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

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


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


Rosie Lee, Rosie Lee,

Oh, how I love you,

Saviour of life, weaver of dreams,

Oh, how I love you.

Dark of night, cold outside,

War, bombs and danger.

But warm and tender is your touch,

A glow of light, a ray of hope,

Oh, Rosie Lee, how I love you.


Prologue

1977

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

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

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


Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

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

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

‘Rosie Lee,’ said the young soldier.

‘Rosie Little,’ replied Rosie, correcting him.

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

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

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

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

‘Like me?’ asked Joe, cheekily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Rosie. What’re yer talkin’ about?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rosie’s insides started churning again.

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

Rosie and Eunice exchanged brief, astonished looks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Eunice remained silent.

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

Eunice continued to look down at her lap.

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

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

Both pairs of eyes flicked up at her.

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

Rosie felt a distinct pain in her stomach.

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

Rosie stiffened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I trust neither of you is squeamish?’

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

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

Rosie lowered her eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Eunice wished she hadn’t spoken.

‘Rosie?’

Rosie’s eyes darted up at her.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes, madam,’ replied Eunice confidently.

‘Rosie?’ asked the Lady.

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

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

Rosie and Eunice rose from their chairs.

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

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