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            FABER has published children’s books since 1929. T. S. Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats and Ted Hughes’ The Iron Man were amongst the first. Our catalogue at the time said that ‘it is by reading such books that children learn the difference between the shoddy and the genuine’. We still believe in the power of reading to transform children’s lives. All our books are chosen with the express intention of growing a love of reading, a thirst for knowledge and to cultivate empathy. We pride ourselves on responsible editing. Last but not least, we believe in kind and inclusive books in which all children feel represented and important.
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            To my Lily.

Love, Mum

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            The game of football is quite unsuitable for females and ought not to be encouraged.

            
                

            

            THE FOOTBALL ASSOCIATION, 5TH DECEMBER 1921

            
                

            

            
                

            

            It is our duty to inspire young girls to play a sport.

            
                

            

            STEPH HOUGHTON MBE, ENGLAND’S TOP SCORER AT THE 2012 OLYMPICS AND CAPTAIN OF ENGLAND WOMEN’S NATIONAL FOOTBALL TEAM SINCE 2014 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         I have changed names and invented places, but all the key events in this novel are based on the actual experiences of munitions workers and/or female football players during and just after the Great War. All the quotations I use from official sources, such as the Football Association, are verbatim, to stand as a true record of exactly what was said at the time. Through my central character Polly I have echoed the life of the famous footballer Lily Parr. One of eight children from a working-class Lancashire family, Lily began her professional playing career aged fourteen and went on to score over nine hundred goals for her team and country. 
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Lowcross, Lancashire July 1917

         Polly charged across the back yard, flicked the football on to the toe of her left boot and eyed up the goal. All that stood between her and victory were three fat piglets, the washing tub and a gaggle of chicks.

         She darted forward, weaved between two of the chicks, and thundered down the right-hand side of the yard. Polly was about to take a shot at goal, which was a narrow slit between two clean sheets hanging on the washing line, when out of nowhere the fattest of the piglets blocked her path. She almost lost control of the ball in a puddle of slops and slippery potato peel.

         ‘Oh no you don’t!’ She slithered sideways, flicking the ball upwards in the nick of time, before skidding to the ground. Her nostrils filled with the familiar stench of pig muck and rotting veg, but it was worth it. The ball sailed through the air. ‘Goal!’ She smiled as it disappeared between the sheets, then waited, expecting to hear the satisfying thud of leather on wood as it hit the back gate

         But the thud never came.

         Instead, Joe, the eldest of her five brothers, appeared.

         ‘Hello, Pol. You lost something?’ He smiled down at her, holding the muddy ball.

         ‘Give it here!’ said Polly, sitting up and trying not to gawp.

         Joe was in his new army uniform. She’d never seen him look so smart. She couldn’t remember a time when anyone in their family had ever had new clothes.

         ‘What do you reckon?’ Joe beamed as he took one hand off the ball to salute her.

         ‘Not too shabby, I suppose.’ Polly heaved herself up off the filthy ground.

         Her fingers were covered in muck but she wanted to reach out and touch his jacket. It was brown, like the colour of strong tea, and so stiff it looked more as though it was made of cardboard than cloth.

         Polly was twelve years old and tall for her age, especially for a girl, as people never tired of telling her. She was nearly the same height as Joe, even though he had just turned eighteen and had shoulders as broad as a bear. Yet, all trussed up in his fancy clothes, he seemed young somehow, like a little boy. His big ears were sticking out from under his cap and his bristly chin was shaved clean. Apart from the thick soldier’s belt around his middle, he looked as if he was off to church, not away to fight a war.

         Polly made a swipe for the ball, waving her grimy paws at him. ‘Hand it over then, unless you want to get muddy,’ she said.

         ‘Get away, Pol.’ Joe marched past her, dunked the leather football in the pigs’ water trough and shook it dry. ‘This old beauty’s coming with me.’

         ‘What?’ Polly’s mouth fell open in disbelief. ‘You can’t take my ball to the war.’

         Joe raised an eyebrow.

         ‘All right, your ball,’ said Polly, weakly. Joe had won it in a game of poker off a lad at the works, and she knew it. But that wasn’t going to stop her. ‘You’re supposed to be out there fighting Jerry, not playing football,’ she said.

         ‘Ah! That’s where you’re wrong.’ Joe leaned up against the wall and took out a smoke, with the ball wedged safely under his boot. ‘Haven’t you ever heard of no man’s land?’ 

         ‘Course I have,’ said Polly. ‘It’s the scrap of ground that runs between the trenches. The German ones and the ones our boys are stuck in.’ She’d heard enough stories about the war to know that.

         ‘Exactly.’ Joe pointed to the pigs’ water trough. ‘Say that over there is our lads’ trench, then this here …’ He kicked the long narrow slop feeder with his boot. ‘This here is Jerry’s!’

         Polly laughed as the gaggle of chicks waddled merrily between the trough and the feeder. ‘In that case, someone ought to tell those little beggars they’re right in the middle of no man’s land!’

         ‘They wouldn’t last long,’ said Joe gravely. ‘It’s where you get yourself blown up, Pol.’ She saw him swallow hard. ‘That rotten little strip of land’s what we’re all fighting over.’

         ‘Like a football pitch,’ said Polly with a shudder.

         ‘Reckon you might be right,’ Joe agreed. ‘The trenches are like goals and each team is trying to fire their shots into the other’s.’

         Except it’s bombs and shells they’re shooting, not footballs, thought Polly. But neither of them needed to hear that said out loud. Not when Joe was shipping off to the battlefield in just a few hours’ time.

         He had stubbed out his cigarette but was still chewing his lip.

         ‘I don’t see what any of that’s got to do with you taking my ball,’ said Polly with a cheeky grin. Inside, she felt all shivery at the thought of Joe going away, but she was desperate to lift the mood. She and Joe had never had a serious conversation in their whole lives. It certainly didn’t seem like a good moment to start.

         ‘My ball!’ said Joe firmly, but he was grinning now too. Although Joe was the eldest of her five brothers, Polly felt closer to him than any of the others. You could tell at a glance they were related. They had the same wild black hair, deep-set grey eyes and big, wide mouths. ‘The point is this, Pol.’ Joe kicked the ball lightly from one foot to the other. ‘If you’ve heard of no man’s land, then you must have heard of the Christmas football matches.’

         Polly had. But she let him tell her anyway. ‘It was 1914, the first year of the war,’ Joe said. He always told a good story and his eyes sparkled as he spoke. ‘The two sides decided to call a truce. Just for a few hours, they all stopped fighting because it was Christmas time and they probably missed home like billy-o.’ Joe’s voice was sing-song, as if he was telling some magical fairy tale. ‘There was frost in the air and the lads on both sides sung carols between the trenches. Then someone lobbed a ball into no man’s land and they all had a bit of a kick-about …’

         ‘That’s as may be. You still can’t have my ball,’ said Polly, folding her arms, when Joe was finished. ‘From what I hear, lads aren’t larking around out there playing football these days. They’re too busy killing each other.’

         The moment the words were out, Polly wished she could stuff them back in again. She saw Joe’s face turn white as the sheets on the line. She’d only meant to tease him, hoping he’d let her keep the ball. But now she’d said that awful thing about killing. And it was true – Joe wasn’t going to be playing football for a very long time. He’d be too busy fighting in the endless, horrible, stupid war.

         Me and my big gob, she thought. Why did she never think before she spoke? ‘Keep the rotten ball, Joe.’

         ‘Why?’ He glared at her, his grey eyes dark. ‘Out of pity? Cos you figure I might go out there and die?’

         ‘No!’ said Polly quickly. Her tummy flipped over and a hot blush burned her face. She couldn’t let Joe see that was exactly what she had been thinking.

         ‘There’s only one way to settle this,’ she said, standing tall and pushing back her shoulders. ‘I’m a striker and you reckon yourself a great goalie. Let’s shoot it out! Winner keeps the ball.’ 

         ‘You’re on.’ There was a glint in Joe’s eye again. He unbuttoned his smart new jacket, took off his cap and hung them on the back doorknob. ‘Let’s be clear, though,’ he said. ‘To be a goal, the ball needs to go under the washing line and if it touches the sheets on either side then it doesn’t count.’

         ‘I know!’ Polly felt a flash of irritation. Why did her brothers always treat her as if she didn’t understand the rules? She’d played more football in this back yard than any of them.

         Joe pushed the sheets apart like curtains and stood between them, his arms outstretched.

         ‘Wait!’ cried Polly, running hither and thither, scooping up chicks and putting them in an empty bucket, as they cheeped and tumbled over each other like a swarm of angry bees. ‘I don’t want to squish any of this little lot with my great, clod-hopping feet!’ She glanced down at the enormous pair of tatty, hand-me-down boots she had inherited from her second eldest brother, Walter. He was fifteen but Polly had nearly outgrown them already.

         ‘Fair do,’ said Joe. He wasn’t really listening. His eyebrows were knitted together and he had the serious, tight-faced look he always had when he was in goal. 

         Good, thought Polly. If he was concentrating on winning the ball, at least he was no longer dwelling on the war and the dreadful thing she’d said.

         Although she’d finished moving the chicks out of the way, there was nothing she could do about the piglets. They would just have to take their chances – or more likely she would have to take hers. She’d been tripped up by piglets more than once while playing football out here, and had the scars on her knees to prove it.

         Polly hitched up her skirt and tucked it into her knickers. ‘Stupid thing,’ she mumbled. Boys didn’t know how lucky they were. No one could take a serious shot at goal if they were wearing a skirt. Then she flattened herself against the wall of the house. It was nothing like as far as the twelve yards from goal allowed for a penalty kick in a real football match, but it was all they could manage in the small back yard.

         ‘Best of three. Winner keeps the ball,’ she said.

         ‘Deal!’ Joe agreed.

         Polly glanced quickly at her feet, more to check there weren’t any piglets in the way than anything else. Then she kept her eyes on the goal.

         Thwack!

         The ball sailed through the air, arching to the left. Joe was stretching upwards but not high enough or fast enough to save it. The top of the ball grazed the washing line but flew underneath and smashed through the gap in the sheets, hitting the wooden gate.

         ‘Goal!’ Polly cheered.

         ‘One-nil to the lady.’ Joe gave a little a nod of respect.

         ‘Ha!’ Polly spluttered with laughter, tucking her skirt back into her knickers. ‘I don’t see any lady here!’

         ‘Me neither, now you mention it!’ Joe laughed too, but not unkindly. He was never one for picking on his sister or being mean just because she was big or awkward or a girl.

         Polly curtsied like a queen. She was trying to put him off his mark. She could feel the blood thumping inside her ears, as she always did when there was a challenge on. She needed to win this. If Joe took the ball away to war she’d have nothing to play with. A new ball was sixpence at least. She didn’t have that kind of money. She didn’t have any money – and, even if she did, Mam would only nick it to pay the rent man. She was going to have to win this battered old football the hard way.

         Polly pushed her hair out of her eyes, leaped over a piglet and fetched the ball back to the shooting spot. ‘Where’ve you been this morning, anyway?’ she asked. ‘Mam was fit to burst when she couldn’t find you. Walter reckoned you must have slipped out last night and gone drinking with your pals.’

         ‘I was just saying goodbye to the old haunts,’ said Joe, but the tips of his ears had turned pink. He was lying about something.

         ‘The smelly old canal and Duke’s pub?’ Polly sniffed. ‘That can’t have taken more than five minutes!’

         ‘Are we playing football or nattering?’ Joe asked. It was clear he wanted to change the subject. But then he added quietly, ‘It might be the last time I see those rotten old places, Pol.’

         Polly decided with a shiver that he probably had been telling the truth. She wondered what she’d do if she ever got to leave Lowcross for good. Spit in the canal and run as fast as the wind! she thought. But nobody was asking her to go off and fight the Germans.

         The ball was barely in front of her feet before she was aiming for the goal. If she was quick, she could catch Joe off guard. Just one more shot like that first one and the ball was hers.

         Thwack!

         Too low, too weak, too central. Polly clutched her head. She’d rushed it.

         ‘Ha!’ cried Joe, closing his arms around the ball as he hugged it to his stomach. ‘One to the gents, I believe!’

         He bounced the ball off his knee, kicked it with the edge of his heel and headed it back her way.

         ‘One-all!’ said Polly, pushing up her sleeves. There was just one shot left to decide it.

         She stretched her arms up into the air, bent down and touched her toes, jogged on the spot and shook her head from side to side.

         Joe sighed impatiently.

         ‘What’s the hurry? Got a war to get to?’ Polly laughed. She wasn’t going to rush it this time. Joe could wait. She stretched again, lifting her arms towards the tiny patch of grey sky above the yard and gulping a great big breath of smelly, soot-filled air from the factories over the way.

         Then she kicked, right-footed for once. That was cunning. She’d only recently been practising that. Joe wouldn’t expect it. The ball flew through the air. Joe leaned right. The ball arched left. It was good … surely, it was good …

         Joe dived sideways and stretched out his great, long arms.

         ‘No!’ For a moment Polly thought he was going to reach it. But the ball grazed the top of his fingers and sailed into the goal. 

         ‘Yes!’ Polly threw her arms in the air. She’d done it! She’d won! She’d beaten Joe, even though he was eighteen and a cracking goalie. The ball was hers to keep. Joe lay sprawled flat out on the floor of the yard.

         ‘What you lying in the muck for?’ Polly laughed. ‘Looking for worms?’

         ‘Blast!’ said Joe, sitting up. Polly gasped. His spanking-new army shirt and trousers were all covered in mud. He looked like he’d just played two full halves for Lowcross United.

         ‘Crikey! Now we’ve gone and done it.’ Polly glanced towards the house.

         ‘I just hope it was worth it,’ said Joe. He stood up with a wet, squelchy sound and sighed. Polly could see it wasn’t just the mud – his pride was hurt too, but she couldn’t help grinning like a cat who’d got the cream.

         ‘Oh, it was definitely worth it!’ She tucked the mucky football under her arm.

         ‘I didn’t think you stood a chance or I’d never have let you challenge me,’ Joe snapped. He was a decent fellow but he still didn’t like being beaten by his little sister.

         ‘Why? Because I’m younger than you?’ said Polly. ‘Or because I’m a girl?’ 

         Joe said nothing. He didn’t need to.

         ‘Well, you’d better get used to it.’ Polly turned her back and gently lifted the chicks from the bucket, placing them back on the ground. ‘I’m growing up fast,’ she told him. ‘I plan to go on beating you boys from now on, no matter how big and strong and tough you think you are. Just you wait and see.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         ‘What were you thinking of, Polly?’ Her brother Walter loomed over her as she knelt, furiously trying to scrub the mud off Joe’s clothes with a wet, soapy brush. ‘Trust you to make trouble on a day like this!’

         ‘Me?’ Polly might have known she’d get all the blame. She looked imploringly at Joe, standing by the fire with a blanket wrapped around him like an emperor’s cape. ‘It wasn’t just me. Our Joe—’

         ‘Our Joe is going off to war, in case you’d forgotten. Now his smart new clothes are filthy and it’s all your fault.’ Walter was enjoying himself. He was nothing but a bully, desperate to prove to everyone what a big man he could be. ‘You’re more trouble than you’re worth, Polly Nabb.’

         Polly stuck her tongue out, but snapped it in again as she heard a rasping cough and saw a shadow fall across the open doorway. 

         ‘What’ve you gone and done this time, Polly?’ grunted Mam, dropping a sack of coal on the step. ‘Come on, speak up!’

         ‘It’s nothing,’ said Polly, edging backwards. ‘Honestly.’

         Mam looked worn out. She was pregnant again but had been up since dawn delivering coal because Dad had one of his glum moods today and couldn’t shift. ‘I know trouble when I see it!’ she said, resting one hand on her swollen belly and the other in the small of her back. Tired as she was, she was still fierce as a pit bull terrier. Her eyes were darting backwards and forwards between Polly, the scrubbing brush and Joe’s grubby uniform. She missed nothing.

         ‘Polly was playing football in the yard,’ blurted Ernie. Polly glared at him. He was the next youngest after her and always quick to tell a tale. ‘She made our Joe fall in pig poo!’

         ‘Pig poo! Pig poo! Pig poo!’ shouted their little brother Tommy, toddling forward delightedly. Polly couldn’t help giggling as he flung his arms around her leg.

         Mam grabbed her by the ear and marched her across the room towards the fireplace.

         ‘Ouch! Let go … Please, Mam!’ Even though she was a good head taller than her mother, Polly knew better than to wriggle. She’d been grabbed by the ear too many times to try that. If she wriggled, Mam would only pull harder.

         ‘Do you see this, do you?’ Mam pointed a coal-blackened finger at the clock, which stood in pride of place on the mantelpiece.

         ‘Yes!’ screeched Polly. ‘I see it.’ When she was little, Polly had thought the clock was made of real silver. She knew now it was only pewter, which was just some sort of swanky tin, but it was still the finest and most valuable thing the Nabbs owned.

         ‘You can tell the time, I suppose? You did learn something at that school of yours?’ asked Mam, with another sharp tug on Polly’s earlobe.

         ‘Course I can,’ Polly squawked. ‘It’s half past three!’

         ‘Exactly!’ Mam swung Polly round to face Joe. ‘That daft beggar’s supposed to be at the train station by a quarter past four.’

         ‘You’ll be lucky if you can get his clothes clean and dry in time,’ chimed in Walter – as if he knew anything about washing!

         ‘Don’t fuss,’ said Joe. ‘Just give them here and I’ll be on my way.’

         ‘What? So folk can say the Nabbs don’t send their boys off looking right?’ Mam’s cheeks were blazing. ‘I’ll not have this family disrespected.’ She was on her high horse now. Everyone knew to keep quiet. Even Polly. ‘We may be poor but we look after our men and we do what’s proper,’ she thundered.

         Normally Mam would have gone on like that for half an hour, but this pregnancy had not been an easy one. She slumped down in a chair, kicked off her clogs and sighed.

         ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ hissed Walter, narrowing his eyes at Polly. ‘Mam’s run off her feet and Dad’s having one of his turns.’

         Polly glanced at their father. With all the clamour and noise in the cramped back room, she had barely noticed him sitting in the dark corner by the stairs. He was hunched in his armchair, nursing a tiny chick with a broken wing. Bob, the baby of the family, was crawling round his feet in the sawdust, which they put down to try and keep the floor clean.

         ‘Gently does it.’ Dad sighed. Polly wasn’t sure if he was speaking to the wounded bird or his baby son.

         ‘I don’t see how I’m to blame for Dad’s moods,’ she whispered, scowling at Walter. Dad had injured his back carrying bricks on building sites for twenty years. Now his whole body ached and he grew sad and lifeless sometimes. Soot moods, Polly called them to herself – as if a thick, dark dust had settled on him, like the ashes left in the grate after the fire had burned out. Dad was never violent or mean – he didn’t beat his wife or children, or take to drink like some of the fathers round here. He just sat in his chair like that. He couldn’t get up and go to work. When it was really bad, he couldn’t even speak.

         ‘Fancy squabbling with our Joe on the day he’s off to fight,’ said Walter, raising his voice again so Mam would hear.

         ‘Squabbling?’ Polly wasn’t having that. ‘We were playing football!’

         ‘You and that blasted game.’ Mam sighed, rubbing the side of her head as if a full-blown football match was going on inside there right now. ‘You’d think a big lass like you could find better things to do. Like bringing the washing in from the yard.’

         Washing? Polly wanted to scream. There was always washing to be done – and always her who had to do it. She didn’t see Walter or Ernie out there with the sheets, their hands bright red from the freezing water and their knuckles rubbed raw from the scrubbing brush.

         ‘We were deciding who’d get to keep the ball. I won,’ she said, wishing she could make her family see why that old football was so precious to her, though she knew they’d never understand. Her brothers could have a kick-about anytime they wanted, just by strolling up Link Street or hanging around on the gravel patch outside Duke’s pub.

         But Polly needed that ball to start a game. Boys were happy to play with her then. Without it, she had to beg and wheedle just to be allowed to join in. Half the lads wouldn’t let her because she was a girl and they thought she wouldn’t play properly. The other half wouldn’t let her because she was a girl and they knew she’d beat them.

         ‘I bet our Joe played soft,’ said Ernie. ‘I bet he let you win. Football’s a boy’s game, everyone knows that.’ He folded his arms as if the matter was closed.

         ‘Then how come he ended up face first in the muck?’ snapped Polly. ‘Tell him, Joe. Tell him how I beat you fair and square.’

         Joe mumbled something under his breath.

         ‘Aren’t you going to give the ball back?’ Ernie sounded genuinely shocked.

         ‘No!’ said Polly, stubbornness rising inside her. ‘I told you. I won it fair and square.’

         Mam raised herself up out of her seat and glared at Polly. ‘You should never have taken it from him in the first place,’ she said, stomping over to the bowl of soapy water and beginning to scrub Joe’s shirt. ‘Not when our Joe’s off to fight and might …’ Her voice seemed to catch in her throat.

         Polly dug her nails into her palm. She had never heard Mam struggle for words before.

         ‘Sometimes I wonder if you’ve got a woman’s heart in that chest of yours, Polly.’ Mam thumped the front of her own coal-stained pinafore as if to stress the point.

         ‘That’s not fair,’ said Polly, her cheeks burning.

         ‘Course it is! There’s nothing in your chest except a dried-up leather football!’ said Walter, smirking at everyone as he realised how clever he’d been.

         Polly ignored him but took a step closer to Mam. ‘Please …’ Prickles of heat burned the back of her neck. She knew lots of girls would cry if their mam had said something like that to them. Perhaps that’s what everyone wanted. Perhaps all would be forgiven then. But Polly couldn’t cry. She never cried. Instead, she just felt hot and furious and guilty all at once. ‘I’m sorry Joe’s swanky clothes got filthy,’ she said. ‘But I’m not sorry I beat him. It was a fair game and the mud’ll wash off—’

         ‘It’s not Polly’s fault. It was me who suggested we have a contest,’ said Joe, the lie making him blush.

         ‘That’s as may be.’ Mam sighed. ‘But Polly’s a lass. She should have had more sense than to take you up on it!’

         ‘She’s getting above herself,’ agreed Walter. ‘Challenging the men in the family like that.’

         Polly wished she could run outside and throw herself in the pigs’ water trough to cool off. A girl getting above herself was never a good thing. She was supposed to cook and clean and take second place to men, not fight things out in a silly football game. But they were wrong! Football wasn’t silly – not to her, and not to Joe either. They’d both felt free and happy while they played and they’d almost forgotten about war and trenches and guns. If she’d given in and let Joe keep the ball, it wouldn’t have been right. Not that any of the others would understand that.

         By the time Polly looked up again, the flush had gone from her cheeks and Joe was pulling his jacket over the damp shirt.

         ‘Reckon I best be off then,’ he said glancing at the clock. ‘Don’t come and see me to the station. I don’t want a fuss.’

         As he stepped past Polly, he stopped and ruffled her hair. ‘Just mind you look after that ball for me.’

         With that he was gone. Striding away through the back yard, ducking under the washing line. Off to war. 

         ‘Bye, lad.’

         ‘Show Jerry what for.’

         ‘See you home by Christmas, I hope.’

         The others all called their goodbyes.

         ‘Joe …’ Polly wished she hadn’t spent this last precious time arguing with everyone. She tried to shout something funny. Or rude. Or clever. She found she couldn’t think of anything. For once, she was lost for words. But as the gate slammed shut behind him, she knew she’d done a terrible thing. She picked up the ball and ran as fast as her legs would carry her.

         ‘Joe!’ she yelled. ‘Come back’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Polly hurtled across the yard. Mam and Walter were right. She should have let Joe take the ball! She felt a tight, panicky feeling in her chest. How could she have been so selfish? She’d been so busy thinking how much she needed the ball she hadn’t been thinking straight.

         Now he was really leaving, she couldn’t bear the thought of Joe having nothing to kick around. What if there was a Christmas Day match in no man’s land after all? He’d need a ball to play with then. He needed a ball whatever happened. Joe loved football almost as much as she did – and there’d be precious few pleasures where he was going.

         ‘Where are you off to?’ Mam bellowed from the doorway, but Polly flew out of the back gate before anyone could stop her, clasping the precious football under one arm. 

         ‘Joe?’ she yelled. But he was already gone.

         She ran on down the narrow passage behind the yard. As she reached the top of Link Street, she glanced towards the patch of gravel outside Duke’s pub. Frank Cogley, who lived two houses down from them, was kicking an old tin can about with one of his little brothers.

         ‘Hey, Polly! Give us your ball,’ cried Frank. ‘We’ll let you play with us if you do!’

         ‘No chance!’ Polly didn’t even glance back.

         She pelted on down North Road. She dodged past a mother with a big pram, as if avoiding a defender in midfield, and leaped over a milk churn that had fallen on its side.

         ‘Joe!’ she cried, catching sight of him ahead of her at last. ‘Joe, wait up!’

         But one of the new motor omnibuses was clattering past and there was too much noise for him to hear her.

         As she reached the junction at Railway Street, Joe started running too. She glanced at the big station clock. It was gone ten past four already – less than five minutes until his train.

         ‘Blast!’ she cried, almost dropping the ball as she stumbled over the gutter at the edge of the road. In the time she’d taken to glance up at the clock, she’d lost sight of the back of Joe’s head amongst the gathering crowds around the station. Once she was inside the big, high-roofed building it was even worse. There was a mass of people all milling about at the end of the platform, all dressed in their Sunday best, all come to see their lads off to fight.

         Polly saw a few of the women scowling at her, shooting sideways glances at her torn, muddy dress as she pushed past them.

         ‘Fancy coming to wave our boys off dressed like that,’ said a smart lady in a big purple hat. Polly wished she’d stopped to grab a shawl to cover her dress, or brushed her tangled hair at least. But there was no time to worry about that now. She had to get the ball to Joe.

         ‘Excuse me!’ Polly put her head down and pushed through the waving crowds, some of them clinging to each other and crying. ‘Please! I need to get through!’

         The roaring train was already shuddering and billowing steam like a dragon as it waited on the platform.

         ‘Joe!’ Polly screamed. Young men hung out of every window, waving and blowing kisses to their loved ones through the smoke. Every one of them was wearing a brown army jacket and cap, identical to Joe’s. She couldn’t make out his face anywhere. 

         ‘Joe!’ she cried again, running along beside the waiting train.

         Then suddenly she saw him. He was leaning out of the window in the next-to-last carriage. She’d recognise that messy black hair anywhere. He was waving his cap at her.

         ‘Here!’ she cried. Then she realised with a jolt that it wasn’t her Joe was waving at. She stopped running and hung back.

         A slim figure in factory overalls was pelting along the platform ahead of her. For a moment – because of the trousers – Polly thought it was a lad … but it a was a lass, with short brown hair.

         Joe stretched his arms out of the window. ‘Hello, you!’ He beamed with the biggest, brightest smile Polly had ever seen from him. ‘You made it. I knew you would,’ he cried.

         Joe grabbed the girl round the shoulders, gathered her up and drew her close. Then he kissed her on the lips.

         Polly froze. No wonder Joe had wanted to come to the station on his own. He’d wanted to have this girl all to himself. His secret sweetheart! A knot of jealousy twisted in her gut.

         Polly backed away. 

         But it was too late. Joe had spotted her.

         ‘Pol? What are you doing here?’ he said, his eyes wide with shock.

         Polly wished the platform would swallow her up.

         ‘’Ello!’ said the girl. Her accent sounded strange. She wasn’t from Lowcross, that was for sure. Polly forced herself to look up and smile.

         ‘Blimey!’ she gasped. The girl was pretty – like a fairy or an elf – with big green sparkling eyes … but that wasn’t why Polly was staring at her with her mouth wide open. It was the girl’s skin. It was bright yellow.

         ‘Pleased to meet you!’ The girl winked, holding out a little yellow hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong as she pumped Polly’s arm up and down. ‘I’m Daph!’

         ‘Daff?’ Polly blurted out. ‘Is that short for Daffodil?’

         ‘No, it is not! You’re only saying that cos I’m yellow as a flower.’ The girl laughed – a big, loud chuckle, which Polly found hard to believe had come from her tiny frame. ‘It’s short for Daphne, as it happens. Daphne Jenkins.’

         ‘Daph works at the munitions factory,’ said Joe, finding his voice again at last.

         ‘It’s the chemicals they put in the shells to make them explode,’ Daph explained. ‘It turns all the girls in my section yellow.’ 

         ‘Canaries!’ cried Polly excitedly. She’d heard somewhere that’s what the girls who worked in the bomb factories were called, because their skin turned yellow as a canary’s feather.

         ‘Charming! First I’m a flower, now I’m a bloomin’ bird!’ said Daph.

         ‘Sorry …’ Polly’s own face burned red as a robin’s breast. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Daph had just looked hurt or angry – instead she was laughing her head off. Joe was laughing too – both of them so big and grown up, as if Polly was some sort of idiotic kid.

         Then suddenly a whistle blew.

         Joe’s face turned from laughter to panic in a second.

         The train belched steam.

         ‘Mind your backs, please, ladies and gents. Mind your backs,’ bellowed a porter as he hurried along the platform.

         Joe pulled Daph towards him and kissed her again.

         Lots of the other lads were kissing girls too.

         ‘Goodbye!’ Joe said as the train began to move. He looked up quickly and smiled at Polly. But he wasn’t thinking about her. She knew that. He was leaning right out of the window and his hand stayed in Daph’s for as long as it possibly could, holding just the very tips of her yellow fingers as the train moved away. Polly felt the tight twist of jealousy in her tummy again.

         ‘Goodbye!’ she called.

         ‘Bye, Joey-boy! Stay out of trouble!’ Daph leaped up and down, waving both hands in the air when she couldn’t hold on any longer.

         ‘Wait!’ Polly suddenly remembered why she had come. The football was still wedged under her arm. ‘Here!’ she bellowed, sprinting along the platform. ‘Take the ball. It’s yours, Joe. I should have let you have it all along.’

         ‘What?’ Joe seemed confused.

         He was too far away from her already. Even if she threw the ball, it would never stand a chance of reaching him.

         Suddenly, Polly knew what she had to do. Joe might be too far ahead for her to throw the ball to him, but she could kick it. It would be some sort of miracle if it reached him.

         The shot would have to be accurate, right on the mark … But it was worth a try.

         Trusting her instinct, Polly dropped the ball to the platform and kicked, keeping her eyes on the target, aiming for the small square window where Joe’s face was still grinning out at her in surprise. ‘Save it, Joe!’ she cried, and she saw the flash of recognition on his face and his hands shoot out through the gap in the window.

         ‘Whoa!’ cheered the departing carriage of soldiers as the ball flew past their gawping faces.

         ‘Yes!’ An even louder cheer split the air as Joe caught the ball, squashing it between one free hand and his cap in the other.

         For a moment, Polly thought he might fumble and drop it, but Joe held tight, his chest and shoulders hanging right out of the window.

         ‘Well saved, mate!’ cheered a young solider with a ginger moustache.

         Polly ran like the wind. As she pelted along the platform beside the chugging train, she heard Joe’s voice louder than any of the others, shouting above the din.

         ‘That’s my sister! The best striker I know,’ he roared.

         Polly beamed with pride.

         ‘Look after my ball!’ she cried cheekily. But Joe was already too far away to hear her.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         Polly was right about what not having a ball would mean. In the weeks after Joe left for the Front, she barely got a kick-about let alone a proper game. As summer continued in a disappointing drizzle, she was reduced to hanging around the rough gravel pitch outside Duke’s pub, begging anyone with a ball to let her join in.

         One rare sunny afternoon, she’d managed to escape from home after an endless day of doing laundry and was more desperate than ever for a game.

         ‘Hey, there!’ she cried, as she spotted Frank Cogley kicking his old tin can around with two or three of his little brothers and a gaggle of cousins too. ‘Let me play,’ she begged. Polly knew the can made a hopeless football, but would settle for anything she could get. ‘I know where there’s a rotten hen’s egg in the back of our yard. You can throw it at the wall if you like.’ 

         ‘Fine!’ said Frank, wearily. ‘Just don’t kick too hard, you’ll bend the blooming can.’

         ‘Better try and stop me, then,’ Polly cried, leaping into the middle of the fray. Most of the ragged Cogley clan only came up to her waist. All the same, it was fun to be part of a makeshift game at last, even if she did get confused about which of the little lads were supposed to be on her team. There were even more Cogleys than there were Nabbs. All of them boys, all skinny, and all with sticky-out ears and freckles on their noses.

         ‘Not to him, you daft lass,’ cried one small angry gap-toothed boy as she made a pass with the rattling tin can. ‘He’s on Frank’s team. Pass to me.’

         ‘Right!’ said Polly, charging forward and regaining the can in one swift tackle.

         ‘Blimey!’ gasped the gap-toothed boy. ‘You’re all right, you are. For a girl!’

         ‘And you’re all right, for a tiny gnome!’ said Polly, grinning as she weaved past him. She was doing all this in a skirt too – she’d like to see Frank and his clan try that. She’d folded it over at the waist three times to make it as short as possible, but couldn’t tuck it into her knickers like she would at home.

         ‘Oi!’ cried the gap-toothed boy furiously. ‘Aren’t you going to pass to me?’ 

         ‘Nope!’ said Polly, charging away. She smashed the can between the beer-barrel goalposts and scored.

         ‘Watch it!’ cried Frank, as the can bounced off the brick wall of the pub behind. ‘I told you not to kick too hard! It doesn’t roll right if it’s dented.’

         ‘Can’t you just get another tin can?’ asked Polly, as Frank barged past her to inspect the damage.

         ‘How? Do you think condensed milk grows on trees?’ Frank snapped.

         Polly shrugged. It was a fair point.

         ‘It’s my lucky can, isn’t it,’ said Frank, a pink glow creeping up behind his freckles.

         ‘Lucky can?’ Polly was about to explode in fits of laughter. What sort of lad has a lucky tin can? But something in Frank’s expression stopped her.

         ‘My dad brought it back for me on his last leave,’ he said quietly, his cheeks now bright pink.

         Polly was pleased she hadn’t laughed. Frank’s dad was serving at the Front. Same battalion as Joe. Everyone was superstitious while the men were away. Some people had horrid little fluffy rabbits’ feet, which they kept in their pockets and were supposed to bring good luck. Others wore St Christopher charms around their necks – if Frank felt an old tin can was special, who was Polly to laugh at him? 

         ‘Liar!’ Polly gave Frank a gentle shove. She knew he wouldn’t want to seem soppy about the can. ‘Do you expect me to believe your dad gave you a whole tin of condensed milk? All to yourself?’

         ‘He blooming did!’

         Polly smiled to herself as she saw embarrassment change to indignation and Frank clenched his fists.

         ‘Are we going to play or chinwag?’ cried another of the tiny cousins. ‘That’s the trouble with girls, they always want to chatter!’

         ‘Too right!’ echoed Frank, who’d finished inspecting the can and seemed to have decided it was all right. ‘The big lads will be down here any minute and they’ll kick us off the pitch.’

         ‘What’re you waiting for, then?’ Polly slipped the can out from under Frank’s feet. ‘My side are already two-one up.’ She charged away across the gravel. But she hadn’t got far when she heard a voice at the edge of the pitch.

         ‘Scram!’

         Polly glanced over and saw a tall, beefy young man in work overalls. She recognised Don Sharples, the lad Joe had won his precious football from. It must be letting-out time for his shift at the factory up the road.

         ‘Move!’ Don barked. He had a new, shiny, chestnut-coloured leather football wedged under his muscly arm. ‘You kiddies are going to have to clear out and let the big boys play.’

         ‘Sorry, Don.’ Frank and his cousins scuttled off the pitch like mice fleeing from a cat in a barn. Polly didn’t budge. This wasn’t fair.

         ‘Can’t we finish our game?’ she said. As she glanced over the canal, she could see Don’s mates still sauntering down the long lane towards the pub in twos and threes. ‘Your lot aren’t even all here yet. What’s it to you if we play a couple more minutes?’

         ‘What’s it to me?’ Don took a step forward. ‘I’ll tell you what. First, I don’t appreciate getting lip from a kid like you. If I say scram, you scram, right?’

         Polly still didn’t budge, even though her heart was pounding. She knew bullies. She’d lived with their Walter long enough. The more you showed them you were scared, the more fun they got tormenting you. Don had a stupid grin on his face, like a Halloween turnip, and kept glancing over his shoulder, putting on a show for the few lads who had arrived.

         ‘Second,’ he said, thrusting two rude fingers right in Polly’s face – this got a big cheer from his mates. ‘Second …’ He waited for the laughter to die down, working the crowd. ‘You’re a girl! Girls don’t belong on a football pitch!’ There was more laughter and even a wolf whistle this time, but Polly didn’t look at the gathering crowd. She kept her eyes on Don. There was something about being on a football pitch – even a scrap of waste ground like Duke’s – which made her feel bold, like she belonged. She wasn’t going to be pushed around, not even by a big lad like Don, a year or so older than Joe and mean with it.

         ‘I’m surprised you even bother with this place?’ she said, spreading her arms to take in the whole ragged rectangle of gravel. A rickety fence ran along one side of the makeshift pitch, which was all that stopped balls flying into the stinky canal – although they frequently did, and someone had to wade in to rescue them. On the other side, there was a low wall along the edge of the road, where lads gathered to sit and watch. The goals were two old beer barrels at the pub end and a whitewashed outline someone had painted on the back of the tumbledown garages at the other. ‘If your game’s so important, shouldn’t you be up at Lowcross United?’ Polly asked cheekily. ‘They’ve got a man who mows the grass and real goalposts and everything, you know!’

         ‘Yeah! And no girls!’ snorted Don. ‘Perhaps I will get myself up there.’ She could see Frank and the others, perched on the spectators’ wall, beckoning her to hurry up. More older lads had arrived too and were milling around the edge of the pitch. Polly knew there was no point in standing her ground any longer – their game was over. She shrugged and struck her chin in the air as if she didn’t care, although she was still burning with fury at being pushed about.

         She was so busy keeping her head held high, she didn’t notice her bootlace had come undone, until she nearly tripped over it.
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