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  One




  LINCOLN, FEBRUARY 1905




  ‘Poll, get the doctor.’




  Polly turned to stare at her father, her green eyes widening.




  ‘The – the doctor?’ she stammered.




  Calling the doctor was unheard of in the Longdens’ terraced house. Doctors had to be paid for and money was short for the family of seven.




  ‘It’s yar mam. She’s badly.’




  ‘I know that,’ Polly countered. ‘She’s been badly ever since the babby was born. Can’t Mrs Halliday see to her?’




  William Longden ran his hand through his springy auburn hair. ‘This hasn’t owt to do wi’ having the babby. She’s got steadily worse these last two weeks. You know

  that.’




  ‘But . . .’ Polly began to argue, but her father’s next words cut her short and brought dread to her heart.




  ‘I reckon she’s got the fever.’




  The young girl gasped. ‘Typhoid? You mean the typhoid?’




  Rumour – like the disease itself – had been spreading through Lincoln since the beginning of December and now, in early February, word was that an epidemic was rife in the city.




  ‘But how?’ the girl asked, anxious yet puzzled. ‘Like they told us to in the Chronicle, we boil all our water. An’ I scrub the privy every day.’ She wrinkled

  her nose in disgust. The standpipe and the lavatory in the backyard were shared by three families and each household was supposed to take its share in the cleaning, but Sarah Longden, Polly’s

  mother, didn’t trust the slovenly standards of her neighbours and cleaned the wooden seat of the privy every day. Since she’d given birth to the latest addition to the family just

  before Christmas – a baby girl they’d named Miriam – the unenviable task had fallen upon Polly’s thirteen-year-old shoulders.




  ‘I know you do, love.’ Her father’s tone softened a little, yet the dreadful fear never left his eyes. ‘And,’ he was pleading now, ‘you’ll have to stay

  off work a bit longer.’




  ‘Stay off?’ Polly’s eyes blazed. ‘Again?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Poll, but—’




  ‘I’ll get the sack,’ she reminded him grimly. ‘Mr Spicer’s warned me once already when Mam had Miriam and I stayed off to look after her.’




  ‘I know, I know,’ William said distractedly. ‘But what else can I do, love? Yar mam’s sick and getting worse by the day. And now—’. He broke off and glanced

  away from Polly’s glare.




  ‘What?’




  ‘She’s got the rash.’




  Cold fear ran through the girl’s slim body. ‘Rash?’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘Is it – is it pink?’




  The symptoms of typhoid were now the main topic of conversation in every street throughout the beleaguered city. They all recognized the first signs: headaches, stomach pains and a dry cough. As

  the days progressed, a pinkish rash appeared, then vomiting and severe diarrhoea confirmed their worst fears.




  ‘Aye.’ William nodded hopelessly. ‘So that’s why I say, lass, you’ll have to fetch the doctor. Best go to Mrs Halliday’s. She’ll know what we’ve

  to do.’




  Polly couldn’t remember them ever seeking the services of a doctor and so neither she nor her father knew where the nearest one lived. But Mrs Halliday would know.




  ‘Yes, Dad,’ Polly said meekly now and reached for her coat from the peg behind the door. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’




  As she ran down the street, her heart was thumping with fear for her mother – for all the family. Yet part of her railed against the unfairness of it all. She’d left school the

  previous summer to work in the glue factory. She’d wanted to stay on and become a teacher one day, like Miss Broughton, but her father had insisted she leave and find work. They needed the

  money, he’d said, and though her mother’s troubled eyes had sent her a silent apology, Sarah had made no attempt to side with her daughter. Only Polly, green eyes flashing with

  indignation, her wild auburn hair flying free, had faced her father.




  ‘I want to stay on. You said I could. I want to be a teacher, I want—’




  ‘Enough,’ her father had boomed. ‘It’s not about what you want. It’s about what this family needs.’




  William Longden, tall, thin and slightly stooping and with the red-hair colouring that Polly had inherited, was normally a reasonable man, but he was quick-tempered and when roused to anger he

  was fearsome. He raised his arm and for a brief moment Polly thought he was going to strike her. He’d never hit any of his children, not like the other fathers in the street, who took their

  belts to their kids at the slightest excuse. He’d never even leathered their Eddie, who, at eleven, was fast becoming a tearaway. At least, not yet. But as Polly had faced him, her determined

  little chin jutting out obstinately, her tangle of red hair framing a mutinous face, her small feet planted firmly on the floor and her arms folded across her chest, she’d trembled inwardly.

  For the first time in her young life she knew she’d driven her father too far with her answering back. To her surprise, William had let his arm fall, his hot anger dying as swiftly as it had

  come. But he was still not about to give way.




  ‘You’ve got your certificate from the school so you can leave. You’ll start at the factory on Monday,’ William had said heavily. ‘I’ve seen Spicer and

  it’s all arranged.’




  Now, as she sped along the street, Polly was wishing fervently that she’d not worked so hard at her lessons and become Miss Broughton’s star pupil. Maybe if she’d been lazy and

  messy in her work instead of being attentive and neat, she’d not have been given the certificate that said she’d reached the required standard in her education as set out by the local

  by-laws. She kicked herself mentally – that way she could have stayed on at school. She wouldn’t be working in the glue factory or be kept at home to nurse her mother and look after a

  tiny baby. She’d still be in class, sitting in the front row, drinking in every word that the teacher said, revelling in the knowledge and the skills being imparted.




  And she wouldn’t have been kept off school because the one thing her father had feared was the arrival of the school attendance officer at his door.




  It had all been her own stupid fault, she reproached herself, for trying to be so clever, and now she was paying the price of sinful pride.




  







  Two




  The Longdens lived in a two-up, two-down terraced house in one of the streets set at right angles to the long High Street. The River Witham meandered past the bottom end of

  their street, but Sarah forbade her children to play near it, even though some folk swam there in warm weather or boated on it.




  It was a friendly street, though the youngsters would rough and tumble with one another, which usually resulted in scraped knees, bleeding noses and torn clothes. A shouting match between the

  mothers as to who had started the fight often followed, but a week or two of frostiness between the women involved would eventually thaw – until the next altercation. With the men, it was

  simple. They went off together to the football matches on a Saturday afternoon at Sincil Bank, ending up in the local pub after the game either to celebrate or to drown their sorrows. Either way,

  most of them came home drunk. Sometimes there were fisticuffs in the streets, but by next morning the cause was forgotten. The bruises and bloody noses took longer to heal than did the friendships.

  But visits to the racecourse, where the highlight of the year was the Lincoln Handicap, were what their wives feared the most. Strong-willed Sarah Longden dreaded that time, for even she could not

  stop William joining the other men in spending their week’s wages on the ‘gee-gees’.




  Polly banged on the door of the house at the end of the street near the river and shouted at the same time. ‘Mrs Halliday, Mrs Halliday. Come quick.’




  The house was just the same as her own home; the front door opening straight into the best front room, leading through a small area at the foot of the stairs into the kitchen, which was the main

  family living room where the range dominated one wall. Beyond that was the scullery with a shallow sink, where the washing of crockery and of clothes was done. All the family’s meals were

  prepared here and the copper bricked into the corner provided hot water on bath nights.




  ‘Now, now,’ came a voice from beyond the door in answer to Polly’s frantic knocking. ‘If ’tis a babby comin’, it’ll tek its time an’ if

  someone’s died, there’s no rush.’




  The door flew open and Polly looked up into the motherly round face of the local midwife and layer-out, the woman to whom everyone came in times of trouble for help and advice.




  ‘We need the doctor, Mrs Halliday,’ Polly panted. ‘Me mam’s real bad.’




  Mrs Halliday’s ready smile faded. ‘What’s ’er symptoms, lass?’ she asked and then, beneath her breath added, ‘As if I didn’t know.’




  ‘She’s bein’ sick.’




  ‘And the lax? Has she got the lax?’




  The girl shuddered as she thought of the foul-smelling diarrhoea in the chamber pot that she was obliged to empty several times a day. She nodded. ‘Ever so bad and now – ’ she

  pulled in a shuddering breath – ‘there’s a rash.’




  ‘Oh dear. Then you do need the doctor to see her. It’ll ’ave to be notified, love, won’t it?’ A ghost of a smile lit Bertha Halliday’s eyes briefly as she

  added, ‘We must abide by the law, specially now our Leo’s a policeman.’




  Bertha Halliday’s son, Leo, had joined the city police force a few months earlier at the age of eighteen. Fair-haired and blue-eyed with a cheeky grin that belied his chosen profession,

  Leo was the apple of his mother’s eye. And all the unattached young girls in the neighbourhood would make sure they were wearing a clean pinafore or their best coat when stepping out of their

  front doors just in case he should be striding up the street. Even at thirteen, Polly was unusually tongue-tied when she ran into him unexpectedly. But this morning the handsome young man was not

  occupying her thoughts.




  ‘Please, Mrs Halliday, will you—?’




  ‘’Course I will, lass. I’ll get the doctor to call. You leave it to me and get yarsen back home to look after yar mam and the bairns.’




  Polly retraced her steps more slowly. She paused briefly outside her own house, but then she ran swiftly to the end of the street where it joined the High Street. She stood on

  the corner and gazed up at the cathedral sitting proudly on the top of the hill. She loved the huge building, but she’d never had the chance to attend services there; in fact she’d

  never seen the inside. One day, she’d always promised herself, I’ll walk all the way up the High Street, up Steep Hill and I’ll go and see it for mesen. Their own church was

  smaller but much nearer – only a few hundred yards away. Polly bit her lip. Come Sunday, she thought, she’d really have something to pray about.




  By the time she returned home, her father had left for work, afraid too that he would lose his job on the nearby railway if he stayed away. The baby was howling, four-year-old Stevie was sitting

  wide-eyed beside the drawer that doubled as a cradle sucking his thumb anxiously and Sarah was calling weakly from the bedroom upstairs. Polly sighed, took off her coat and hung it behind the door.

  Then she patted Stevie’s dark curls, promising, ‘I’ll be down in a minute, love.’




  The boy removed his thumb and nodded towards the baby. ‘I fink she’s hungry.’




  ‘No doubt she is,’ Polly remarked dryly and could have added, ‘we all are.’ But she turned away and climbed the dark stairway to the bedrooms above feeling as if she

  carried the troubles of the whole city on her slight shoulders.




  She entered the front bedroom, the smell of vomit hitting her so forcibly that she retched. Her parents occupied this room, whilst the back bedroom had been partitioned by their father into two,

  so that Polly and her younger sister, Violet, slept on one side and the boys, Eddie and Stevie, on the other. The house was crowded enough now, Polly had thought resentfully when she’d first

  heard that there was to be yet another addition to the family. But Miriam was a sweet little thing, whom she’d adored at once. For the last few days since her mother had been taken worse,

  Polly had done everything for the tiny baby. She loved caring for the mite, but she didn’t want to do it for ever; she wanted to get back to work, to save enough money so that she could train

  to be a teacher. Despite being obliged to obey her father, she still hadn’t given up her dream, even though, so far, all her wages had been handed over to Sarah to help feed and clothe the

  family. Now, with all the missed days at work, she feared she’d even lose that job.




  ‘It’s typhoid right enough.’




  The doctor confirmed their worst fears.




  ‘Now,’ he went on, turning to Polly standing fearfully beside the bed, ‘keep her warm and give her only fluids. Nothing solid. And make sure you boil all drinking water because

  that’s where this disease is coming from. The supply’s been contaminated somehow. And you must boil milk, too. You understand, child?’




  Polly nodded, looking up into the man’s solemn face. Behind the round spectacles, his eyes were tired with a weariness caused by the weight of responsibility that rested on his shoulders.

  Dr Fenwick was in his early fifties, of portly build, with a balding pate and a bristling white moustache, which he stroked thoughtfully when considering his patients’ ailments. But there was

  no need to ponder today; sadly, the diagnosis was all too easy. Though highly respected, he was something of a figure of fun amongst his patients, for he always wore a black jacket and pinstriped

  trousers, with a brightly coloured waistcoat and bow tie. A gold chain attached to the watch hidden in his waistcoat pocket was looped across his broad chest.




  Dr Fenwick struggled down the narrow stairs. He paused in the kitchen, eyeing the young boy and the crying baby. He nodded towards them and raised his voice above the noise to say, ‘If

  they fall ill, child, send for me at once. You hear me? At once.’




  By nightfall Polly was exhausted. Though she was willing and capable, caring for a sick mother, a demanding baby and the rest of the family was a heavy burden. Her father tried

  to help when he came home, but never having been used to household chores he was less than useless, as Bertha Halliday would have put it.




  At last, Polly got baby Miriam to sleep for the night and Stevie into bed. Violet argued with her sister that, at ten, she was old enough to help her and shouldn’t be sent to bed with the

  babies.




  ‘You’ll do as I say,’ Polly snapped, gripping the younger girl’s shoulder and marching her towards the stairs. ‘Till Mam’s better I’m in charge, so

  there.’




  Violet paused and looked up into her sister’s face. ‘Is she going to get better?’




  Polly blinked. ‘Course she is.’ But the slight hesitation had spoken volumes. Young as they both were, they knew that typhoid was a killer. Two people in their immediate

  neighbourhood had died and the funeral of a man further down their own street had taken place the previous day. And he hadn’t been old or infirm or already weakened by childbirth like their

  mam.




  Polly bent forward, her face close to Violet’s, as she whispered, ‘We’ve just all got to do what we can and be good.’




  Violet pursed her lips and glowered, but then she muttered, ‘All right. You win. This time.’




  Then she stomped up the stairs until Polly called after her, ‘Quietly, Vi. Mam might be asleep. And don’t wake Baby. She’s in with us tonight.’




  The footsteps quietened and Violet disappeared into the part of the bedroom they shared.




  Polly went back into the scullery to finish washing the pots and to make a warm, milky drink to take up to her mother. Now there was only Eddie to deal with when he came in. He was late already

  and the girl knew that her brother, only fifteen months younger than her, was taking advantage of their mother’s illness to stay out playing with his mates. And he was banking on his father,

  in his anxiety, not noticing.




  But Polly was not about to let Eddie get away with it. He might already be as tall as she was, and stronger, but she’d show him who was boss.




  Oh no, Eddie wasn’t going to get away with anything, not while she was in charge of the household.




  







  Three




  Eddie came in at ten o’clock, two hours after he’d been told to be home.




  Polly was waiting for him. She grabbed him by the shoulder as he sneaked in.




  ‘What d’you think you’re doing staying out till all hours when our mam’s ill?’




  ‘Geroff. You’re hurting.’




  ‘I’ll hurt you, you little tyke. I’ll tell me dad an’ he’ll give you a leathering.’




  Eddie smirked. ‘Him? He won’t raise a finger to any of us. You know that, Pol.’




  ‘More’s the pity where you’re concerned. Look, Eddie, if you don’t care about Dad or me, then think about Mam. If she gets to know you’re staying out, she’ll

  worry.’ Polly was pulling no punches as she added deliberately, ‘An’ it’ll make her worse.’




  Eddie thrust his face close to hers. ‘It’s only while she’s ill that I can get away with it. Don’t you see?’




  Their mother was the driving force in the household. Sarah was the one who administered the punishments and kept her children in line. And now that she was ill Eddie, and even Violet, were quick

  to misbehave. But they’d both reckoned without their fiery elder sister.




  Through gritted teeth, Polly said, ‘I see all right, but you’re not going to get away with it, Eddie Longden, so you start coming in at the proper time, or else—’




  ‘Or else what?’ he sneered. ‘What d’you think you can do? You’re only thirteen.’




  ‘Fourteen in a couple of months. And as for what I can do – ’ she narrowed her eyes – ‘just try me.’




  For a brief moment doubt flickered in the boy’s eyes, then he pulled himself free of her grasp and swaggered towards the inner door. ‘Go on, then, do your worst.’




  Grimly, Polly watched him go, but she smiled to herself as she heard him tiptoeing up the stairs, his bravado giving way to thoughts of his mother’s wrath when she recovered.




  Polly banked down the fire and followed her brother. Creeping into their half of the bedroom, she was relieved to see both Violet and the baby sleeping. Quietly, she undressed and slipped into

  bed beside Violet. An hour or two’s sleep was the most she could hope for before the baby woke to be fed . . .




  But to her surprise and relief, Miriam slept until five o’clock, waking with what seemed to the bleary-eyed Polly to be an apologetic whimper. ‘There, there, little

  love,’ she whispered as she plucked the baby out of her cradle and carried her downstairs. Violet burrowed beneath the bedclothes and went back to sleep.




  Shivering in the early morning air, Polly roused the fire and prepared the baby’s bottle. Just as she’d finished feeding and changing her, William appeared. Polly looked up at

  once.




  ‘How’s Mam?’




  William yawned and stretched. ‘I reckon she’s a bit better, Polly. She’s asking for some breakfast. Tek ’er some toast up, eh?’




  ‘Doctor said only fluids, Dad.’




  ‘She’s hungry. That’s a good sign, in’t it?’




  ‘I suppose so,’ Polly agreed reluctantly, the doctor’s instructions still ringing in her ears. ‘Anyway, I’ll go up an’ see her and ask her what she

  fancies.’




  The young girl bit her lip, debating whether to tell her father about Eddie’s lateness the previous night. She didn’t like telling tales and maybe her brother would mend his ways

  when he heard that their mother was improving. It wouldn’t be many days now before Sarah regained her strength and he’d feel the back of her hand if he was late home.




  Polly decided against saying anything and bustled about the scullery and kitchen preparing her father’s breakfast; bacon, eggs and fried bread. The children had porridge, but

  William’s job in the railway goods department was a cold one in winter. So, however short money was, Sarah always minded the man of the house was well fed. And Polly knew she must do the

  same.




  With the baby quiet and her father tucking into his meal, Polly went upstairs.




  ‘’Morning, Mam. How’re you feeling?’




  Sarah lay weakly against the pillows. Her face was blotchy, her eyes dark hollows, her lips dry and cracked.




  ‘Better this morning, love.’ She sniffed the air. ‘My, yar dad’s breakfast smells good. I could just eat a plateful.’




  ‘Doctor said no solids, Mam. You heard him. I don’t think you should—’




  ‘I’m hungry, love. Ravenous. You make me bacon and eggs. There’s a good girl. And don’t forget the fried bread. I love a bit of fried bread.’




  Polly bit her lip, but didn’t like to argue. It must be a good sign that her mother wanted to eat, she argued with herself. After days of being sick and having nothing but water, no wonder

  she was hungry. But the doctor had said . . .




  Resolutely, she pushed his words out of her mind and hurried downstairs. Mam was on the mend. She’d soon be up and about and she, Polly, could go back to work.




  Not that her work at the glue factory was so wonderful, but to the young girl it was a start. After a year or so, she fully intended to look for something better.




  Oh yes, Polly promised herself, once her mother was better, she’d never miss a day’s work. She’d build up a good reputation for being a reliable worker. And perhaps when she

  was older – she hardly dared to hope – she could even become a teacher just as she’d always wanted.




  And then, maybe, Leo Halliday would notice her too.




  ‘That was lovely, Polly.’




  Her mother almost smacked her lips as she finished the breakfast Polly had cooked for her. Sarah lay back against the pillows and sighed. ‘I think I’ll have a little nap now, love.

  Can you see to the baby?’




  As if I haven’t been doing for the past week or more, Polly wanted to shout, but instead she picked up the tray and said meekly, ‘Yes, Mam. She’s a good little

  thing.’




  But already Sarah’s eyes were closed.




  The baby had been fed, washed and dressed and was back in her cradle sleeping. Eddie and Violet, after much protesting, had gone to school. Stevie played quietly with his

  wooden bricks, building towers and then knocking them down, smiling happily to himself as he did so. Polly washed up the breakfast pots, mended the fire, swept the floors and sorted out the

  washing. Several times she crept upstairs to check on her mother, but Sarah was sleeping peacefully.




  As she peeled potatoes for her father’s meal when he got home in the evening and prepared dinner for herself and Stevie, Polly was humming softly to herself.




  Everything was going to be all right. Her mam was getting better and no one else in the family had got the disease. Soon she’d be able to go back to work. Though she knew Mr Spicer’s

  warnings were not idle ones, she didn’t think he’d sack her. Not now, not whilst the city was so badly hit by this dreadful disease.




  Roland Spicer was a kindly man who still lived with his widowed mother. Polly couldn’t understand why he’d never married. Admittedly, with mousy hair and pale, hazel eyes he

  wasn’t handsome, not like Leo Halliday, but he was – now what was the word her mother had used to describe him? Personable. That was it – personable. Maybe Mr Spicer was shy when

  it came to women. Polly smiled to herself. But he wasn’t shy with the women and the girls who worked at the glue factory. He laughed and joked with them, yet he still managed to maintain his

  foreman’s position if firmness was needed or there were orders to be given.




  And he was always very nice to her. Some of the other women teased her. ‘I reckon our Roland’s sweet on little Miss Polly.’




  Polly would find herself blushing even as she argued fiercely, ‘He’s old enough to be me dad.’




  ‘Ee, lass, better to be an old man’s darling than a young man’s slave,’ was always the answer. ‘Besides, he’s only in his mid-twenties. That’s not

  old.’




  It is to me, Polly would think, but would hold her tongue. A lot of the women who worked at the glue factory were well beyond their twenties and wouldn’t take kindly to being thought of as

  ‘old’.




  A sudden noise from the bedroom above interrupted Polly’s thoughts and she heard her mother calling frantically. ‘Polly! Oh, Polly, come quick.’




  The girl ran upstairs and into her parents’ bedroom. Her mother was sitting up in bed, leaning forward and holding her stomach. ‘Oh, Polly, the pain. It’s terrible – like

  nothing I’ve had before. Fetch Mrs Halliday. Fetch the doctor—’ Her demands ended in a cry of agony.




  ‘Oh no, no,’ Polly muttered as she ran downstairs again and out of the house without even stopping to put her coat on. ‘I shouldn’t’ve let her have that breakfast.

  Doctor said only fluids.’




  Mrs Halliday came at once, heaving her heavy frame up the stairs and into the front bedroom. ‘Now, Sarah, what’s to do?’




  For a moment, she watched the woman writhing in agony, then turned to the anxious girl standing behind her.




  ‘Run back to our house, love. Leo’s at home. He’ll fetch the doc. Hurry now, yar mam’s bad.’




  I can see that, Polly thought as she retraced her steps, still at a run. And it’s all my fault. I should have been stronger – stood up to them both – made them understand what

  the doctor had said. And now . . .




  Dr Fenwick was angry. He didn’t shout, but she could tell by the look on his face. ‘What have you been eating, Mrs Longden?’




  Her mother still thrashed about the bed in pain, sweat glistening on her forehead. ‘Polly cooked me a lovely breakfast. I expect it’s ’cos I haven’t eaten much for a

  week.’ Again her words ended in a groan as the doctor glanced at Polly. The girl withered beneath his glare.




  ‘You should have stayed on fluids, Mrs Longden, until I told you otherwise. Now I think we’d better get you to hospital.’




  ‘No, oh no, I can’t go. Who’ll look after the family? The children?’




  ‘As long as the youngsters stay well, your girl here can manage. And I’m sure your neighbours will lend a hand.’




  ‘I don’t want—’ Sarah began, but again whatever she’d been going to say was cut short by pain-ridden cries.




  Dr Fenwick turned to Polly. ‘Get her some night-clothes and washing things together,’ he said shortly. ‘I’ll send an ambulance at once.’




  







  Four




  Polly was waiting nervously for her father to come home from work. As he sat down heavily in his chair and she placed the steaming plate of food before him, his first question

  was, ‘How’s yar mam?’




  Polly took a deep breath. ‘She – she’s in hospital, Dad. The ambulance came to fetch her.’




  It had caused quite a stir when the horse-drawn ambulance had clattered into the street. Now everyone knew just how ill poor Sarah Longden was.




  His knife and fork poised above the plate, William looked up at Polly, his dark eyes boring into her. ‘Hospital? When did this happen?’




  Polly bit her lip. ‘This afternoon. She got so bad, I fetched Mrs Halliday and she said to get the doctor. He – he was cross.’




  ‘Cross? Why?’




  ‘Because – because Mam’d eaten that breakfast. He’d said to keep her on fluids and—’




  William’s face darkened. ‘I didn’t know that. You should have said, Poll.’




  ‘I did – I told you . . .’




  His knife and fork clattered onto the plate. ‘Don’t you answer me back, girl. I said, I didn’t know.’




  Polly stared at her father, her mouth dropping open. She’d told him. She had, she had. But now he was denying it and placing all the blame on her.




  He pointed his finger at her. ‘If yar mam dies, it’ll be your fault. You should have told us what the doctor said.’




  He sat down again, picked up his knife and fork and began to eat, but his hands were shaking and he avoided looking at his daughter again. Polly turned away, tears stinging her eyes. How could

  her father lie?




  And if her mother died, he didn’t need to blame her for she would blame herself. And that was far worse.




  ‘I’m going out,’ William said shortly.




  ‘Are you going to the hospital? She’s in the new one on Long Leys Road.’




  ‘I aren’t going anywhere near there,’ William snapped as he pulled on his cap. ‘There’s a full Council meeting at the Guildhall tonight and me, Seth Halliday and

  Bert Fowler are going. We want to know what our precious councillors are doing about all this.’




  Wordlessly, Polly stared after him as he slammed the door behind him.




  As the councillors, led by the Mayor, entered the Council Chamber and sat down around the huge table, the murmuring from the packed public-seating area rose. One or two men

  shook their fists and several shouted.




  ‘When are you goin’ to start telling us the truth?’




  ‘All we’ve got is rumour an’ scaremongering. We want facts.’




  ‘We want to know how bad it is and what you’re going to do about it.’




  ‘It’s all right for you sat up in your high and mighty seats and livin’ in yar posh houses with yar running water and yar hot baths at the turn of a tap.’ William was on

  his feet, shouting and thumping the air with his fist. ‘What about us poor folk? We have to share a standpipe and a privy in the backyard. What about us?’




  ‘I can assure you, sir,’ one of the councillors began, standing up, ‘that this disease is no respecter of persons. It is hitting all and sundry.’




  ‘Aye, mebbe so, but I reckon it’s the sundry that’s worst hit.’




  A snigger, swiftly stifled, ran through the onlookers.




  ‘Sit down, William, and listen.’ Seth Halliday, Bertha’s husband and Leo’s father, pulled on his arm. William grunted but subsided into his seat. Whilst William was

  quick-tempered, Seth was a reasonable man. ‘Let’s hear what they’ve got to say, eh?’




  The meeting began with the Mayor making a statement about how the situation stood at the moment. He was frequently interrupted by shouts and jeers from the public, but at the end of the speech,

  in which he declared that the members of the Council were deeply sorry for the epidemic, there was silence, except for a little applause for his words.




  But as the three neighbours walked home side by side, William was still incensed and Bert Fowler demanded, ‘How can they put the blame on us having a hot summer last year followed by a

  cold winter. What’s that got to do with the water supply? They more or less admit that’s where the infection’s coming from.’ He paused and added, ‘Don’t

  they?’




  ‘It would seem it’s what they suspect,’ Seth agreed.




  ‘So what are they going to do about it?’ William put in. ‘Are either of you any the wiser after listening to ’em, ’cos I aren’t?’




  ‘They’re doing their best,’ Seth said mildly. ‘They’re trying to get a new supply.’




  William gave a wry, humourless laugh. ‘Aye and a right pig’s ear of it they seem to be making. What was that he said, they’ve lost a boring tool at Boultham more’n a year

  ago?’




  ‘Er, yes, I believe so.’




  ‘And drilling there’s been stopped ever since,’ Bert added.




  ‘So, in the meantime, we all go on getting typhoid. You know my Sarah’s in hospital, don’t you?’




  ‘Yes, Bertha said. I’m sorry to hear that, Will.’ Seth paused and then added, ‘But they’re certainly doing their best to provide extra hospital

  accommodation.’




  ‘Aye, makeshift wards in halls around the city. How can they be proper hospitals?’




  ‘Well, it was said that they think the number of cases is decreasing.’




  ‘I don’t believe them an’ I bet your Bertha won’t. And I don’t think they’re doing everything that could be done either. Fancy saying that the number of

  deaths that have occurred is “highly satisfactory”. It might only be twenty-odd, but it’s not highly satisfactory if it’s one of your family, now is it?’




  And here Seth was obliged to agree. ‘No, William,’ he said soberly, ‘it isn’t.’




  ‘And how dare they hand out instructions about hygiene? If my Sarah’d been there, she’d’ve given ’em what for, I can tell you.’




  ‘Not everyone’s as clean in their ways as Sarah, William,’ Seth put in quietly. ‘They just want to be sure everyone follows whatever precautions they can.’




  ‘Poll boils all the water and milk and she’s washing and scrubbing from morning till night.’




  Poor little lass, Seth thought, but he said nothing.




  The three of them walked on in silence until they came to the end of the road where they lived.




  ‘I’m going for a pint,’ William said. ‘You coming?’




  ‘No, if you don’t mind,’ Seth said. ‘I’ll get along home. It’s late now.’




  ‘Suit yarsen,’ William flung over his shoulder as he headed towards the George and Dragon.




  But Bert was always ready for an excuse to go to the pub. ‘I’ll come wi’ ya, Will. Wait on.’




  By the time William staggered home his children were all in bed and, mostly, asleep. Only Polly lay awake, rigid with guilt and fear. She heard the door slam and her father

  crashing into the furniture as he wove his way through the front room. The girl closed her eyes and groaned inwardly.




  Obviously, the Council meeting was not the only place he’d been that night. She heard him climbing the stairs, cursing, and making no effort to be quiet. In the darkness Polly winced,

  expecting any moment to hear the wails from the wooden drawer beside her bed. But the baby slept soundly and only Violet stirred, wriggled, and then snuggled closer to Polly for warmth.




  At last Polly heard the creak of the bedsprings from her parents’ bedroom and, after only a few moments, her father’s snoring. But even though he was home and the house fell quiet,

  Polly could not sleep.




  She lay awake far into the night, thinking of her mother and what might be happening in the hospital. Tomorrow, she promised herself, she’d put Baby in the battered old perambulator and

  walk there. It wasn’t far and even Stevie would be able to walk that distance.




  Tomorrow, she’d find out.




  William ate the breakfast she prepared for him without speaking to her. In fact, he hardly acknowledged her presence. She longed to ask him what had happened at the meeting,

  but this morning for the first time in her young life she felt afraid of her father.




  When he’d left the house, she got the other children up and ready for school. For once, they were subdued and worryingly obedient.




  Polly washed and fed the baby and placed a blanket in the bottom of the old pram. Then she wrapped Miriam in a warm shawl and put her in it.




  ‘Get yar coat, our Stevie. We’re going out.’




  Stevie removed his thumb from his mouth long enough to ask, ‘Where to?’




  ‘See how Mam is, that’s where. Now, come on. Look sharp.’




  A sudden knock sounded on the door. Polly opened it to find a solemn-faced Dr Fenwick standing there.




  ‘Is your father at home?’




  ‘N-no, sir. He – he’s at work.’




  ‘I see.’ The doctor pondered for a moment. Then he gave a heavy sigh. ‘May I come in for a moment, my dear?’




  Wordlessly, Polly pulled the door wider and ushered him inside. Standing with his back to the fire in the range, the doctor regarded her gravely.




  ‘None of your family visited the hospital last night, I understand.’




  Polly shook her head.




  ‘I thought I should come myself,’ he went on gently. ‘I’m sorry to tell you, my dear, that your mother passed away early this morning.’




  The young girl’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open in a horrified gasp. She clutched her throat as she uttered hoarsely, ‘No, oh no!’




  She felt herself swaying and felt the doctor’s strong hands steadying her and then lowering her into a chair.




  Now the tears flowed and she cried out in anguish. ‘It’s my fault. It’s my fault.’




  ‘My dear child, why ever should you think that?’




  She raised tear-filled eyes. ‘You know. You were angry with me.’




  ‘I? Angry with you? When?’




  Had he forgotten already? Or was he, like her father, denying it?




  ‘When you came to see my mother,’ she stammered. ‘When you sent her to the hospital. I’d made her a breakfast.’




  ‘Ah yes,’ Dr Fenwick said heavily, frowning now. ‘I remember now. Forgive me, child. I’ve seen so many patients over the last few days.’ He sighed and sat down

  slowly in the chair beside her. Taking her hand in his, he leant towards her. ‘Tell me, my dear, what actually happened.’




  ‘You’d said she was only to have fluids, but she was asking and asking for breakfast – like I’d cooked for me dad.’ The words tumbled out with a sense of relief.

  Perhaps, after all, this kindly man would understand. ‘She smelt it from upstairs, see, and – and Dad said I was to make it for her. I telled him what you’d said . . .’ She

  hiccuped and scrubbed her tear-streaked face with the back of her hand. ‘But he said she must be feeling better if she was asking for something to eat. That it must be a good sign.’




  The doctor sighed again and shook his head slowly, but he was still listening intently to what Polly was saying. ‘And then I reminded Mam what you’d said. She’d heard you

  herself – you was standing by the bed when you said it – but – she wouldn’t listen neither and – and then . . .’ Her voice petered out in a fresh wave of grief

  and guilt.




  ‘Hunger can be one of the symptoms, but, sadly, solid food can cause the bowel to perforate. That’s what happened with your mother, I’m afraid.’




  ‘So it was my fault,’ Polly whispered.




  The doctor was silent. He was unable to deny it. He was a truthful man and even though he realized a lie now would lift a lifetime’s burden from this child’s shoulders, he

  couldn’t do it. All he could say was, ‘You were doing what your parents told you, my dear.’




  She lifted her head and looked straight into his eyes; hers were clear and honest yet at this moment filled with suffering. ‘But I should have done what you told me to do. Not

  them.’




  ‘Ah well, ah well,’ was all Dr Fenwick could say as he patted her hand. But neither his words nor his actions brought Polly any comfort.




  ‘I must go,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll call in on Mrs Halliday. Let her know . . .’




  As the door closed quietly behind him, Miriam began to wail.




  







  Five




  Bertha and Seth Halliday had come to live at the end of the street when they’d married. Bertha had done a little nursing at the County Hospital, though she’d never

  qualified. She’d met Seth when he’d been a patient for a few days following an injury at work. Seth worked at one of the engineering firms and lived in the streets to the south of the

  city. But Bertha lived up-hill. Her father had died when she was very young and she and her mother had lived with her maternal grandparents. Her grandfather, a retired bank clerk, had not approved

  of his own daughter’s choice of husband and neither did he take to Bertha’s choice, Seth.




  ‘You can do better for yourself, Bertha,’ he told her bluntly. ‘You’re a pretty lass. Don’t tell me you’re not capable of catching the eye of an up-and-coming

  young doctor at the hospital.’




  Bertha had smiled to herself but hadn’t argued; her grandfather had no concept of the ratio of nurses to doctors. And the marriageable ones were in even shorter supply. She’d

  continued to meet Seth in secret, but when she fell pregnant the romance could no longer be kept hidden. Her grandfather, with his Victorian ideals, was incensed and had forbidden her to

  ‘darken his door again’. Her grandmother sided with her husband and Bertha’s gentle mother had been torn between her love for her daughter and obedience to her own parents. She

  could not afford to fall out with them. Suffering ill health, she was unable to work and was totally dependent on them. So Bertha left the only home she could remember in tearful disgrace. She

  never saw her grandparents again, although, greatly daring, her mother visited Bertha in secret or met her by prior arrangement in the city. Though on these occasions the little woman was nervous

  in case someone who knew them should see them together.




  Bertha’s mother lived long enough to see her grandson, Leo, born and to hold him in her arms, but six months later she contracted pneumonia and died. Bertha tried to make peace with her

  grandparents, but they were adamant they didn’t want to see her or their great-grandson. Two years later they were both dead and Bertha had no near relatives left. Her world became Seth and

  her baby, but she was a friendly, outgoing soul and her early nursing training, though incomplete, equipped her to offer help to her friends and neighbours when they needed it. Respected by the

  local doctors and qualified nurses alike, she was soon assisting at births and was always on hand to undertake the less appealing job of laying out the dead. Her no-nonsense approach, tempered with

  an innate kindness and understanding of the foibles and weaknesses of human nature, endeared her to everyone. The little house at the end of the street became a refuge for those who needed help or

  a comforting word.




  Though both Bertha and Seth would dearly have loved more children – ‘a whole barrowload of ’em’ – no more appeared and their boundless love became focused on Leo.

  And he did not disappoint them. He was a lovable child, did well at school and, though an early apprenticeship at Robey’s engineering works alongside his father didn’t suit him, his

  ambition to join the police force was achieved as soon as he reached the right age. The whole family, whilst not being looked upon as ‘do-gooders’, nevertheless did a lot of good in

  their community. Bertha never turned anyone in distress away from her door and she was backed and encouraged by her husband and son.




  And Bertha had never been in such demand as she was when typhoid struck the city.




  ‘There, there lovey, don’t take on so.’ Bertha Halliday’s plump arms were holding Polly tightly as she sobbed against the woman’s soft bosom.




  ‘How am I going to tell me dad? He’ll – he’ll – ’




  ‘Yar not to blame yarsen, Polly,’ Bertha said firmly. She held the girl away from her and looked down into her face. Placing strong fingers beneath Polly’s chin, she lifted the

  girl’s face to look up at her. ‘You hear me? Yar dad should have listened to you – and yar mam. She heard the doctor say it. You said so.’




  Polly nodded.




  ‘Well, then. It’s not your fault. And Dr Fenwick should have spelt it out to you. Just saying “only fluids” to a slip of a lass. How was you to know what he meant,

  specially when your mam started demanding you cook her a breakfast? Oh no, me lass, I won’t have you blaming yarsen. D’you hear me?’




  It warmed Polly’s frozen heart to hear Mrs Halliday defending her, but it didn’t help her. Not really. She knew that she would always blame herself and that the guilt would stay with

  her for the rest of her life.




  The Longden family was devastated: the hub of their home was gone. William sank into a deep depression, refusing to leave his chair by the fire to go to work even after the

  funeral was over and Polly was trying desperately to get the family back to something like normality. Even Eddie and Violet were subdued.




  Only Stevie and the baby, both too young to understand fully what had happened, were the same as always. But when the four-year-old little boy tried to climb onto his father’s lap and was

  rebuffed, even Stevie began to realize that something was very wrong.




  ‘Leave me alone,’ William said heavily. ‘There’s a good chap. I’ve got a headache.’




  Polly glanced at her father, a sudden fear clutching her heart. That was the first symptom her mother had complained about when she’d started with the dreadful disease. Polly watched him

  for a moment as he sat huddled in the chair in front of the fire. Then she saw him shiver and hold his hands out to the warmth.




  She bit her lip. ‘Dad, have you got a fever?’




  He glanced up, his eyes haunted by the loss his family had suffered. But there was something more there too. An unnatural brightness.




  Polly moved closer. ‘Have – have you any pain?’




  William considered. ‘A bit. Me stomach feels sort of – unsettled, but I wouldn’t call it pain. Not really.’ He seemed about to say more, but a fit of coughing overtook

  him as Polly looked on anxiously.




  ‘Mam had a cough, Dad,’ she said softly when the fit had subsided.




  William shook his head irritably. ‘Do stop fussing, girl. Haven’t I enough to worry about without you wishing the disease on me?’




  Polly gasped. ‘Dad, how can you say such a thing? I’d never—’




  He glared at her. ‘If you hadn’t given your mam that breakfast, she’d still be here.’




  Polly felt the colour drain from her face and she clutched at the nearest chair. Her heart began to thump painfully. To blame herself was one thing, but to keep hearing from her father that he

  blamed her too was unbearable.




  But then her fiery temper came to her rescue. She pulled in a deep breath and pointed an accusing finger at him. ‘I told you what the doctor had said and Mam heard him ’ersen. You

  wouldn’t listen – neither of you – and now you’re trying to put all the blame on me. You’re as good as saying I killed her. Well, you listen to me, Dad.’ She

  bent closer. ‘I’ll always blame mesen, but don’t you dare say it’s all my fault, ’cos it ain’t. And if you do, then I’m off. I’ll leave and then

  where will you be? The kids’ll all be in the workhouse up the hill, that’s where.’




  William groaned and dropped his head into his hands. ‘Don’t, Poll, don’t say such things. What would yar mam say if she could hear you?’




  Polly felt the anger still rising within her and before she could stop herself, she said, ‘And what would she say to you if she could see you sat in front of the fire all day while your

  family go hungry?’




  As he raised his head to look at her, she could see the beads of sweat on his forehead, see his shoulders shaking. Her anger died as swiftly as it had come. ‘Dad, you are ill, aren’t

  you? This is more than – more than grievin’, in’t it?’




  William groaned and rested his head against the back of his chair. His eyes were closed and his breathing rapid.




  ‘I’m fetching the doctor.’




  ‘No,’ he argued, but his voice was weak and lacked conviction. ‘We can’t afford no more doctor’s bills.’




  Polly leant close, unafraid of contracting the disease. ‘Dr Fenwick told me to get him if anyone else fell ill. And I aren’t about to disobey him. Not again. Besides, if you have got

  the typhoid, we’ll be breaking the law if we don’t notify it, won’t we?’




  Again, a deep, guttural groan escaped his lips. ‘I don’t know, Poll. Don’t bother me. Just look after the bairns and don’t bother me, there’s a good

  girl.’




  Polly had been down the street to the Hallidays’ house and was back home waiting anxiously for the doctor to call. When the knock came at the front door, she ran to it,

  flinging it open in her haste to get the medical man into the house to help her father.




  ‘Oh!’ She gaped up at the tall, handsome figure of Leo Halliday standing there with a huge tureen in his hands.




  ‘Me ma’s sent this, Polly. She ses your dad’s taken badly and you could likely do with a bit of help.’ He thrust the tureen towards her. ‘Mind, it’s hot. Tek

  hold of it with the cloth.’




  Tears sprang to Polly’s eyes not only at Bertha Halli-day’s kindness but also at the gentle concern in Leo’s voice.




  Polly had grown up knowing Leo. Her earliest memories had been of him kicking a ball about in the street with lads of his own age. But despite being lavished with love and whatever his

  hardworking parents could give him, Leo was surprisingly unspoilt. He was well liked amongst his peers and popular at school, and even when he joined the police force he still retained the friends

  he’d always had.




  ‘By heck,’ they teased him, ‘we’ll have to mind our Ps and Qs now he’s to be a copper. He’ll run us in soon as look at us.’




  ‘That’s true.’ Leo would grin, giving back as good as he got. ‘I’ve warned me mam, if she dun’t toe the line, I’ll run her in an’ all.’




  They’d all laughed, but there was a grain of truth in Leo’s threat – or rather promise. If he became an upholder of the law, he meant to carry it out to the letter, no matter

  what.




  But now he was a police constable, albeit still in his probationary period, he saw his job as something more than just apprehending criminals. He meant to be a help to the community. And so he

  was happy to stand on the doorstep with a bowl of hot stew in his hands to help his neighbours.




  As little Polly Longden reached out to take the bowl, he noticed for the first time how she was growing up. To him she’d always been just the kid from up their street, the eldest of a

  family whose older son had the makings of a real tearaway.




  ‘You’ll have to watch that Eddie of theirs,’ his mother had always warned him. ‘He’s a bad ’un. He’ll be the death of his poor mam, if I’m not

  mistaken.’




  Well, the poor mother had died. It had not been young Eddie who’d caused it but the disease that was bringing such heartache and suffering to their lovely city, a city Leo now felt

  responsible for.




  Now, close to, Leo noticed Polly’s eyes for the first time – green and sparkling and her pretty little face surrounded by that glorious cloud of red curling hair. He saw too that

  there was a blush to her cheeks that he hoped wasn’t the start of the fever.




  ‘Thank you,’ she was saying shyly. As she took the bowl, he saw her hands tremble.




  ‘Careful.’ Leo laughed. ‘Don’t spill it.’




  ‘It’s very kind of your mam. Please thank her.’




  Leo nodded and his expression sobered. ‘She said you reckon your dad might be starting with the fever?’




  Polly bit her lip and nodded. ‘We’re waiting for the doctor now. I – I thought you were him. When you knocked, I mean.’




  ‘Is there anything else I can do for you? D’you want me to come in and wait with you?’




  ‘No, no – I wouldn’t want you to catch it. I mean – I don’t know if you can catch it exactly . . .’ Her voice trailed away.




  Leo shrugged. ‘Me neither, but I’ve been amongst it enough just lately that if I’m going to get it, well, I will. And me ma’s helping folks out all the time.’




  Polly nodded. ‘I know. She’s been very good to us.’




  There was a brief pause whilst they looked at each other; Polly with the bowl of stew in her hands that was becoming almost too hot to hold. But she wasn’t going to admit it – not

  whilst there was chance of talking to Leo for a few minutes longer.




  ‘There’s something else,’ Leo said. ‘Mam’s got chance of an old cot going begging. It wants doing up a bit, but she thought you might be glad of it.’




  ‘Ooo yes, please, Leo. Mebbe Dad could—’




  ‘That’s all right. I’ll have a go at it. Paint it up and that.’




  ‘That’d be grand.’ She felt herself close to tears at his kindness. ‘Baby’s sleeping in a drawer at the moment.’




  Leo smiled briefly. ‘I’d best be off. Don’t forget, if you need any help, just you let us know.’




  Polly gave a watery smile in response. As he turned away, she called, ‘Please thank yar mam.’




  He did not look back but raised his hand in acknowledgement.




  







  Six




  ‘I can’t be one hundred per cent sure yet, but I think it could be the typhoid, Mr Longden.’ Dr Fenwick turned to Polly. ‘Now, my dear, just keep him on

  fluids. Even if he protests he wants more, you take no notice.’




  Polly nodded vigorously.




  William, still sitting in the chair, looking hotter by the minute and yet shivering violently, muttered, ‘Her mam’ll be down soon. She’ll look after me. Sarah’ll look

  after us all . . .’




  Polly let out a startled cry and then clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle the noise. Dr Fenwick’s face was grim. ‘Mm. Mental confusion.’ He sighed. ‘That’s

  another sign.’ He watched the patient for another moment before saying, ‘Perhaps it would be best if I arranged for him to go into hospital now, before he gets any worse.’ He

  glanced at the young girl standing beside him. ‘At least it would be one less burden for you, child. Can you manage the rest of the family or do you want me to – ?’




  ‘We’ll be fine, sir. Honest. Mrs Halliday will help us. I know she will.’




  ‘And your other neighbours? Will they lend a hand?’




  There was a brief hesitation before Polly answered. She was not a good liar. Sarah had not been on particularly good terms with her immediate neighbours – the ones who shared the water tap

  and the privy. They regarded Sarah’s efforts to be hygienic as high-handed and offensive and there’d been many a row in the backyard. Polly didn’t think she could count on them

  now.




  Instead, she said again that Mrs Halliday would look out for them.




  Seeming satisfied, Dr Fenwick said, ‘Then I’ll arrange for him to be taken in. It’ll most likely be the Drill Hall, child. They’ve opened up several places to take

  patients and the Drill Hall’s one of them. The Infectious Diseases Hospital, where your mother went, is full, as I believe is the ward at the County Hospital.’ He fastened his bag.

  ‘So get a few things ready for him and I’ll arrange for the ambulance to fetch him. Meanwhile, like I said before, if any of the youngsters – or you – feel ill, let me know.

  At once, mind.’




  As the doctor had said, things were a little easier for Polly once her father had been taken to the temporary hospital accommodation. Now she had only the young ones to look

  after. But it didn’t stop her worrying about her father too.




  The baby and Stevie were easy. Though Miriam cried when she was hungry or needed changing, she was a placid little thing and the little boy played quietly on the hearthrug with his bricks. It

  was Violet and even more so, Eddie, who caused Polly her biggest headaches. Violet was obstinate and difficult, refusing to do anything about the house to help. There were little jobs that the

  ten-year-old could have managed, but no, Violet took the absence of both parents as an opportunity to do just what she liked. She even refused to go to school until Polly threatened to seek out the

  attendance officer herself.




  ‘You wouldn’t?’ Violet blinked in the face of her sister’s anger.




  ‘Try me,’ Polly flashed back. ‘What’ll Dad say when he comes home? And – and what would Mam have said?’




  For a while those words subdued the rebellious girl, but they didn’t work on the tougher Eddie.




  ‘You’ll be in at eight o’clock and no later,’ Polly ordered.




  ‘Fat chance,’ the boy sneered. ‘Gonner make me, are ya?’




  ‘No, I can’t make you, I know that.’ Polly’s eyes narrowed. ‘But there’s those that can.’




  Eddie laughed. ‘Oh aye. Who?’




  Polly pursed her lips. ‘You’ll see, if you try it, Edward Longden. You’ll see.’




  And, of course, Eddie did try it.




  By half-past nine on the very same evening that Polly had issued her warning, there was still no sign of her brother.




  ‘Right, he’s asked for it,’ she muttered reaching for her coat from behind the door.




  Violet’s eyes were wide. ‘What are you going to do, Poll?’




  ‘Never you mind. The less you know, the better.’ As she pulled on her coat and wrapped a scarf around her neck, she glared at her sister. ‘I wouldn’t put it past you to

  take his side.’




  Violet grinned and her dark eyes were full of mischief. ‘Oh, I would.’ The younger girl stood up, stretched and yawned. ‘I’m off to bed, if little squealer doesn’t

  keep me awake.’




  ‘And about time. You should have been in bed hours ago. And don’t call Baby that. She’s a good little thing.’




  Polly pulled her coat closely around her as she closed the door quietly and set off down the street towards the Hallidays’ house.




  ‘’Ello, love. What brings you out this late?’ Seth asked as he peered at her through the darkness.




  ‘Is Leo at home, Mr Halliday?’




  ‘He is, lass. Come away in.’ He ushered the shivering girl into the kitchen. ‘Bertha – Leo, mek room by the fire. This little lass is freezing.’




  ‘Aw, Polly, love. Whatever’s the matter? Is it your dad?’




  Polly shook her head. ‘No. He’s all right, as far as I know.’ She glanced at Leo, who’d risen from his chair and was gesturing for her to sit down in it.




  She gave him a wan smile and sat down. ‘I – I’ve come to ask for some advice. From – from Leo really, I suppose.’




  Polly glanced around the three kindly, concerned faces, her gaze coming to rest on Leo’s. She drank in the sight of him; his curly fair hair, his bright blue eyes and his generous mouth

  that was nearly always smiling. For a brief moment, she allowed herself to dream, but then she pulled herself back to the reason for her visit.




  ‘It’s our Eddie. He’s playing me up summat rotten. It started a bit when Mam was first ill.’ At the thought of her mother, her voice broke a little but she carried on

  bravely. ‘You know, staying out late if he thought Dad was out and wouldn’t notice. But since Mam died and – and Dad got ill, Eddie’s got worse. He’s stopping out

  until all hours. I don’t even know where he is – or who he’s with.’ Polly’s head dropped as she strove to hold back the tears.




  She felt Leo’s hand on her shoulder as his mother said, ‘Aw, Polly love, don’t cry. We’ll see what we can do.’ She looked up at Leo ‘Have you heard

  owt?’




  Polly looked up to see Leo shaking his head. ‘No, but I’ll go down the station this minute and make enquiries.’




  ‘Oh – I don’t want to get him into trouble. I mean, not with the coppers.’




  ‘He already is,’ Leo said, but he was laughing.




  Polly gasped and clutched her throat. ‘What d’you mean?’




  ‘He’s in trouble with me for upsetting you. And I’m a copper, aren’t I?’




  Polly relaxed and smiled too. ‘Oh yes. Just for a moment, I thought you meant . . .’




  He patted her shoulder. ‘You go back to the little ones, Poll, and I’ll go out and see if I can track that rascal down.’




  As she stood up to leave, Bertha asked bluntly, ‘And what about young Violet? Is she behaving herself?’




  Polly pulled a wry face. ‘Yes – and no. I have a job to get her to go to school, but she’s going at the moment ever since I threatened to tell the attendance officer mesen if

  she didn’t.’




  ‘I know she’s only ten, but she’s a little madam, that one. You’ll have to watch her, Polly.’




  ‘I assume Eddie’s not been going to school either?’ Leo asked quietly.




  Polly shook her head. ‘Not since Mam died.’




  The three Hallidays exchanged a worried glance.




  ‘You know, this could all be to do with losing your mam, love. Kids deal with trouble in different ways and maybe this is Eddie’s way. He’s trying to block it all out of his

  mind and mebbe, by staying out with his mates, he can forget it for a while. Though it’s not fair on you, lass.’




  ‘I just – I just don’t want the authorities to put us in the workhouse.’ Polly covered her face with her hands.




  Bertha reached out towards her and Leo put his arm round her shoulders. Even Seth said at once, ‘Don’t you worry about that. We’ll see that doesn’t happen. Now let me see

  you home and Leo’ll see what he can find out.’




  ‘I’ll come in with you. Just to make sure he’s not come home since you left,’ Leo added, pulling on his overcoat.




  The three of them walked up the icy street and entered the Longdens’ home. There was no one in the kitchen or the scullery.




  ‘Just nip upstairs, Polly, and see that he’s not sneaked straight up to bed,’ Leo suggested.




  When she came downstairs a few moments later, Polly shook her head. ‘No, he’s not there. He must still be out. Oh, where can he be? It’s nearly ten o’clock

  now.’




  At that moment, the thin wailing of a hungry baby sounded upstairs.




  ‘You stay here, Polly,’ Seth said at once. ‘See to the little ones. I’ll go with Leo.’




  ‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ she began as she moved towards the stairs, but both men waved aside her thanks as they left by the front door.




  Outside, Leo muttered to his father. ‘That little bugger. I’ll knock his head off if I catch him. Worrying young Polly like this. Teking advantage, that’s what he’s

  doing.’




  ‘Aye well, don’t be too tough on the lad. He’s just lost his mam and his dad’s in the hospital. He’s frightened. They all are.’




  ‘But he’s not being fair to Polly. She’s a star the way she’s trying to cope and he’s just a little . . .’ His tirade tailed off into an expletive.




  ‘Let’s get him found first and then we’ll see what we can do.’




  







  Seven




  It was almost midnight when Polly, sitting huddled in front of a dying fire, heard a soft knock on the front door. Her heart in her mouth, she rushed to open it hoping that it

  was Eddie. But Leo stood there alone.




  In the shadows, she couldn’t read his expression, but there was sorrow in his voice as he said softly, ‘Can I come in a minute, Polly?’




  Wordlessly, she pulled the door wider. ‘You haven’t found him?’




  ‘Actually,’ Leo said, stepping across the threshold and following her through the front room into the kitchen, ‘I have, but it’s not good news, I’m

  afraid.’




  Polly’s hand flew to cover her mouth. ‘He’s not hurt, is he? What’s happened?’




  ‘No, nothing like that. He’s at the police station.’




  ‘The police— Oh no! Is he in trouble?’




  ‘’Fraid so. He was caught stealing in the market this afternoon. He was arrested and taken to the police station, but he was refusing to say anything. He wouldn’t even give his

  name and address. It wasn’t until I turned up tonight that they found out who he was. I’m sorry, Polly, but I had to tell them.’




  ‘Of course you did. You couldn’t do anything else.’ Polly was forced to agree, but a tiny part of her wished Leo hadn’t told them.




  ‘I’ve told them about your mam and how your dad’s ill too and they’re going to let him go with a caution. This time. The stallholder, Albert Thorpe – I don’t

  know if you know him?’




  ‘I might,’ Polly murmured. ‘I go to the market a lot, but I don’t know names.’




  ‘When Mr Thorpe heard about what’s happened to your family, he decided, in the circumstances, that he wouldn’t press charges.’




  ‘Then where is Eddie? Why hasn’t he come home?’




  Leo gave a wry laugh. ‘The custody sergeant thought it would be a good idea to keep him in a cell just for the night. Give him a sharpener, he called it. A taste of what he could expect if

  he breaks the law again.’




  Polly pursed her lips and nodded. ‘And when he does come home, he’ll have me to face, an’ all.’




  Leo watched her little face harden and her green eyes glitter.




  He wouldn’t want to be in Eddie Longden’s shoes when he got home the following morning.




  Eddie had hardly stepped through the door before he felt the flat of Polly’s hand smack his cheek.




  ‘Oi, what’s that for?’




  ‘What d’you think it’s for? Ending up in a police cell. That’s what it’s for. Wait till our dad hears about this.’




  Eddie gripped her arms so firmly that his fingers dug into her flesh. ‘Don’t you dare say a word to Dad. Or else . . .’




  Though he was stronger than she was, Polly was not going to let him beat her. She thrust her face close to his, her spittle raining on his face. ‘Or what, Eddie Longden? You don’t

  frighten me and – if I have to – I will tell Dad. When he’s better.’




  Eddie’s face twisted in a sneer. ‘If he gets better.’




  ‘Oh, don’t you worry, Dad’ll get better. He’s not weak from childbirth like poor Mam was. I’m going to see him today.’




  His grip tightened and Polly pressed her lips together to stop herself crying out in pain. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he was hurting her.




  ‘And you’re planning on telling him? About me?’




  Polly put her head on one side, considering. ‘That depends.’




  ‘On what?’




  ‘On if you get yourself to school every day until he comes home and you’re in by – let’s say half-past eight.’




  Eddie grimaced. ‘I’m leaving school in the summer when I’m twelve. What difference does a few days or weeks make now?’




  ‘All the difference. You need that certificate, don’t you? Look, Eddie, you might not think it, but you’re bright. If only you’d work a bit harder – be more

  reliable – you might get a decent job when you leave school.’




  ‘D’you know summat, our Poll, you’re beginning to sound more like me mam every day. Quite the mother hen, aren’t you?’




  ‘Someone’s got to look after the bairns,’ she countered. ‘Don’t you think I’d rather be out working than looking after you lot and doing housework?’




  ‘At the glue factory? Some job that is.’




  ‘I don’t – ’ she hesitated and then changed it to – ‘didn’t intend to be there all me life. I’d got plans, see. But now . . .’ She sighed,

  lost for a moment in her own broken dreams. Then, more briskly, she added, ‘But you could do anything you liked, Eddie. You could really make something of yourself, if only you’d

  try.’




  ‘Huh! You really think the likes of us can “make something of ourselves”? Fat chance, Poll.’ He loosened his grip and stepped away. ‘But if you promise not to tell

  Dad about last night, then I will go to school. At least until he’s back home.’




  Surreptitiously, Polly rubbed the place where his strong fingers had bruised her arms.




  ‘All right, but just mind you keep your side of the bargain then.’




  Polly did not go to see her father the following afternoon, nor the next.




  ‘I wouldn’t go yet, me love,’ Bertha advised. ‘He’s in good hands but he’ll be in the worst stages of it now. Best leave it another week or so, at least, eh?

  I’ll ask our Leo to call and ask after him? All right?’




  Polly nodded and despite the awful reason for it, she couldn’t quell the little thrill of pleasure she felt at the thought of an excuse to see Leo again.




  ‘He’s going on nicely,’ Leo told her when, removing his policeman’s helmet, he stepped into the Longdens’ home two days later. ‘One of the nurses said it

  should be all right for you to visit him, if you want to, early next week. And me ma says she’ll mind the bairns for you while you go. She says to tell you not to think of taking the little

  ’uns there.’




  Polly shook her head vigorously. ‘No, I wouldn’t.’




  And so it wasn’t until the first Monday in March that Polly knocked on the door of the house at the end of the street.




  ‘Mrs Halliday, could you look after Baby and Stevie for me for an hour or so this afternoon? I want to go to the Drill Hall to see how me dad’s going on.’




  ‘Course I can, lovey. You bring them down here, though, ’cos then I can get on with me own work while I keep an eye on them.’




  It was quite a walk from where the Longdens lived to the Drill Hall, which had been turned into a temporary hospital for typhoid victims. Polly put on her warm winter coat and hat and walked up

  the street. At the end, she turned left into the long High Street, passing St Peter at Gowts Church on her right, then the two railway level crossings. Soon she was passing shops and the market. At

  the Stonebow she paused a moment and glanced up at the huge archway across the road. It was a Tudor building she’d learnt about at school and stood where once the southern gate had guarded

  the Roman city of Lincoln. Its frontage was decorated with stone carvings and above it was the Guildhall, where only a few weeks ago her father had attended a Council meeting. And now he was in

  hospital. With a little sigh she turned right into the newly widened Saltergate and came at last to Broadgate and the Drill Hall. As Polly stepped into the building, a nurse came forward. Wearing a

  pale pink dress with a long, starched white apron and bib, and a white cap holding her hair in place, the nurse smiled at the nervous young girl.
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