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To Joan and Derrick Baker – and to Bobegon, where all this started.




Dear reader,

First of all, I would like to apologise for making you wait a little longer than planned for The Bobby Girls’ War – the fourth in my Bobby Girls series. 

I wrote book three during the first lockdown and despite having a lively toddler at home with me 24/7 I seemed to steam through it. Everything felt a little tougher when we were locked down again, and I had a newborn and a relocation with my family to contend with, too, meaning my Bobby girls had to be put on hold. But delving back in to writing Poppy’s story sparked me back into life and I was soon lost in all the fascinating research around Gretna and enjoying building storylines around what happened there. Once again, reading and writing about the incredible men and women who helped get our country through the First World War gave me a sense of perspective.

I hope what I created brings you a sense of escapism, and I really hope you enjoy my latest Bobby Girls book.

Johanna Bell, August 2021
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Brunswick Square Gardens, Holborn, London, September 1916

Walking through the gardens in the early autumn sunshine, Poppy Davis rubbed her hands together to warm them up. The mornings were getting chillier despite the sun and she wasn’t looking forward to patrolling London’s streets through another tough winter. As soon as the thought entered her head, she chastised herself. Poppy’s mind quickly became filled with images of brave British troops on the front line suffering through icy cold conditions while fighting to stay alive and protect everyone at home – including herself. At least she had a cosy room to return to after her shift, and a kitchen where she could rustle up a tasty, comforting stew – even if she did share the cooking space with twenty policemen. Not that any of them ever seemed to bother making anything.

‘Should we go and see if Sara’s around?’ Maggie asked as they approached the Foundling Hospital.

‘Good idea,’ Poppy replied. ‘They’ll be doing breakfast for the little ones about now so she should be free to talk.’ The pair had just moved on a group of young boys they had caught throwing stones at cars, and Poppy quite fancied a hot cup of tea and the company of some well-behaved children.

Poppy had become firm friends with Maggie Smyth through their work for the Women’s Police Service, or WPS, and they had been patrolling their Holborn patch together as a pair for the last six months. They often checked in with the staff at the Foundling Hospital to see if they’d heard about any youngsters they could help. The home for abandoned children and babies was always over capacity, and it broke Poppy’s heart to think of youngsters in need being turned away.

As Poppy and Maggie approached the Foundling Hospital’s main entrance, the door flew open and Sara bustled out.

‘What’s the rush?’ Maggie giggled as Sara bounded past. She was so distracted that she hadn’t even noticed the pair of them, despite their striking WPS uniforms and riding-style hats.

‘Oh! Goodness!’ Sara cried as she spun around, flustered. She tucked her wayward blonde hair behind her ears and rubbed her right temple. ‘I was just on my way to the police station.’

‘Well, here we are.’ Poppy smiled. ‘How can we help?’

‘Yes, I couldn’t remember when you were next on patrol …’ Sara mused, rubbing her left temple.

‘Why don’t you give us the note?’ Poppy asked with a friendly but firm tone, gesturing at the scrap of paper crumpled up in Sara’s hand. She was fond of Sara, but she found her to be rather scatty and prone to rambling on if she wasn’t encouraged to get to the point quickly enough. Poppy wasn’t quite sure how Sara managed to keep things in order at the Foundling, but it always seemed as if everything was under control when they visited.

‘Yes, of course,’ Sara replied, snapping to attention and handing over the scribbled note.


Baby left on doorstep. Is there space at Annie’s?

Let me know,

Sara


Their friend and colleague Annie Beckett had paused her life on the beat with them to focus on setting up a WPS baby home, after discovering that she was pregnant last Christmas. She’d been almost six months gone when she’d realised she was in the family way. Having lost her fiancé in the War, she’d thrown herself into her police work, becoming embroiled in a secret mission to bring down a trafficking ring. She’d been so caught up in exposing the culprits and their well-known clients, as well in as her own grief, that she’d missed all the signs that she was pregnant with her late fiancé’s baby. Now, her daughter, Charlotte, was six months old.

A WPS benefactor named Lady Wright had allowed Annie to use her home in Hampstead to temporarily house vulnerable pregnant women and new mothers, as well as abandoned babies, until a permanent building could be found. But when Lady Wright had died unexpectedly a few months later, she had left her home to the WPS in her will and Annie now had it up and running as a permanent retreat. With the Foundling Hospital frequently over-capacity, it had been a relief for Poppy and Maggie to finally have a safe place to send vulnerable pregnant women with nowhere else to go, as well as abandoned illegitimate babies they came across during their police work.

When Poppy had been sent to join Annie and Maggie on their London beat for the WPS the previous May, the three of them had quickly bonded. Poppy had been worried at first: both girls were in their early twenties, making them a good ten years younger than she was. Furthermore, she had replaced their colleague Irene Wilson – even moving into her old bedroom in their shared flat. It was immediately obvious to Poppy how close the three girls had been, before Irene had been transferred to a post in Grantham. They had even nicknamed themselves the Bobby Girls. Poppy had been anxious about fitting in with two women so much younger than herself, but they had welcomed her with open arms and, before she knew it, they had even started classing her as a fellow Bobby Girl. She had unintentionally slipped into a sort of mother-figure role with them both, but it seemed to work for everybody.

‘Poor thing.’ Poppy sighed after reading Sara’s message. ‘Was there a note or anything from the mother? Do you know if she’s okay?’ As hard as it was for her to accept women could give up their children in this way, Poppy knew the baby’s mother must have been in a desperate fix to take such action. They had come across women who had been so anxious to keep their illegitimate babies secret they had lived in agony in corsets for the last few months of their pregnancy before scurrying off to a back alley to give birth away from prying eyes – and ears. One unfortunate soul had lost so much blood during the labour that she’d almost died. She would have done if Poppy and Maggie hadn’t reached her in time.

‘Nothing,’ Sara replied. ‘The little blighter didn’t even have a blanket, but thankfully whoever left him knocked on the door before scarpering, so he wasn’t out in the cold for very long. He’s just the loveliest little thing.’

‘We’ll come and collect him at lunchtime when our shift is over and we’ll take him to Annie,’ Maggie offered. Poppy’s heart skipped a beat. She was always glad of an excuse to drop into the baby home. She loved babies, but Charlotte had stolen her heart the very moment she had met her as a wrinkled, helpless little bundle of flesh, just hours after her birth.

Poppy had always longed to have a baby of her own, but since losing her husband John on the front line she had accepted it would never happen for her. At thirty-five, she was realistic about the fact that if the time ever came when she was ready to move on from John then it would surely be too late for her to start a family. Poppy was so close to Annie that she felt like Charlotte was related to her. The same went for Maggie. The two of them were like extra aunties to the tot, who already had Annie’s three sisters on hand to look out for her. But whenever Poppy spent time with Charlotte, her joy was tinged with sadness at the reminder that she would never have a daughter of her own.

Seeing how busy Sara was, Poppy and Maggie decided not to bother her for a cup of tea and continued on with their patrol. Maggie made her way to King’s Cross Station while Poppy carried on patrolling the nearby gardens. King’s Cross had become a regular spot on their beat following Annie’s discovery that the leaders of the trafficking gang she had been investigating had been using it as a prime location to pick up their victims. The men had preyed on refugees fresh off the trains into London and so Poppy and Maggie had made sure they regularly met such trains once they’d started patrolling as a pair. They then escorted the women and children to the staff waiting to take them to dispersal centres before anyone could intercept them and coax them away.

Maggie had taken over the charge against the slavery ring on her own in recent months. It was such a big, time-consuming task that the girls found if they dedicated as much time to it as they needed to, in order to save as many women as possible, then the other areas on their patch became neglected. It was simply impossible for them to cover everything. So, for the last few months, Maggie had been spending a lot of time watching over the refugees at King’s Cross on her own while Poppy patrolled the rest of their patch on the lookout for prostitutes and drunken soldiers to help or move on.

Poppy was happy with the set-up, but she was starting to feel as though she might enjoy a bit more of a challenge. Annie had the baby home to focus on and Maggie was pouring most of her energy into protecting refugees. Poppy was content patrolling solo when Maggie was at the train station, and she knew she’d helped a lot of women. The fact that prostitution was dwindling in the area was testament to what a good job she and her fellow Bobby Girls had done. But because of that, she couldn’t help but feel in need of a bigger task. She had always enjoyed pushing herself to achieve, and life in Holborn was beginning to feel a little repetitive now things were relatively under control.

Back in April, when the WPS headquarters had been placed at the disposal of the Ministry of Munitions and the organisation had agreed to provide policewomen to patrol at factories and munitions areas, Poppy and Maggie had both been terrified at the prospect of being separated. But their sub-commandant Frosty – affectionately nicknamed by Maggie for her apparent icy demeanour – had recognised how well they were working together as a pair in Holborn and kept them where they were. But the more Poppy heard about the recruits sent to patrol at the munitions factories popping up all over the country, the more her feet itched to get involved herself.

‘You’ll be pleased to know you’ll be seeing the back of me soon enough,’ a voice bellowed out as Poppy walked through St Andrew’s Gardens. Poppy recognised the voice immediately. It was Alice, a prostitute she had come to develop a love-hate relationship with over the last year. Alice was rough around the edges and she was forever giving Poppy and Maggie the runaround to try and get away with having illicit liaisons with soldiers from the nearby Gray’s Inn Barracks. She had even dressed two of them up as women to smuggle them past the Bobby Girls, back when Annie had been patrolling with them. But despite Alice’s determination to continue selling herself and her refusal to even try and find some honest work, she had a heart of gold and Poppy had a real soft spot for her.

‘Oh, I would never be pleased to see the back of you,’ Poppy called back caustically as she headed in Alice’s direction with a slight spring in her step. Alice was standing at the entrance to the gardens with her mousey, scraggly hair blowing in the wind and her tatty green shawl wrapped tight around her body. Poppy knew exactly what she was doing there: she was waiting for a soldier to walk past who she could talk into dipping into a nearby alley with her for some ‘fun’ in exchange for a bit of money or even a few drinks in a local pub. The fact she had called Poppy over anyway demonstrated how brazen Alice was. Poppy laughed to herself. The conversation would be the same as always – Alice would be a little cheeky and then Poppy would move her on. It had become like a ritual they had to go through to get through every patrol.

‘I’m off to do munitions work,’ Alice boasted proudly. Poppy couldn’t help but look shocked.

‘You? A munitionette?’ she asked, failing to hide the surprise in her voice. She immediately scolded herself for speaking before thinking. Thankfully, Alice wasn’t one to easily take offence.

‘I know, I know!’ she laughed once Poppy was standing next to her. ‘You girls have been trying to get me off the street for about a year now. Well, you’ve finally succeeded. Actually, not you, but my sister. She’s been working at Woolwich Arsenal the last few months and her latest letter convinced me to join her. I might have to put up with looking a little yellow but there’s some lovely-looking foremen there, according to her.’ Poppy had to laugh. Of course the pull towards a better life had involved men. But she was happy for Alice. Prostitution was no way to make a living. Munitions work might have been highly dangerous, but at least the women were making an honest living and they were helping Britain win the war.

‘I’m proud of you.’ Poppy smiled. ‘But I can’t say I’ll miss our daily run-ins,’ she added with a hint of sarcasm. ‘When are you off?’

‘My train is booked for this evening,’ Alice replied happily.

‘What are you doing here, then? You best get home and pack!’ Poppy exclaimed.

‘I wanted to say goodbye to you, didn’t I?’ Alice said coyly while staring down at the ground.

‘You silly so-and-so.’ Poppy laughed, but she couldn’t help but feel touched by the gesture. She suddenly felt bad for assuming Alice had been on the lookout for business. ‘Now you’ve seen me you can go and get ready,’ she added gently.

‘I also … erm … I wanted to say goodbye to Reggie, too,’ Alice admitted quietly. Reggie was a soldier Poppy had caught in a compromising position with Alice on more than one occasion. He appeared to have become a regular customer of hers since arriving at Gray’s Inn. Poppy couldn’t stop herself from rolling her eyes – a trait she had picked up from Maggie. It was just like Alice to flatter her to try and distract her from what she was really up to. She felt foolish for having fallen for it, but she had to admire Alice for keeping at it right until the end. Poppy took a quick look around to make sure the coast was clear.

‘I’ll turn a blind eye, seeing as this will be your last chance to see him.’ Alice’s face crinkled into a cheeky grin. ‘But if you get caught at it then you must promise to keep my name out of it,’ Poppy warned her. She would get into serious trouble with the WPS if she was caught letting a prostitute off like this, but she was often softer on the women of the night than her training had taught her to be. She couldn’t bring herself to take such a hard line with them, as she understood how desperate they must be to be selling themselves on the street. No one wanted to do it; they simply had to in order to survive.

‘I swear on my mother’s life,’ Alice said, making the sign of the cross over her chest. Poppy rolled her eyes again; she knew from their previous conversations that Alice’s mother was already dead.

‘I’ll miss you, Alice. It’ll certainly be quiet without you,’ Poppy called back as she walked off across the gardens. And as she pondered Alice’s new life in munitions, she couldn’t help but feel jealous of the woman’s fresh, exciting start.
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Poppy met Maggie back at Hunter Street Police Station. They changed out of their uniforms in the cupboard-sized room they had been allocated when they’d first arrived with Annie. The group had received a mixed reaction from the male police officers when they’d originally been stationed in Holborn. They had been the first set of WPS recruits to patrol in the area and many of the men had been convinced they would be more of a burden than a help to them.

Poppy had managed to get a few of the men onside with her cooking. She regularly made big portions of hearty meals in the communal kitchen at the police accommodation and left a note inviting officers to help themselves. Since Annie had single-handedly brought down the trafficking ring, however, the girls had noticed more policemen were showing them a quiet respect instead of simply sneering at them on sight. And, of course, their hard work on the streets had also shown their new colleagues they were capable of a lot more than had been assumed.

The station’s chief constable – Chief Constable Green – had been one of the biggest clients of the gang running the slavery ring, so Annie’s work had sent shockwaves through the station. Poppy had been worried about a backlash, but it turned out many of the officers had been suspicious of their boss and his constant eagerness to protect certain high-profile characters from prosecution of any kind. None of them had been able to collar him like Annie had, so they’d had no choice but to be impressed by her police work.

Chief Constable Green was rotting in prison now and his replacement, Chief Constable Jackson, was a big hit with everyone. He was a larger-than-life character who always had a smile on his face and a way of keeping everyone in line without having to get too strict. He had been nothing but friendly and accepting of Poppy and Maggie since his arrival, which had been a big relief to them both after spending so long having to prove themselves to their male colleagues.

The girls were just about to leave the station to go and pick up the newborn baby from the Foundling Hospital when Sergeant Turner called out to them from along the corridor. They stopped at the entrance and waited for him to catch them up. Sergeant Turner had always been an ally of the girls. They had helped him gather up the injured following a zeppelin raid during one of their very first Holborn patrols and it had been enough to immediately prove their worth to him.

‘I’ve just had your boss on the blower,’ he said.

‘Frosty?’ Maggie asked. Sergeant Turner looked confused.

‘She means Sub-Commandant Frost,’ Poppy offered, feeling embarrassed. She loved Maggie but little things like that really showed up the age difference between them. Poppy prided herself on her professionalism and although she was happy to go along with the ‘Frosty’ nickname when she was talking with her friends, she would never use it in front of other officers.

‘Yes, that’s right.’ Sergeant Turner smiled. ‘She wants to see you first thing in the morning.’ Poppy’s heart skipped a beat. Maybe they were going to be transferred to another patch.

‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘Does Chief Constable Jackson know we’ll be coming in late?’

‘Oh, she only wants to see you,’ Sergeant Turner explained, holding eye contact with Poppy.

‘Me? On my own?’ she whispered, her excitement suddenly replaced by panic. ‘But … but … I wonder what she wants? Did she say?’

‘No, sorry. Just that she wanted to speak to Constable Davis and that you should make sure you’re prompt as she’s a busy woman.’ He paused, looking serious. ‘She’s a little scary, ain’t she?’ he suddenly added with a cheeky grin. ‘She made me nervous and she’s not even my boss!’ He laughed. Maggie giggled along with him, but Poppy couldn’t join in the joke. She was too busy fretting about how much trouble she was in. Had somebody seen her allowing Alice to continue touting for business? Surely word couldn’t have reached headquarters that fast? But why else would Frosty want to see her on her own?

‘That’s why we call her Frosty,’ Maggie explained. ‘She comes across cold as ice, but the irony is that she’s actually very caring and kind under her tough exterior. Isn’t that right?’

‘Erm, yes. Yes, she’s firm but fair,’ Poppy muttered, hoping their superior would be just that with her in the morning. After bidding farewell to Sergeant Turner, Poppy had to confide in Maggie about her fears. She felt so foolish for breaking the rules for Alice. And now her career could be over because of it.

‘I really don’t think that can be it,’ Maggie assured her after she’d gone over what had happened in the gardens. ‘If anybody saw you then they wouldn’t have been able to tell Frosty that fast.’

‘That’s what I thought.’ Poppy sighed. ‘But I just can’t think of anything else I’ve done wrong.’

‘Why does it have to be something bad? Stop putting yourself down. She probably just wants an update on how everything is going over here in Holborn. Or maybe she wants to praise you for doing such a good job.’ Poppy smiled gratefully. Then she instantly felt bad for the thoughts she’d just had about Maggie being immature. Her younger friend was being a lot more logical than she was about this. But she still couldn’t shake the feeling that something horrible was in store for her.

As soon as Poppy laid eyes on the abandoned baby at the Foundling Hospital, her fears disappeared. It was impossible to feel anxious about anything when dealing with something so fragile and precious. The little boy was beautiful. The innocence of tiny babies like him always made Poppy feel better about the world. He didn’t know pain or fear yet, despite what he had already been through. And she knew that with Annie’s help and nurturing he would feel as loved as he should have felt from the moment he was born.

‘We’ve called him Joseph,’ Sara said as she handed over the Moses basket. ‘Our wet nurse has been taken ill, so we’ve been giving him formula this morning. I assume Annie will be able to feed him, though?’

‘Oh yes.’ Poppy smiled. ‘She’s still feeding Charlotte and she’s helped out with some of the newborns whose mothers had traumatic births and struggled to feed to begin with.’

‘I thought you’d mentioned that. Please let me know how he gets on. I’ve rather taken to him in the short time he’s been here.’

‘Of course,’ Poppy assured her. Peering into the Moses basket again, it was clear to see why Joseph had had such an effect on Sara. Poppy could have stared at him all day – but they had to get to Hampstead before he needed another feed.

Poppy was delighted when Annie greeted them at the baby home with Charlotte in her arms. The tot’s big blue eyes instantly lit up when she saw her two ‘aunts’, and she treated them both to a huge grin and a gurgle.

‘Someone’s missed you both,’ Annie said with a laugh as Charlotte bopped up and down in her arms in excitement. Poppy couldn’t help but notice how tired her friend looked. She always thought life on patrol was hard going but whenever she saw Annie she found herself appreciating what she had. Sure, she was on her feet for up to fifteen hours a day, but at least she was able to enjoy time off, as rare as that was. Poor Annie was on the go day and night with little to no breaks. Not only was she looking after Charlotte, but she was responsible for all the mothers and babies at the home. A lot of the new mums were young and vulnerable, and turned up having no idea how to look after a child, so Annie – not far from being a child herself in Poppy’s eyes – would end up mothering both mother and baby.

Frosty sent the occasional WPS recruit along to help out but no one ever stayed long as there was always somewhere else in need of policing. And front-line patrolling took priority as Frosty and the other women at the top of the organisation were desperate to show the police commissioner how good their recruits were at keeping order on the streets. They were hopeful that the more he saw, the more likely he was going to allow them to continue their work when the war was finally over.

‘Golly, you look terrible!’ Maggie exclaimed as Annie handed Charlotte over to Poppy and took the Moses basket.

‘It’s always good to see you,’ Annie said light-heartedly. Thankfully both Annie and Poppy were used to Maggie’s inability to stop herself from speaking the truth, no matter how brutal it might be. And the three of them were so close that they were able to say anything in front of each other, no matter how unforgiving. ‘I was just going to put Charlotte down for her afternoon nap and try and get some sleep myself while everyone else here is quiet, but it looks like this little one might need feeding.’ Joseph had started making tiny mewing noises.

The girls went through to the sitting room. Nothing had changed since Lady Wright’s death and Poppy always felt like she was visiting a rich grandmother when she walked into the room and took in the grand, old-fashioned furniture. There was even a piano in the corner, which Poppy was certain hadn’t been used for years. She often stared at it and imagined the lavish parties that had probably taken place at the house before the war, with guests crowded round the piano as it was played. She hoped those happy days would return but she was scared about how long it might take. As Annie nursed Joseph and Poppy rocked Charlotte to sleep in her arms, Maggie explained how Joseph had been abandoned at the Foundling Hospital.

‘I don’t know what I’ll do when my milk dries up,’ Annie sighed, staring down at Joseph happily suckling away at her breast. ‘I can’t see Frosty paying for a wet nurse, and there’s no chance they’ll agree to cover the cost of formula.’

‘There’s plenty of mothers working for the WPS,’ Poppy said hopefully. ‘I know Frosty prefers having as many of us out on the streets and in the factories as possible, but I’m sure they could come up with some sort of rota. And isn’t there always somebody here who is managing to breastfeed?’

‘There’s two women here able to feed at the moment,’ Annie explained. ‘We’ll have to take turns with Joseph as I’m already helping another woman who is finding it hard to keep her supply up. I’m sure we’ll muddle through, and I’m not planning on stopping breastfeeding any time soon.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about your milk drying up, with all the extra feeding you do,’ Maggie offered lightly. Annie laughed at the comment.

‘I know.’ She sighed. ‘It’s just always a worry when you can’t think of an alternative. I see so many women who can’t do it.’ Poppy was in awe of her friend. She was devoting all her energy to helping these women and children at the same time as bringing up Charlotte all on her own. Poppy often wondered if having a part of Richard with her made things easier for her friend, or harder. She wasn’t sure how she would have coped herself if she had been left to bring up John’s baby all on her own.

Once Joseph was fed and sleeping contentedly, Annie placed him back in the Moses basket and Poppy laid Charlotte down in her cot to finish her nap.

‘We’ll leave you to get some rest. You might just be able to get some sleep before one of them wakes up or one of the residents needs you,’ Poppy offered.

‘Can you stay a while?’ Annie asked. Taking in the dark circles under her eyes and her messy hair, which was normally styled into neat, mousey curls, Poppy found she couldn’t say no. She had been looking forward to some rest herself this afternoon, but Annie was definitely more deserving.

‘Of course,’ she said with a smile. ‘You go and get your head down and I’ll stay here ready to help the first person or baby who needs it.’ Annie pulled her in for a hug before disappearing out of the room. As Poppy listened to her footsteps on the stairs she turned to Maggie. ‘Don’t worry, I know you have plans,’ she said. ‘Off you go; I can look after things here.’

‘Thank you, Poppy,’ Maggie said gratefully before heading for the door herself. She had been talking about her impending afternoon tea with her mother for weeks now. Since her abusive father had thrown her out of the family home in Kensington, Maggie had been meeting her mother in secret. Sometimes she also got to see the family cook, Florence, who she had been extremely close to growing up. But it was always difficult to arrange without Mr Smyth finding out and so the clandestine get-togethers were not as regular as Maggie would have liked. Poppy couldn’t have her missing one, especially when she knew Maggie had a letter from her brother, Eddie, on the front line to share with her mother. Eddie had stuck up for Maggie after the fallout, going so far as to punch their father during an argument about it, so he couldn’t risk sending a letter directly to their mother at the family home.

It wasn’t long before one of the residents joined Poppy in the sitting room and as she bustled off to the kitchen to prepare a pot of tea, she couldn’t help but feel grateful that Annie had asked her to stay and help. Getting any rest back at the police accommodation would have been most unlikely, she concluded, as she would have spent the afternoon fretting about what Frosty wanted with her in the morning. No, this was a much better way to spend her evening. Keeping busy meant she didn’t have time to think about what lay ahead.
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Sitting outside Frosty’s office at the WPS headquarters at St Stephen’s House in Westminster, Poppy took a deep breath. She had ended up staying late at the baby home the previous day. She’d helped prepare dinner for the residents as well as putting Charlotte to bed while Annie fed Joseph. Poppy had been so tired when she’d made it back to her room that evening, she’d fallen asleep almost as soon as her head had hit the pillow, despite her fears she had been heading into a restless night.

She had, however, woken at the crack of dawn and been unable to get back to sleep as angst flooded her mind. In the end she’d ventured to the kitchen and cooked up a few pots of porridge for Maggie and the male officers in the other dorms to help themselves to over the course of the morning. She hadn’t been able to stomach any herself. Even now her insides were in knots as she worried about how much trouble she was in. Despite Maggie’s positive spin, she was convinced Frosty had bad news for her.

‘You’re early. What a good start.’ Poppy hadn’t even heard Frosty’s door open let alone seen her standing at it looking down at her. Her sub-commandant had an imposing presence at the best of times, but now it was amplified given that Poppy was sitting down and Frosty standing. Despite the light-hearted nature of what she was saying, Frosty’s voice carried its usual stern tone. But as Poppy’s face broke into a nervous smile, the older woman’s serious demeanour softened and, although she didn’t smile herself, her face definitely relaxed.

‘Good morning, sir,’ Poppy said, getting to her feet and saluting her superior. The recruits had to call officers of a higher rank than themselves ‘sir’ even though they were all female, and they were also required to salute them on sight. Frosty acknowledged Poppy’s actions with a slight nod and beckoned for her to enter her office. Sitting down on the chair opposite her boss, Poppy tried to guess from her facial expression what she was there for, but it was useless – this woman never gave anything away.

‘There’s no need to look so nervous. You’re not in any trouble,’ Frosty said evenly as she stared directly at Poppy with a serious look on her face. ‘I brought you in to tell you about a special job I have lined up for you.’ Poppy suddenly left the slouched position she had been sitting in and leaned her body up and forwards towards her sub-commandant, eager to hear more. Relief rushed through her body as she waited to find out what was in store for her.

‘Because of your age, widow status and experience, you were the first person I thought of when this posting came up.’ Poppy wasn’t sure how to take that information, but she patiently waited to find out more. ‘It’s at a munitions factory.’

Poppy couldn’t help but grin at the revelation. Was she going to be stationed at the Woolwich Arsenal? That would be just grand – she would already know Alice and she would be able to take on a fresh challenge without leaving her fellow Bobby Girls! She hoped Chief Constable Jackson would allow her to keep her room at the section house, although surely she’d be able to find accommodation nearer to the factory if not. Actually, maybe that would be better – it was likely to be long hours and the less time she spent travelling the better. Although, if she was at the section house then she was more likely to see Maggie in between shifts—

‘You’ll be starting work at Gretna next week.’ Poppy’s rambling, excited thoughts were cut dead by Frosty’s interruption.

‘Gretna?’ Poppy whispered, her heart dropping. ‘But that’s … that’s hundreds of miles away.’ She’d never even been to Scotland. Frosty locked eyes with her and gave her the glare that meant she shouldn’t be questioned. ‘I just … I wasn’t expecting to be transferred quite as far, that’s all,’ Poppy muttered, staring uncomfortably at her hands in her lap. She had spoken without thinking again, meaning she hadn’t taken the time to work on an appropriate reaction. She was beginning to think she was spending so much time with Maggie that she had taken on that characteristic from her friend as well as the involuntary eye-rolls.

‘As you know, we’ve started supplying recruits to munitions factories to help with the female workers. To begin with they asked us for one hundred at Gretna and we immediately obliged. But as the site is growing in size, we are having to increase our staff. The recruits already there are beginning to become spread thin and the need for more is becoming apparent.’

Poppy had heard the factory was one of the biggest in the country supplying munitions. Before the war there were only three national factories producing ammunition, but factories had been springing up all over the country to help get supplies out to soldiers on the front line.

‘Construction is still on-going, but cordite production has been taking place since April. There are thousands of female workers to be kept in line, and some of them are complaining about sexual advances from the foremen and other male workers. The policemen who were allocated to the site were not very good at dealing with such issues, as you might well be able to imagine. They, along with the military police who had been stationed at the factory, were withdrawn when our recruits arrived.’ Poppy nodded her head in understanding. One of the reasons the WPS was so successful in London and the other towns and cities where they patrolled was because they were better equipped to deal with such sensitive problems, as well as being more respected by prostitutes. ‘There are also issues with the women workers bringing in contraband such as hairpins and cigarettes, and it’s just not appropriate for the male staff to search them.’

It certainly sounded like the work would be different to what Poppy was used to. And she had been keen for a change. But Gretna was so far away. She was London born and bred, and had never travelled out of the capital. She and John had always planned on exploring the world together, but those dreams had been dashed when he’d been killed. Not only that, but if she moved all that way then there was no chance that she’d be able to see Maggie and Annie regularly. She had carved out what she felt was a pretty good life with them, even with Annie moving into the baby home. Of course, it wasn’t perfect, as she had lost John and with him her dreams of becoming a mother, but she was finally feeling happy again. She knew Maggie and Annie looked up to her like a mother-figure because of her age and maturity; especially Maggie, given her strained family situation. And Annie herself had told her the way she had coped with John’s death had been an inspiration to her when she’d lost Richard last year.

Poppy closed her eyes briefly and thought back to the moment Annie had asked her how she had managed to carry on after being widowed. The truth was that she hadn’t been coping very well at all until she had been sent to live and patrol with the two of them. She found that being around her younger colleagues forced her to pull herself together to have a positive influence on them. She felt like she had to stay strong for the two of them. Would she be able to do it without them?

‘We’ve applied for a grant from the Ministry of Munitions and we’re hopeful you’ll be paid for your efforts in time,’ Frosty added.

Poppy pondered the news for a moment. Her WPS role thus far had been on a voluntary basis and she knew the organisation relied on donations to keep going. That’s why many of the recruits were from wealthy backgrounds – it was imperative to be able to support yourself, or for your family to pay your way while you were working for nothing. Poppy had her widow’s pension coming in, which she used to pay for her room at the section house – as well as Maggie’s, seeing as the girl had been cut off financially by her horrible father. And she made sure Maggie always had enough to get by. They had never wanted for anything – they didn’t have much free time when they could spend money, after all. Maggie’s favourite thing to do on a rare afternoon off was to go for afternoon tea and they occasionally went to the pictures. Poppy didn’t need more money. But then, perhaps she could start saving for her future – whatever that might look like.

‘Many of the munitions workers are young girls,’ Frosty explained now. ‘They’ve left home to do their bit for the war, but they have no one to look up to or to keep them in line. There is no parental guidance. I’ve seen the influence you’ve had on your two colleagues and that’s one of the reasons I want you to take the role.’

Poppy couldn’t help but feel flattered. But at the same time, it reinforced her fear of leaving Maggie and Annie.

‘As well as the problems they face from the foremen who are not used to being surrounded by women all day, there are a lot of temptations for young girls at Gretna,’ Frosty continued. ‘Their work is well paid and they’re enjoying a financial freedom they’ve never experienced as well as having an array of leisure activities on offer to them. These young women having money of their own can drive them to feverish excitements or extravagances and, coupled with their loneliness and anxiety, often to drink. Not to mention the local boys turning their heads.’ Poppy wasn’t surprised at the news the opposite sex was one of the things distracting the workers. ‘Some of them don’t bother turning up to work, preferring the attractions of cafés, pubs and cinemas to the long, monotonous hours of factory work. Then, of course, there are the issues with contraband.’

Poppy panicked when she realised Frosty had finished her explanation and was expecting an answer from her. She knew she was expected to jump at the chance to get involved with such an exciting opportunity, and she had to admit that it did sound great. But the pull of Maggie and Annie was holding her back. Maybe she had come to rely on them just as much as she felt they were relying on her. On the other hand, it sounded as though she had the opportunity to help a great deal of young women at Gretna, and surely being called upon to give them guidance would give her the same feelings and drive to keep going? Then there was the danger. She had heard of explosions at munitions factories, and they were prime targets for air raids. Poppy found that she had too many thoughts racing around in her head to be able to think straight.

‘Could I take some time to think about it?’ Poppy asked cautiously. Frosty’s expression hardened – something Poppy hadn’t quite thought was possible. She clearly hadn’t been expecting her to be reluctant to accept the position.

‘You can have until the end of the day,’ she replied sternly. As Poppy expressed her thanks and got up to leave, Frosty started talking again. ‘This is a brilliant opportunity, Constable Davis. I must advise you to think very carefully before you give me your answer. This is active service with a vengeance, and a post of danger that calls for exceptional qualities of courage, self-control and endurance. Please bear in mind that I wouldn’t put just anybody forward for this role.’

‘I’ll come back and give you my decision as soon as I’ve taken some time to think it through properly,’ Poppy promised before leaving the office. She was so lost in her thoughts about it all that she couldn’t remember any of her journey to Hunter Street Police Station when she arrived. Miller, one of the officers who had been friendly to the WPS girls since their arrival in Holborn, was at Reception.

‘Maggie’s just been back in to check if you’d arrived yet. She asked me to tell you she’ll be at King’s Cross until lunchtime,’ he explained. Poppy’s head started spinning. She hadn’t even thought about what she was going to tell Maggie about her meeting with Frosty. She needed to decide what she was going to do before she told her friend anything. And she didn’t want to lie to her. One thing the Bobby Girls prided themselves on was their honesty with each other – they knew from previous experience how bad things could turn when they kept secrets from each other.

‘I don’t think I can patrol today. I’ve had a terrible headache since I woke up,’ Poppy said quietly. It wasn’t a fib. Her head was in agony from her early morning and all the fretting she’d been doing.

‘Sorry to hear that, Poppy,’ Miller said, his voice full of concern. ‘You get yourself to your dorm and I’ll let the chief know you’ve taken ill. Do you want me to get Maggie to check in on you at lunchtime?’

‘No, don’t worry. I’m sure I just need some sleep,’ she replied, grateful for his understanding. Poppy shuffled out of the station. When she reached her room she collapsed onto her bed fully clothed. There were so many thoughts rushing around in her head that she was struggling to get them all in order. To distract herself from it all, she got up and pulled her memory box out from the bottom of her tiny wardrobe. Settling back on the bed, she opened the box and felt a sense of calm as soon as she saw John’s handwriting staring up at her. All the letters her late husband had written to her during his short stint on the front line were in her memory box and she always turned to it when she needed to clear her mind.

Pulling one of the letters out at random, Poppy pressed the paper to her chest and closed her eyes. She felt instantly calm touching an object she knew John had also been in contact with. The fact he had been thinking about her when his hands had been on it made it feel even more special. After a few minutes thinking about John’s handsome face, big smile and the way he chewed on his bottom lip when he wrote letters, Poppy opened the envelope and drank in his words.

Dearest Poppy,

I’ve had a bad day today, so I just had to write to you to take my mind off things. Whenever I think of you, my love, I’m transported to happier times and I find it hard to be angry about what we are all being forced to go through because of the Kaiser.

I don’t want to upset you with details about my life in the trenches – you are far too precious to me to be tainted by such terrible images. So, instead, I will remind you of all the wonderful things we will do together when this wretched war is over! These are the thoughts that keep me going through all of this, after all.

We always wanted to travel, didn’t we, Pops? Well, I’m sorry I had to do the first bit without you but at least France wasn’t top of our list, hey!

In all seriousness, though, I wanted to experience all the exciting things that come with travelling to a new country for the first time with you. And I will still get to do that. France should be the top of our list now – and when we visit together it will be a journey full of love and fun, not like the journey I’m on right now. Once I’m back home with you we can pretend none of this ever happened and start our travels together. We’ll finally make it out of London like we’ve always dreamed of, Pops. I saw some pretty places on the way here that I can’t wait to explore with you.

Poppy smiled as she read on through John’s descriptions of all the lovely-sounding French villages and his plans to treat her to the best coffee she had ever tasted. She remembered when she had first read this letter and the hope and excitement it had filled her with. Then she realised with a start that this had been the final letter her husband had written to her. How optimistic he had been feeling, and how full of love despite what he had been going through. As she reached the final paragraph, Poppy had to wipe away tears that had started slowly running down her cheeks.

Remember, Pops, that whatever happens to me, you mustn’t forget to live. Take every opportunity that comes your way and live your life to the full. If I don’t make it back to you, then you need to get out and see the world without me – FOR me. No matter how many bombs Fritz drops on it, London will always be there. So, make sure you take every chance you can to get out and see more of the world while you still have the chance. You have to promise me, Pops. If the worst happens then you mustn’t waste your life grieving for me.

Forever yours, no matter what happens,

John

Tears were streaming down Poppy’s face now and she had given up trying to stem the flow. She let out a heavy sob as she thought about all the new, exciting experiences they had been robbed of enjoying together. Dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve, Poppy let out a deep breath.

Of all the letters from John in her memory box, she had picked out the one that encouraged her to get out and see the world. She couldn’t dismiss the coincidence. And she certainly couldn’t ignore John’s pleas. She remembered she had written back straight away and promised to do exactly as he’d said. She didn’t know if he’d ever had the chance to read her letter, but she had made the heartfelt vow and now John had managed to remind her of it from beyond the grave.

HM Factory, Gretna certainly wasn’t going to be as pretty as France or any of the other foreign countries Poppy and John had planned on visiting, but it was an adventure away from London. It would definitely be more dangerous than patrolling the streets of London, but she would be there to help make it safer for everyone else. Explosions were less likely to happen if the workers were stopped from bringing banned items into the factory, and that’s what the WPS were there for. Once Poppy had taken that first step out of London, who knew where it might lead? She suddenly felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders and she knew exactly what she had to do, no matter how daunting it felt.

‘Thank you, my darling,’ she whispered, and she kissed John’s handwriting before carefully placing the letter back into her memory box. Before the day was done, she would be going back to St Stephen’s House to tell Frosty she was accepting the position at Gretna.
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Poppy’s stomach grumbled aggressively, and she cursed herself for having skipped breakfast. Now she’d made up her mind that she was taking up the post at Gretna she felt anxious but excited about moving away. With the majority of her angst dissipated, her body was reminding her that it needed fuel to get through the rest of the day. Poppy stepped hopefully into the communal kitchen but of course there was nothing left of the porridge she’d prepared that morning. Settling for a dry slice of bread and an apple, she decided to meet Maggie at the police station at the end of her patrol and treat her to an afternoon tea.

Sated but with her stomach not exactly satisfied, Poppy had a wash and changed into one of her nicer dresses. Realising there were still a few hours left of her friend’s shift, she decided to head back to WPS headquarters to let Frosty know her decision. She reasoned that it would be a good idea to make everything formal before she had a chance to get too scared to go through with it.

‘You’re booked on a train to Carlisle tomorrow morning,’ Frosty informed Poppy as soon as she stepped into her office and before she’d even had a chance to open her mouth and tell her she had made a decision. ‘You’ll be met at the train station and escorted to the factory.’ Poppy screwed her face up in confusion.
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