face did not soften on hearing the introduction.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Mrs Barlow said quietly, backing out of the room nervously.

‘You gonna try and scare me like that other girl did?’ Rosie asked, looking bored. ‘Ain’t nuffin’ to do with you what I get up to, long as I’m not breaking any laws.’ She stared at them defiantly.

‘We just want to make sure you don’t break any laws,’ Irene said, trying to keep the conversation friendly despite Rosie’s obvious hostility. ‘We know it’s easy to get swept up when you think about what soldiers are sacrificing for us and the country.’ 

Rosie’s face softened, and she smiled for the first time.

‘I’m in awe of ’em,’ she said, looking suddenly emotional. ‘Mam’s daft if she thinks I’m gonna start letting ’em have their wicked way with me. She really has got it wrong.’ Rosie laughed softly to herself, and Irene felt herself relaxing. Maybe this wouldn’t be the challenge she had first expected. ‘I meet ’em and I just wanna give ’em a bit of comfort before they go off to fight,’ Rosie added. 

‘And by comfort you mean …?’ Maggie asked cautiously. 

‘A cuddle and a chat,’ Rosie replied, laughing again. ‘Besides the fact I know you get arrested for going on the game, I’ve never even kissed a boy, let alone charged one for that or more!’ She stopped and started picking at her cuticles nervously. ‘I think it’s probably my fault Mam called you here, though, and I do think I should say sorry for wasting your time.’ The girls waited patiently until Rosie looked up sheepishly and explained, ‘I quite enjoy teasin’ her, and I might’ve got a bit carried away with it all. I was that offended when she first told me what she thought I might be up to – it was as if she didn’t know me at all!’ 

Irene felt sorry for her. It was bad enough to be accused of such a thing, but for your own family to suggest it must have hurt. 

‘I was upset she could think that of me,’ Rosie continued. ‘I could see how much the not knowing was getting to her, so I played along a little and had some japes doin’ and sayin’ things that would get her worried. It was just a bit of fun and I thought that girl from the laundry would be the last of it – I didn’t think she’d actually get the pollies round to give me a talking to!’

‘Don’t worry,’ Annie said through giggles – they were all laughing now, and Rosie looked relieved. ‘We’re just happy you know what’s what and we don’t have to worry about you getting yourself into any trouble.’

‘But go easy on your mother,’ Irene added gently. ‘The poor woman has enough on her plate with those brothers of yours without you giving her more to stress about.’ 

Rosie nodded. She agreed to tell her mother the truth to put her mind at ease, and then got up to show the girls out of the living room. Mrs Barlow was waiting at the front door.

‘You’ve nothing to fret over with that one,’ Irene said as she looked back to give Rosie a knowing glance. ‘But you could give her a few more chores to keep her busy,’ she suggested, meeting the teenager’s outraged scowl with a playful wink and waving goodbye.

Walking back through Boundary, Irene felt positive and happy again. But her heart started fluttering as they made their way back to the station for lunch. Looking around uneasily as they approached the reception desk, she found that she was desperate to catch a glimpse of Frank, but at the same time determined not to see him to save herself the pain of it. Getting over this man was turning out to be a lot harder than she had anticipated – maybe she wasn’t as tough as she thought. 

It turned out that Frank was out making an arrest, so Irene was able to eat her sandwich and get back out on patrol in relative calm. She felt bright for the rest of the afternoon, but the feeling of dread crept up on her again as they made their way back to the station to clock off and get changed. When she spotted Frank standing at reception, her nerves made her feel physically sick. Every time she saw him, she was reminded of what she had lost.

‘Busy day?’ he asked as she hurried past. Before everything had fallen apart, they would have all stopped to talk to him. Irene would have revelled in telling him about their visit to Rosie and the girl’s cheeky ways getting her mother into a spin. But now she couldn’t bring herself to even look at him. How could she laugh and joke with him when she felt so sad about losing him? Maggie and Annie stuck with her, and they changed out of their uniforms in their room in silence. They were due to meet their friend Sarah and as they rushed back out of the station, Irene was grateful for the distraction from the awkward encounter with Frank.
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When the girls made it to the tea room to meet Sarah Brown, she was already waiting with a steaming pot and four cups. Sarah grinned as the three of them made their way to the table and said their hellos. They had all met during training. The foursome had just started growing close when Sarah’s secret eyesight problems had been discovered and, subsequently, she had been thrown out of the organisation. She had been angry at first, but as a writer at The Vote magazine, she had thrived back at her main job and had even been promoted.

‘So, come on, what have you been up to since I last saw you?’ Sarah asked eagerly as she poured the tea. 

As Maggie and Annie filled Sarah in on their latest news, Irene excused herself to freshen up. She knew her friends would seize the opportunity to share what had happened with Frank while she was out of earshot and she was glad to give them that chance if it meant Sarah didn’t ask her directly about him. As she walked back to the table a few minutes later, the conversation died down and Irene was greeted with carefully blank faces. Her plan had obviously worked.

‘Have you heard the latest about Grantham?’ Sarah asked in a falsely cheerful voice. Happy to have a fresh topic to discuss, Irene smiled and shook her head.

‘Well, they’ve dropped the curfew at last,’ Sarah revealed.

‘Thank goodness for that,’ Maggie exclaimed. The recruits sent to patrol in Grantham, where a massive army camp had been set up, had caused a stir by helping police officers enforce a curfew against ‘women of loose character’ between 6 p.m. and 7 a.m. early in 1915. Nina, one of the founders of the Women Police Volunteers, as it was originally called, had strongly disagreed with this, arguing that the point of the organisation was to help women, not constrain and control them – and Irene, Maggie and Annie agreed with her. The other founder Margaret, however, had supported and defended the Grantham recruits’ work. Nina had demanded that Margaret resign from her position, but this just ruffled Margaret’s feathers and in response she had called a meeting of the whole corps, where she put the case to a vote.

Irene and the girls had assumed everyone would agree with Nina, but were dismayed to discover that they were the only three to vote with her. As commandant of the WPV, Margaret had had a lot more contact than Nina with the recruits and Irene wondered if that had gone in her favour when it came down to the vote. She hoped that was the case instead of the alternative explanation, which was that all their fellow recruits were on a moral crusade rather than trying to help women. Nina was ousted and Margaret took over the reins, reforming the group as the Women Police Service. 

Following the burglary, Irene, Maggie and Annie had come up with the idea of asking Sarah to write a regular column for the paper about what they got up to on patrol, to get the word out about how valuable the recruits were. It had never got off the ground, though, because Nina was The Vote’s editor, and understandably wasn’t keen on the idea of supporting the WPS in her paper. But Sarah loved hearing about their patrol work so much that they met regularly to catch up anyway. 

The girls had felt uncomfortable being a part of the WPS while the curfew was still in place, so this news from Sarah was most welcome.

‘Of course, the recruits in Grantham are still insisting they only went along with it in the first place to prove it wouldn’t work,’ Sarah continued. ‘It’s laughable, really. It actually made the problems there worse – women were entertaining more soldiers and drinking more alcohol in their own homes than they did on the streets. The curfew just forced the problem underground. I think they only lifted it because Nina kept protesting after she left, and she had a lot of backing from other suffragettes outside of the organisation. It’s a shame they only backed down once she was gone.’

‘Hopefully they’ll get back to patrolling how they’re meant to now,’ Annie said hopefully. ‘They should be looking out for the welfare of the women and girls in the town, not conducting witch-hunts and locking them up in their homes.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Sarah sighed. ‘From what I’ve heard it’s still been very much a case of “them and us” between the prostitutes and the recruits there. An awful lot of them are ending up straight in court instead of being warned and moved on or given any advice on other ways to get by.’ 

Irene felt herself growing frustrated as she thought about how the prostitutes were being treated in Grantham. They were people too and they deserved to be treated fairly. There were all sorts of reasons women ended up selling themselves, and she was pretty certain none of them did it because they wanted to. Some had even been forced into it. She had seen first-hand when she was younger how that happened. Don’t think about it, she chided herself before turning her attention back to her friends. 

‘Anyway, the biggest news is that the original recruits who helped impose the curfew have been moved on to Hull. They’ve got some new women there now, and they’re still looking for more.’ Sarah said. ‘Hopefully, their new volunteers have a different way of thinking. Preferably women who won’t be inclined to support the heavy-handed police like the old lot did.’ 

Irene wasn’t so sure, though. All the other recruits had voted for Margaret who was in favour of the curfew, after all – even if she did claim that was only to prove it didn’t work.

‘Well, good luck to whoever has the misfortune of landing that role,’ Maggie scoffed, before taking a large glug of tea. Her long blond hair fell across her face and she flicked it back before adding, ‘I can’t think of anything worse than trying to win over prostitutes in a town where they’ve been let down so badly.’

‘True,’ Sarah sighed. ‘But a big draw of the job is that it’s a paid one.’

‘Really?’ Irene exclaimed, blushing when the others turned to stare at her. ‘I mean, I didn’t realise anyone in the WPS got paid,’ she added quietly, shrinking back in her chair. 

Sarah flashed her an understanding smile. ‘They’re not paid by the police,’ she explained. ‘The money comes from a voluntary committee called the Association for the Help and Care of Girls. They’re also given lodgings in the town. So, it may be a tough job but there are definitely some perks to it.’

Sarah’s comments stayed with Irene as she made her way home with Maggie and Annie later that evening. She couldn’t stop thinking about the women up in Grantham and the short shrift they were getting from the WPS. Surely it was only going to continue, even though the original recruits had been replaced. But what if someone who was sympathetic to them was posted there? Would one friendly face be enough to make a difference? Could that person change the attitudes of the other recruits? Could that person be her? 

‘Come on, slowcoach, or we’ll miss the bus!’ Maggie called back to her, shaking Irene back to reality, and she hurried to catch up. 

Lying in bed that evening, Irene found her mind wandering back to the idea she’d had earlier that day. It was madness, of course. The last thing she wanted to do was to leave her new life with her best friends. They had only just settled into their new flat, and she finally had somewhere she felt happy calling ‘home’, as well as solid friendships she could truly rely on.

But at the same time, she knew she would never forgive herself if she didn’t take the opportunity to try and make things better for the prostitutes in Grantham. What if someone had done that when her family had needed help all those years ago? Would she have been spared from going through everything she had been through since? Would her family still be together now? 

Then there was the question of money. Despite Dowager Parsons’ generous reward after the burglary, Irene was still having to work factory shifts around her WPS patrols to cover her share of the rent. If she was posted there, she would be free of the financial worries currently weighing on her and able to focus purely on helping the women. She might even be able to finally afford to send money to her aunt Ruth in Sheffield – something she had been desperate to do ever since she had got her first job.

She wouldn’t have her best friends by her side, of course. Annie and Maggie were horrified by the goings-on in Grantham so she was certain they would never go with her. Not only that, but Annie had her family in London and her fiancé Richard would be returning here when on leave from the army. And Maggie had just managed to organise visits to her mother without her father’s knowledge. With her brother Eddie due to finish his training soon and head off to the front line, Maggie would never move away and leave her mother completely alone with her father. But Irene knew she couldn’t stay just for them. Her friends would be fine without her, whereas there were a lot of women she could help in Grantham.

One other person she would be leaving behind was Frank. But maybe that was just what she needed? During the past week, she thought she had come to terms with the fact that whatever they’d had was over. But seeing him again today had hit her hard. She knew that with time it would get easier to be around him – but did she really want to continue working at Bethnal Green while he was filling everyone in on his wedding plans and gushing over his newborn? 

Everyone at the station had known about their courtship, and his baby news had spread quickly – along with all the gossip over his mother pushing for a speedy wedding. She knew they would all be talking about her heartbreak, too. She felt like everyone was watching her, waiting for a reaction and feeling sorry for her, which she just couldn’t bear. Surely it would get harder and harder for her in the coming weeks and months. The distance was probably just what she needed to expel the last remaining feelings she had for Frank.

With her mind racing, Irene was struggling to get to sleep. As she thought about the possibility of waking up somewhere else, hundreds of miles away from her friends, a single tear ran down her cheek. They hadn’t been living together for all that long, but having them close made her so happy. Living with Annie and Maggie, she found that she finally felt she belonged after so long feeling like an outsider and alone. These girls were like family to her. 

But one of the main reasons Irene had joined was to help women who needed to escape a life on the streets. She felt an almost physical urge to get involved whenever she thought about what was going on in Grantham. She couldn’t ignore it. Even if she couldn’t get the more militant WPS members to ease off on prostitutes, she could at least take the place of someone who might have those harsh views – and that was better than doing nothing. Maybe it would go some way towards making her feel better about what happened in her own family all those years ago. If she could save just one family from a similar fate, then it would be worth it.

Finally, after hours of fretting, Irene resolved that it was worth the sacrifice and she would put herself forward for the post in Grantham. She felt a shiver run down her spine as she tried to predict how her friends would react to her decision. They didn’t know her background so they wouldn’t understand her need to do this. And despite the closeness she felt to them, she wasn’t ready to tell them her deepest secrets – things she had never told anybody.

But there was no need to rock the boat just yet. She was only putting herself forward. She might not even get picked to go. She didn’t want to upset them unnecessarily. Deciding that there was no need to tell them unless it was definitely going to happen, Irene drifted off to sleep, hoping she was doing the right thing.

The girls were working a night shift the following day, so they all enjoyed sleeping in late in the morning. When Irene opened her eyes, Maggie was already sitting at the end of the bed, ready to start the day.

‘Come on,’ she giggled as Irene stretched out her arms and then rubbed her eyes. They were always awake before Annie and took great joy in bursting into her room and jumping on her bed to wake her. Annie joked it was like living with two small children. Irene slipped out of bed and ran after Maggie, who was already at Annie’s door.

‘One,’ Maggie giggled quietly.

‘Two,’ whispered Irene.

‘Three!’ they shouted together before pushing the door open and both taking a running leap on to Annie’s bed. Annie opened her eyes and looked up at them, startled, as they landed together in a heap, then she groaned and pulled the cover over her head.

‘Could you not let me wake up naturally just once?’ her muffled voice pleaded as they giggled in delight.

‘You’d only miss it if we stopped,’ Maggie teased, pulling the covers away and sticking her tongue out at their dishevelled friend, whose mousey curls were hanging across her plump face in a mess. Irene stopped laughing then. She was reminded of her plan. The fact that she was all set to put a stop to their morning ritual, and neither of her friends was aware of it, made her feel guilty.

‘What’s up with you?’ Annie asked groggily. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Oh, nothing. I … I just remembered something I forgot to tell Sarah yesterday,’ Irene said, trying to sound carefree and forcing a smile. As they ate breakfast together, Irene found herself hoping the WPS bosses wouldn’t take long to give her an answer once she had put herself forward. She was dreading her friends’ reaction, but keeping it from them was already proving to be harder than she had ever anticipated. ‘I’ve an errand to run before our shift,’ she declared as soon as she’d finished eating. She got to her feet, grabbed her jacket and walked to the door without looking back. She couldn’t bring herself to look at them. ‘I’ll meet you both at the station!’ she called behind her as she opened the door and rushed out before either of them had a chance to ask for more details.

Irene took a deep breath and started her journey to the WPS headquarters with her head held high. She was about to request a transfer to Grantham, and once she had done so, she knew there would no going back.
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Sub-commandant Frost hadn’t uttered a word since Irene had revealed her desire to take up the final available post in Grantham. The superior officer – lovingly nicknamed ‘Frosty’ – sat at her desk looking thoughtful as Irene stood on the other side watching her intently as the hand on the clock on the wall ticked round. She had thought it would be a quick exchange and she was starting to worry she wouldn’t make it back to Bethnal Green in time for the afternoon’s patrol. Being late would not only get her into trouble, it was sure to raise eyebrows with Annie and Maggie. She didn’t want to have to tell any more lies.

‘I can’t work out why you want to leave the other two,’ Frosty finally commented, staring across at Irene. Her imposing presence, made harsher by her extreme haircut, used to make Irene nervous, but after spending time with her over the course of training she had come to learn that the stern demeanour she put across was a bit of a front. Frosty had shown she was caring and considerate when she’d gone out of her way to make sure the girls stayed together when they got their final placements, having noticed their strong bond.

‘I feel like I could really make a difference in Grantham,’ Irene said confidently. ‘I’d love to stay with my friends, but there’s only one vacancy and I didn’t join the WPS to make friends – I joined to help women who need it.’ That seemed to do the trick, as Frosty nodded approvingly. 

‘Well, I wouldn’t normally send someone as young and fresh as you, but you might be in with more of a chance than usual,’ Frosty admitted. ‘There are a hell of a lot of soldiers to keep in line up there with the new camp, and the curfew fiasco and Margaret and Nina’s subsequent to-do has made people a bit nervous about what relations are like in the town,’ she added, sighing. Hearing that made Irene even more determined to get involved. She thanked Frosty for her time and made a quick dash to Bethnal Green.

Annie and Maggie didn’t push Irene for details on where she had been when she rushed into the station that afternoon. She tried to force all thoughts of a transfer out of her mind as she set out on patrol, but every time she, Annie and Maggie stopped to talk to someone or checked in at a shop or pub, she couldn’t help but think how lonely she would feel doing those things without them both by her side.

Irene had also started to worry about her pals patrolling in Bethnal Green without her. She wasn’t one for thinking too much of herself, but she had to admit that she was by far the strongest of the three of them. Annie had come out of her shell since they had
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