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  Prologue




  August 1914




  Flora Shine smiled at her watery double shimmering on the surface of the Serpentine in London’s Hyde Park. But all too soon her reflection disappeared, lost in the

  ripples that spread towards the excited revellers on the far bank.




  ‘Just look at them silly chaps!’ exclaimed Hilda Jones, Flora’s best friend. ‘You’d think Britain had won the conflict already from the way they’re carrying

  on. And it was only four days ago the prime minister announced we are at war!’




  ‘And now Mr Asquith’s calling for our boys to volunteer,’ said Flora. She was not for war at all, though watching the rejoicing crowds today it seemed that the rest of the

  country disagreed with her.




  Hilda nodded, causing her brown curls to bounce on her leg-of-mutton sleeves. ‘Just listen to ’em, boasting they’ll teach the kaiser a lesson he’ll never

  forget.’




  ‘The kaiser should have accepted Britain’s help after Franz Ferdinand and his wife were assassinated,’ Flora said knowledgeably. ‘Instead, he took offence and in no time

  at all, the Austrians declared war on Serbia.’




  ‘I don’t even know where Serbia is,’ said Hilda.




  ‘Serbia is near Russia and the Russians are on Serbia’s side,’ Flora began to explain. ‘France, who is Russia’s ally, was forced to join in. And Germany stuck with

  the Austrians, declaring war on Russia and France. So if you look on a map—’




  ‘Politics befuddle me brain,’ Hilda interrupted. ‘But I don’t mind the sight of a nicely turned-out uniform.’




  Unperturbed by her friend’s disinterest, Flora stretched out on the soft green grass, arranging her long skirt modestly over her ankles. ‘A dirty-brown colour and rough material

  doesn’t appeal to me in the least.’




  ‘Bet you wouldn’t mind an admiring wink from a handsome young soldier, though?’ Unlike her friend, Hilda tugged up her skirt to reveal an enticing three inches of ankle above

  her laced boot. ‘Neither of us have sweethearts, do we? What’s to stop us from finding two nice fellows from the army?’




  ‘No,’ Flora swiftly replied. ‘A soldier might be wounded or killed.’




  ‘But just think,’ said Hilda, a mischievous twinkle in her big brown eyes, ‘since you’re a nurse you could cure him. That is, if he didn’t end up stone-cold dead

  before you could lay your hands on him.’




  Flora frowned at her friend’s mockery. ‘War is a solemn matter, Hilda. And anyway, I’m not a qualified nurse.’ Her sunny blue eyes widened under her fringe of strawberry

  lashes. ‘I’m just a doctor’s assistant.’




  ‘Don’t seem to matter to your Dr Tapper, does it?’ said Hilda. ‘He calls you nurse and insists you wear that posh blue uniform.’




  ‘Only because the patients expect it,’ said Flora, feeling a little hurt. ‘Dr Tapper says the sick and desperate need to see signs of medical authority. Not, of course, that I

  have any,’ she added hurriedly.




  ‘Hark at you!’ Hilda spluttered, looking astonished. ‘If I was one of your patients, I’d cut me tongue out before I’d dare answer you back.’




  Flora chuckled and snatched Hilda’s parasol. She gently poked Hilda in the side with it.




  ‘Ouch! You see?’ said Hilda. ‘You’re a real sergeant major when you want to be.’ She squirmed away from the parasol as the tears of laughter slipped down her pink

  cheeks.




  ‘And you’re no shrinking violet yourself, Hilda Jones.’ Flora chuckled. ‘You’re never lost for a word or two, especially when poor Mrs Bell asks for your

  help.’




  Hilda stopped laughing and lifted her dimpled chin. ‘It’s not my job to slave in the kitchen. Mrs Bell seems to forget she has Aggie for the scullery and she piles all her work on

  muggins here. As a matter of fact, I’m thinking of changing me job. I’ll never amount to much if I stay there.’




  ‘You could do worse, much worse,’ warned Flora.




  ‘I’m sure I could do much better,’ Hilda argued. ‘After all, it’s two years now since we left the orphanage. Time for a change, I’m sure.’




  ‘But you were in raptures when Sister Patricia found you the position. It was like going to heaven, you said.’




  ‘It’s more like purgatory now,’ muttered Hilda with a scowl. ‘I’m at the beck and call of down-and-outs and drunks. Even the smell of the soup makes me feel sick.

  And then, after wearing meself out on the ungrateful rabble, I’m expected to have her ladyship’s private rooms all spic and span for her visits. Sometimes, you know, I’m quite

  dizzy with fatigue.’




  ‘You’re doing God’s work,’ Flora replied kindly. ‘There’s no better calling in life, according to the Sally Army.’




  ‘Well, I’m no Salvationist!’ Hilda burst out. ‘I’d never wear one of them funny bonnets for a start.’ Her ample bust heaved indignantly under her blouse.

  ‘Imagine banging a tambourine all day. I wouldn’t be caught dead going into taverns to beg for alms. Charity might be God’s work, but it ain’t mine.’




  Flora shook her head disapprovingly. ‘I’ve never known anyone so particular as you, Hilda. ’Specially as we’re orphans and lucky to have jobs. You could have ended up in

  the workhouse if it hadn’t been for the nuns of St Boniface.’




  At this comment, Hilda recoiled. ‘The workhouse? Never!’ She wrinkled her proud little nose. ‘Mother would never have let such a thing happen. She’d have taken me off to

  a better life if she hadn’t been killed by that perishing steam from the orphanage laundry.’




  ‘It was a job, after all.’ Flora didn’t remind Hilda that the nuns had practically saved Rose Jones from a life on the streets. She knew that would upset her friend.




  Hilda scowled at the young men who were now throwing their hats, ties and shirts into the Serpentine. ‘Men can lark about and show off. But we women can’t act like idiots and strip

  down to our knickers. We’d get arrested in the blink of an eye. That is, if the bluebottles could run fast enough to catch us!’




  Once again, they were smiling.




  ‘Hilda, you don’t sound like the God-fearing young lady the nuns raised you to be.’




  ‘I could never be as holy as you, dear girl. In fact, now I come to think of it, these days, you’re the very image of Sister Patricia herself. All chin and long nose under that silly

  white wimple.’




  Flora ignored the face that Hilda pulled. ‘Sister Patricia was strict but she was kind. We were taught that being humble is what God wants of us.’




  Hilda snorted loudly. ‘Answer me this then. Why ain’t the king humble if it’s what God wants?’




  ‘Perhaps he is,’ Flora replied uncertainly.




  ‘Don’t be daft. He don’t come to the East End and put right all the slums. He don’t shake your hand or ask how you are. I reckon we was taught to be humble to keep us in

  our place. God is on the side of the well-to-do. Just like the king is.’




  ‘That’s an awful thing to say, Hilda.’




  ‘Do you think so? It seems sense to me.’




  Flora considered Hilda’s outburst; it was quite a revelation. ‘I didn’t know you felt like that about God. Or even the king.’




  ‘I didn’t know meself until I said it.’ A long moment passed before Hilda added, ‘You being humble an’ all is why the nuns gave you the good job, and sent me into

  service.’




  Flora allowed a shocked breath to escape. ‘Is that what you really think, Hilda? That the nuns favoured me above you? Well, you’re quite wrong there. I was sent to Dr Tapper because

  I’d assisted the nuns in the convent infirmary and had some experience with the sick. That was the only reason. And as for being humble, it’s what we were taught. You should be grateful

  we had an education. And a good one at that.’




  Hilda turned away, mumbling to herself.




  ‘You could have worked in the infirmary too, if you’d volunteered.’ Flora felt it was unfair of Hilda to think she was hard done by. ‘The sick children liked your sunny

  smile when you visited them. Even though it was only once or twice,’ she added cautiously.




  But Hilda only shuddered. ‘I ain’t got a strong stomach.’




  Flora smiled. Hilda was squeamish. She had been known to faint at the briefest sight of blood.




  ‘I didn’t even like looking at the cross in chapel,’ Hilda admitted with a rueful grin. ‘I hated seeing a dead body. It felt like we was worshipping death, not

  life.’




  ‘Hilda!’ Flora was hearing things from Hilda she’d never heard before. ‘What’s come over you? Why are you talking this way? Weren’t we happy at the orphanage?

  You, me and Will – just the three of us, as close together as a real family could be?’




  Hilda plucked a few shiny blades of grass and leaned forward to scatter them on the water. ‘We were close – are close,’ she agreed, though with a reluctance that Flora

  couldn’t fail to miss. ‘You and Will are family to me. But it’s just – just that . . .’




  ‘What?’ Flora urged, confused.




  ‘Oh, I don’t know!’ Hilda threw up her hands. ‘Perhaps it’s all this talk of war. But you see, I don’t want to end up being a skivvy like Mum. I want . .

  .’ She hesitated, the words trembling on her full lips. ‘I want bracelets and rings that sparkle like boiled sweets in the sunshine. Like Lady Hailing wears on her white neck and slim

  wrists. I want shoes that are real leather with bows and frills. Ones that ain’t worn and scuffed at the heel. I want a soft bed to lie in and a bedroom far away from the old biddy next door

  who snores and farts all night.’




  ‘Mrs Bell would have a fit if she could hear you,’ Flora said, disapprovingly.




  ‘Well, it’s true.’




  Flora couldn’t understand these complaints. Was the change in her friend’s character to do with becoming fifteen in April, just four months before Flora’s own fifteenth

  birthday in August? Or was it, as Hilda suggested, the turmoil of the nation that was turning them all a little barmy on this sunny August day?




  ‘Just look at those idiots!’ Hilda pointed to the young men, who were now boasting to some young women. The girls scurried away, giggling behind their gloved hands.

  ‘They’re happy, wouldn’t you say? Really happy. They’re about to leave their boring old jobs for a new life.’




  ‘Yes, but an unknown one.’




  For a while they sat in silence. Then Hilda snatched up her straw hat and planted it on her head. ‘Well, I’m bored. How much longer must we wait for Will? It’s past one

  o’clock. Why can’t he arrive on time for once?’




  Flora searched the crowds for Will’s tall, gangling figure. He looked like a lost puppy with his shaggy golden hair and big blue eyes peeping out from under his curls, Flora thought with

  amusement. Who would think that Will Boniface was a foundling and hadn’t even got a name of his own, just as she hadn’t. The nuns had chosen their names, even their birthdays, which

  were taken from the day they had been found outside the convent. Will was older by two years than herself and Hilda. But despite the age gap, he had somehow attached himself to them.




  ‘Let’s wait just a few minutes longer,’ she said, and ignored Hilda’s protesting frown.




  ‘I had to nearly twist Mrs Bell’s arm to let me come today,’ Hilda muttered. ‘She complained she’d have to do all the chores, as Aggie is in the family way

  again.’




  ‘Aggie is blessed, then, to have such a kind sponsor as Lady Hailing.’




  Hilda drew herself upright. ‘Well, Lady Hailing is a do-gooder, ain’t she? One of them “slummers” that the newspapers write about, what give their fortunes to the poor.

  But I’ve decided I want to work for real gentry.’




  ‘Lady Hailing is real gentry,’ Flora said in surprise.




  Hilda pursed her lips and folded her arms across her chest, just as she always had as a little girl when in one of her stubborn moods. Flora reflected on their life at St Boniface’s

  Orphanage in the heart of the East End. It had been hard. But though it was a thousand times better than the workhouse, Hilda hadn’t always appreciated it. Flora saw Hilda in her mind’s

  eye, a sprat of a girl, barely eight. She had been allowed by the nuns to live with her mother, Rose, in the laundry outhouse. Flora could still remember Hilda’s grief after Rose’s

  death. Poor Hilda, a proud little girl who refused to think of herself as just another waif and stray added to the nuns’ long list of dependants.




  ‘Oh, where is that naughty boy?’ demanded Hilda. ‘You don’t think he’s stood us up for a girl, do you?’




  ‘Will wouldn’t do that.’




  ‘He’s seventeen in December. Quite old enough for courting.’ Hilda jumped to her feet and dragged Flora up with her. ‘Come on, let’s stretch our legs.’




  ‘Will’s too thoughtful to stand us up.’ Flora placed her own straw hat on her head and tucked her golden ringlets behind her ears. ‘Besides, Will would need a very

  special girl, someone kind and loyal, who would look after him.’




  ‘Like us, you mean?’ Hilda laughed.




  ‘We’d need to investigate her,’ Flora agreed with a giggle. ‘Size her up. Put her to the test and see that she came up to our standards.’




  ‘Which are high – in Will’s case,’ Hilda agreed, as she slipped her hand over Flora’s arm. Swinging her parasol, she glanced across the lake. Some of the young men

  had jumped into the water.




  ‘Our Will is a well-mannered boy, not like them, the tearaways.’ Hilda giggled as the swimmers called out and waved. ‘Oh, you’ll be lucky, m’dears, we’ve got

  high standards!’ Hilda called back, then, turning to Flora, she whispered, ‘The cheek of it! Thinking we’d look twice at drowned rats like them. Oh, watch out!’ Hilda pulled

  Flora back with a jolt as a pony and trap sped towards them on the path a few feet away. Flora gazed up into the florid, moustached face of the driver who quite openly winked at her.




  ‘The old devil!’ Hilda said angrily as the trap passed. ‘He wouldn’t dare to do that if we was real ladies. Did you see his backside, bulging out of his breeches like

  cream from a Lyons scone?’




  They burst into laughter again and were still giggling when a group of women approached them. Flora stared at their big floppy hats and bands across their chests. They were handing out pieces of

  paper.




  ‘Join our movement, why don’t you?’ one young woman asked them. ‘Read this and it will tell you all about the National Union of Women’s Suffrage. If it were up to

  women, there would be no wars.’




  ‘Yes, but would you get us all arrested instead?’ Flora asked. She’d heard of the force-feeding the Suffragettes had suffered in prison. She didn’t hold with the angry

  crowds of screaming women either, or the protests that caused riots in the streets. There had been many casualties that Flora had read of in the newspapers.




  The woman smiled. ‘Don’t you want to have the right to vote, my dear?’




  ‘I don’t know enough about politics,’ responded Flora. The nuns had taught them never to cause trouble in society and always obey rules and regulations.




  ‘If we’re successful, you’ll have a say in how we run the country. We’ll have equal rights with men.’ The crowd of elegant, upper-class ladies began to move on,

  waving their papers and flags.




  ‘I wouldn’t mind joining the Suffragette cause,’ Hilda admitted. ‘But these women are the posh lot from up West. You’ve got to be a lady to join them.’




  Flora looked sternly at her friend. ‘Hilda, you’re every bit as good as any of them.’




  Hilda stopped and gazed down at her scraped-leather boots. ‘If I was dressed nice and didn’t drop me aitches I might pass muster.’




  ‘Flora! Hilda!’




  They both turned to see a slender young man hurrying across the park. His curly blond hair flopped over his blue eyes. His smile was eager.




  ‘Will, it’s so very good to see you.’ Flora embraced him, quickly stepping aside for Hilda to kiss his cheek.




  ‘You’re late,’ Hilda scolded. She took one of Will’s arms and Flora took his other. ‘But we forgive you.’




  ‘A baker’s life is a temperamental one, girls, as I’ve told you before.’ Will’s deep blue eyes twinkled in his extremely pasty face. ‘If the bread bakes limp

  or the bagels go square, the apprentice is brought back by the scruff of his neck and stood over the boiling ovens again.’




  ‘I’ve never seen a square bagel,’ said Hilda sceptically.




  ‘And as for limp bread – well, whoever bakes limp bread should be prosecuted!’ Flora grinned as Will assumed a hurt expression.




  ‘There’s no sympathy likely from these quarters, I can tell,’ complained Will, but all the same, Flora felt his elbow squeeze tight over her arm as they began to stroll

  along.




  ‘We’ll forgive you for making us wait,’ Hilda decided, ‘just as long as you buy us an ice cream.’




  ‘I’ll buy you two,’ Will replied keenly. ‘Or three, if you like.’




  Both girls stopped still. Flora’s jaw dropped and she said, ‘Have you come into money?’




  ‘No, but I’ve worked my socks off in those stifling kitchens. Can’t you see the bags of exhaustion under my eyes?’




  ‘Rubbish! Your skin is as soft as a baby’s!’ exclaimed Hilda, unsympathetically. She thrust her hand through Will’s shining cap of hair. As they spun away, teasing each

  other, Flora sat on a nearby bench to watch their playful larks. They scrambled like children around the tall plane trees and over the green grass, just as they had in the orphanage yard. But their

  only space then had been a barren quarter-acre of patchy grass, kicked muddy in winter and sand-dry in summer. Over their playground had loomed the convent of St Boniface. Its many bleak windows

  and draughty passages wound like a maze through the building’s vast interior. Unlike Hilda, Flora had always been comforted by the sight of the rows of shiny wooden benches and fingers of

  chalk attached by string to squares of slate in the freezing-cold classrooms. She had been grateful for the chance to better herself. The sweet scent of incense creeping in clouds from the chapel

  had sent Flora eagerly to Mass, whilst Hilda had done her best to escape it. Flora sighed, lost in thought. The scenes of their childhood were as clear in her mind today as they were all those

  years ago.




  ‘Well, so much for our ice creams!’ Hilda gasped as she plonked herself down beside Flora. ‘Will’s deserted us in favour of those rebels over there.’




  ‘What can he want with them?’ Flora watched curiously as Will joined the revellers.




  ‘Guess,’ said Hilda, her cheeks flushed.




  ‘I can’t think.’ Flora shrugged, her frown deepening.




  ‘Our Will is to be a soldier!’




  ‘A soldier? Is this a tease?’




  ‘No.’ Hilda’s dark eyes were quite serious. ‘Isn’t it marvellous?’




  ‘I shouldn’t say so at all.’ Flora shook her head, thinking Hilda must have got things wrong.




  ‘Don’t be stuffy. Soldiering will make a man of him.’




  ‘But why does he want to be a soldier?’




  ‘Same reason as all those other fellows,’ Hilda said simply. ‘Will is no exception.’




  ‘But, but . . .’ began Flora, ‘. . . he’s just a boy.’




  ‘You agreed yourself he was old enough to court a girl.’




  ‘That’s different,’ Flora objected. ‘Will’s too – too sensitive – to fight.’




  ‘But he’s after adventure. And who can blame him?’




  Flora’s heart sank as she listened to her friend. They couldn’t let Will go to war. ‘Hilda, we must stop him.’




  ‘How can we? And why should we?’




  ‘Will could do very well if he keeps his job.’




  ‘Like I would, if I stuck at Hailing House, you mean?’ Hilda pouted, kicking her heels. ‘Is that your advice to us both?’




  Before Flora could reply, Will ran up. His pale cheeks for once were pink. ‘Those chaps are volunteers for Kitchener,’ he told them as he sat beside Flora. ‘I’m joining

  them later for a rally at Buckingham Palace.’




  ‘But you can’t,’ Flora said before she could stop herself. She grabbed his arm. ‘Will, don’t do it!’




  He laughed, looking puzzled. Taking her small hands in his, he squeezed them. ‘Flora, what’s up?’




  ‘You can’t be recruited, Will. You must stay home.’




  ‘But it’s my duty,’ he told her patiently. ‘Britain must protect her little brother Belgium from Germany’s marauding armies.’




  ‘Not you,’ said Flora desperately. ‘You’ll soon be a baker.’




  At this, he laughed, throwing back his head as his curls flopped over one eye. ‘I don’t want to be a baker. I never have. And now I’ve the chance to escape it.’




  ‘But to enlist, you must be eighteen!’




  ‘Who is going to check on an orphanage boy?’




  Flora, holding Will’s slender hands tightly, looked at Hilda. ‘Hilda, how can we stop him?’




  But Hilda, gazing into Will’s amused eyes, replied unhelpfully, ‘If I was a boy, I’d volunteer too.’




  ‘Outvoted,’ Will said, drawing Flora to him and kissing her cheek. ‘But thank you for caring, dearest.’




  ‘How can you even think of shooting someone? Or worse, them shooting you?’ Flora shuddered.




  ‘It won’t come to that,’ Will assured her. ‘The lads are certain the conflict will be over by Christmas.’




  ‘What time is your rally?’ asked Hilda. ‘I’d still like that ice cream.’




  Will, laughing, jumped up, took their wrists and pulled them to their feet. ‘Come along then, girls. Ice creams it is. The recruitment office can wait.’




  Flora allowed herself to be marched along, she in the middle now, with Hilda and Will on either arm. She wanted to join with their happy chatter, but she simply couldn’t. The young man

  beside her would soon be wearing a fighting uniform and Hilda’s restless spirit refused to be caged for long. Flora loved her friends dearly. Will and Hilda were the only family she had ever

  known. A brother and sister that she cherished as if they were her own blood. She didn’t want things to change.




  





  Chapter One




  Nine months later




  ‘Come now, Mr Pollard, rest easy and allow me to treat your wound.’




  Flora held her breath as Dr Tapper gently persuaded the stricken man’s shoulders back onto the examination couch. She heard their patient’s half sob in response as he lay there. His

  emaciated body under the dirty cloth of his cheap suit was shaking with fear.




  ‘Good man. Now bear with me while I see what’s to be done.’ Dr Tapper glanced at Flora who stood in readiness to help. ‘His boot first, nurse, if you please.’




  Flora had no difficulty in removing the battered boot that hid a filthy sock beneath. But at the putrid stench of infection coming from his exposed leg, she had to steady herself. After Flora

  eased the rough and bloodstained cloth to his knee, her eyes fell on the wound. Though she had assisted the doctor ever since leaving the orphanage three years ago, this was the worst sight she had

  ever witnessed.




  She heard the doctor’s indrawn breath and saw his grey head of hair shake almost imperceptibly. ‘Why didn’t you return to me sooner?’ the doctor asked, as Flora took the

  sterilized scissors from the metal trolley and handed them to her employer. As the sodden bandages caked with pus and blood fell away, Flora found herself unable to distinguish what had once been a

  human leg from a mass of diseased flesh.




  ‘I was afraid you’d chop off me leg,’ said the man with a choke, trying to hide the pain that had turned his gaunt face a marble-grey.




  ‘The decision isn’t for me to make,’ the doctor answered. ‘Now, hold still. I shall have my nurse clean your wound the best she can. Meanwhile, I’ll find you

  something to ease the pain.’




  The man caught the doctor’s arm. ‘I’m no use to me family with only one leg, Dr Tapper.’




  ‘You’re even less use to them dead,’ the doctor said gravely, nodding to Flora, who stood ready to repair what she could of the result of the terrible infection. ‘But we

  won’t discuss it further until I have made a thorough examination.’




  Flora knew that the man would almost certainly lose his leg. When she had been present at his first visit two months ago, the doctor had judged there was some hope to save the limb. The wound

  had been treated at the field hospital. But, like many who were injured at the front lines carved across Europe’s battlefields, many cases proved hopeless.




  In just a few minutes, Dr Tapper returned with the pain-relieving Jamaican balm that was derived from arrowroot, a pap that Flora herself had helped him to prepare that morning. After she had

  cleansed the wound, she took the boiled application from the bowl in the doctor’s hands and laid it carefully on the weeping sores that were eating down to the bone of the man’s

  limb.




  ‘Thank you, nurse.’ Dr Tapper placed his hand on Stephen Pollard’s shoulder. ‘Is your wife here today?’




  The man nodded, his agony causing him to writhe uncomfortably beneath the doctor’s grasp.




  ‘Nurse, will you please inform Mrs Pollard that my intention is to refer her husband to the infirmary.’




  ‘No! No!’ protested the distraught patient. ‘They’ll rob me of my leg for sure!’




  Dr Tapper was silent. After washing her hands in the china bowl, Flora left for the waiting room. Here, every seat was taken. Despite it being late on Saturday morning, twenty or more bodies

  filled the small space, making it clear to Flora that the handful of wooden chairs she had arranged on the bare boards were insufficient for their needs.




  Flora looked with pity at the babies wrapped in their dirt-ridden shawls, the runny-nosed, shabbily dressed toddlers who whimpered at their mothers’ feet, the older patients full of the

  ague and vapours, together with disabled veterans of Europe’s devastating war. Three younger men leaned against the peeling walls, supported by crutches and crudely made walking aids. Every

  face turned to her expectantly. One woman rose to her feet. Flora beckoned her.




  ‘It’s all right for some,’ an older lady shouted after them. ‘I’ve been sitting here for over an hour. All I want is something for me rheumatics.’




  ‘Think yourself lucky!’ wheezed an elderly man who occupied the chair beside her. ‘I’ll be dead before I’m seen, at this rate.’




  Flora led the way to the small room adjoining the doctor’s that she used to sterilize the equipment on a burner and help the doctor prepare his prescriptions. It was also a place she used

  to comfort the patients.




  The smell of carbolic and herbal remedies was strong as Flora entered the tiny space. Here, Flora kept rows of bottles on the shelves in neat order; they were the doctor’s armoury against

  disease. Smelling salts for fits of the vapours, poultices made from hot water and mustard, Sloan’s Liniment for the agues, camphorated and eucalyptus oils for congestion of the lungs,

  arrowroot to alleviate nausea, Fuller’s Earth for stings, burns and sores, and compounds of mercury and chloride that were used in emergencies to treat the bowels. There was laudanum too, and

  opium, for the more serious and sometimes terminal cases. She kept these under lock and key in the cabinet on the wall. On the bench below and in the cupboards were dressings and saline solutions,

  bandages, lints and sterilized equipment ready for use. Flora often worked at the big porcelain sink with its single tap. She kept it spotless.




  ‘What’s happening, nurse?’ The young woman sat down on the only wooden chair. Flora knew Mrs Pollard was in her twenties but looked twice her age. Haggard and frail, she was

  old before her time.




  ‘Your husband’s wound is infected. He will have to go to the infirmary.’




  ‘But how will we manage?’ Tears came to Mrs Pollard’s eyes. ‘We’ve got four nippers and an infant. The few pennies Stephen earns are all that we have

  and—’ She began to cough. It was a deep, racking cough that caused her to bend over and hang her head as she tried to smother the pitiful choking. Flora gave her a clean rag and the

  woman pressed it to her mouth. A stain glowed bright red on the white cloth.




  ‘How long have you been sick, Mrs Pollard?’ Flora took the blood-spattered cloth and threw it in the pail.




  ‘It’s only a cough.’ Mrs Pollard gazed up at the shelves. ‘Give me something from one of them glass bottles, won’t you? Some wintergreen. Or maybe a bit of

  embrocation for me chest.’




  ‘I’ll ask the doctor.’ Flora knew that none of the remedies on the shelf could help this young woman.




  Just then the doctor walked in and heard for himself the sickly sounds the woman was making. Flora looked into his eyes. His gaze went to the cloth in the pail and he gently put his hand on Mrs

  Pollard’s shoulder. ‘The ambulance has been sent for,’ he said quietly. ‘Your husband must go to the infirmary.’




  ‘No!’ shrieked Mrs Pollard. She gazed tearfully up at the doctor. ‘Please don’t send him away.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Dr Tapper replied firmly. ‘Now, let us see about you. How long have you been coughing like this?’




  Flora left them alone and went to the waiting room. She did her best to calm the doctor’s anxious patients. But she couldn’t help thinking of Mrs Pollard. There was little doubt in

  her mind that the young woman had tuberculosis: a cruel and highly infectious disease of the lungs.




  Woken by a banging on the front door, Flora left the warmth of her bed and pulled on her dressing gown. As she hurried to the sitting room she fastened back her long, tangled

  locks that had been kept orderly under her white cap for the working week. Flora blinked at the strong daylight streaming in through the drapes. The embers of last night’s fire still glowed

  in the hearth and had kept the basement, which Flora and Dr Tapper always called the airey, warm.




  Flora pulled back the heavy bolt and opened the door to find Hilda standing there. ‘Goodness, Hilda, what are you doing here at this time of the morning?’




  ‘Let me in, I’ve some terrible news.’ Hilda flung herself from the basement step into Flora’s sitting room. ‘It’s the Lusitania. She’s been

  sunk.’




  ‘But that’s impossible,’ replied Flora. ‘Not a great liner like the Lusitania.’




  ‘She was torpedoed by the Germans yesterday. Just off the Irish coast. Over a thousand passengers are missing.’ With her brown curls flying around her face and her jacket unbelted at

  the waist, Hilda was breathless.




  ‘Sit down.’ Flora indicated the chair by the fire, with its plump cherry-red cushion. ‘I’ll open the curtains.’




  ‘I can’t stay long. I’ve got to get back to the house.’ Hilda flopped down on the chair. ‘Mrs Bell just told me. She heard it from her ladyship’s maid. One of

  Lady Hailing’s friends, a wife of a high-ranking government official, was on board and is unaccounted for, along with her staff.’




  Light filled the room, and Flora sat down. ‘What a terrible catastrophe!’




  ‘Yes, and it’s gentry who’ll suffer the most losses. It’s only them with money who can afford passage with the Cunard Steamship Company.’




  ‘Does this mean all Britain’s ships are at risk now?’




  ‘Dunno. But you can’t deny that this changes everything.’ Hilda swallowed hurriedly. ‘More men will be drafted to the Front, leaving their jobs to the women. It’s

  already been written in the newspapers that female workers are twice as good as the men. I reckon I’d do all right for meself in a factory.’




  ‘You’d hate it, I’m sure.’




  Hilda rolled her brown eyes. ‘No more than I hate the house. Anyway, what I’ve come to tell you is, I’m giving in me notice today. The Lusitania sinking is a

  sign.’




  ‘But you can’t, Hilda. It’s a good job you’ve got.’




  ‘I told you, it ain’t. Mrs Bell gives me all Aggie’s jobs. Aggie is worn out with her kids and husband to look after. The mistress calls on me for help in the soup kitchen, and

  with all me other jobs, I’m going down the very same road as Mum. She was at the nuns’ beck and call. Stuck in the laundry, washing her life away in those great big tubs. Well, I

  won’t be treated the same. I won’t!’




  Flora looked at her friend with sympathy, but knew things could be much worse. ‘You have a roof over your head. Many girls would be envious of your position.’




  ‘It’s all right for you to say, living here at Tap House.’ Hilda got up and began to pace round the comfortable room. With puzzled eyes, Flora watched her friend treading

  slowly over the wooden duckboards and stroking her fingers across the chintz covers that Flora had made for the fireside chairs. ‘You’ve made it so pretty, so homely. Three rooms all to

  yourself, even a little kitchen and scullery. I’d be very happy to live here.’




  ‘Hilda, you have very pleasant quarters at the house.’




  ‘I’m glad you think so,’ Hilda replied sourly. ‘A room in the attic not big enough to swing a cat.’




  ‘Compared to our dormitory at the orphanage—’ Flora began.




  ‘You’re right,’ Hilda interrupted. ‘I came from one prison and now I live in another.’




  Flora smiled. ‘Hilda, such drama!’




  ‘Added to my imprisonment,’ Hilda continued sulkily, ‘Mrs Bell insists I finish Aggie’s silver polishing today. Which means that we can’t meet this

  afternoon.’




  Flora decided to cheer up her friend. ‘In that case, I’ll come over to you. Mrs Bell will let me help you with the silver, I’m sure.’




  Hilda rushed to the chair and clapped her hands together. ‘I hoped you’d say that. Seeing as you’re a favourite of Mrs Bell, she’ll bake a cake – oh, how good it is

  to have a friend like you!’




  ‘Hilda, please think again about leaving.’




  ‘But I might miss me chance. What with the Lusitania and all—’




  ‘There’s no rush, I’m sure.’




  Hilda sank down on the cushions and yawned.




  ‘I’ll make us some tea.’ Flora hurried out to the kitchen. She knew how impulsive Hilda was. If only she could persuade her to change her mind.




  Hilda was asleep in the chair when Flora brought in the tea tray. Flora poured the tea and shook Hilda’s shoulder. ‘Drink this before you go.’




  Hilda gulped down her tea. She blinked at Flora. ‘Have you heard from Will?’




  ‘Not since he joined his regiment in January.’ They both glanced up at the photograph that Will had sent them. It stood proudly on Flora’s mantel.




  ‘He looks very handsome in uniform,’ said Hilda.




  Flora instantly thought about Will fighting, and shook her head to rid it of the image. ‘Hilda, please don’t give up your job.’




  Hilda rolled her dark eyes.




  ‘Promise me, won’t you?’ Flora hoped Hilda would soon realize how lucky she was to have such a comfortable life at Hailing House.




  ‘All right,’ Hilda said eventually. ‘I promise.’




  Flora smiled. Though when Hilda left, she didn’t bother to hug Flora goodbye.




  





  Chapter Two




  Flora sat in the kitchen of Hailing House, enjoying the afternoon tea that Mrs Bell had generously served up. The fruit cake was still warm from baking in the black-leaded

  range. ‘Oh, this is heaven,’ said Flora as she swallowed, closing her eyes for a brief second.




  ‘You’re welcome, dear. I’ve not seen the silver shining so bright in a long time. It was very obliging of you to help Hilda.’ Flora saw Mrs Bell eye Hilda

  suspiciously.




  ‘I like coming here,’ Flora replied with a smile.




  ‘And don’t you look a picture!’ The cook patted Flora’s arm.




  Flora glanced down at the clothes that she had worn for Mass that morning. It was a pleasant change to be out of her uniform. This checked brown wool suit was her favourite, with its

  broderie-anglaise collar and ankle-length skirt. Her curls were tucked above her collar, under the brim of her brown felt hat. Mrs Bell had given her a very large apron to wear for the silver

  cleaning, an apron so large that Flora had looped the belt twice round her waist. The suit was old, bought second-hand from a market stall and needed no special protection after years of hard wear,

  but she wore the apron anyway.




  ‘As slim as a reed,’ continued Mrs Bell, approvingly. ‘A figure that I envy.’ Mrs Bell gestured to her own full bosom and wide, matronly hips hidden under her apron and

  grey skirt. ‘As for me, I’m cursed to be as round as a barrel. Forced to test the food I serve, the pounds and ounces just pile on.’ Self-consciously, she touched her white

  cook’s cap, under which her grey hair was pulled back in a bun. ‘Still, I’ll happily suffer for a deserving cause like the poor and needy of this island.’




  Flora smiled but Hilda looked put out. ‘Forced!’ she repeated, gawping at the generous wedge of cake on the cook’s own plate.




  ‘None of your cheek, my girl,’ Mrs Bell scolded. ‘My goodness, I don’t know how I put up with you.’




  ‘Because if it wasn’t for me, this place would be brought to its knees,’ Hilda argued. ‘Aggie’s about as much use as a lamp without a wick.’




  ‘She does what she can,’ said Mrs Bell patiently. ‘She’s a trier.’




  ‘Blimey, is that what you call her?’ Hilda answered rudely. ‘Aggie certainly tries it on, that much I agree with.’




  ‘Don’t you let her ladyship hear you speaking in such a fashion.’ Mrs Bell’s voice was sharp. ‘She’s fond of Aggie, as I am. Aggie has a big family to care

  for and a husband not always in work.’




  ‘I was very sorry to hear the news of the Lusitania sinking,’ Flora said, quickly changing the subject. ‘And that Lady Hailing’s acquaintance was on

  board.’




  Mrs Bell glanced at Hilda, who kept her eyes down. ‘Yes, it’s a tragedy,’ agreed Mrs Bell as she poured the tea.




  ‘Though we don’t know the outcome yet. The chauffeur who told me came last night to collect her ladyship’s things. We won’t be graced with a visit for a while. Lady

  Hailing will be in mourning, I should think, for her friend on that ill-fated ship.’




  ‘Wouldn’t catch me on a boat, anyway,’ sniffed Hilda. ‘Can’t swim.’




  Mrs Bell ignored this and turned to Flora. ‘Remember the HMS Titanic? The unsinkable liner that went down after hitting an iceberg several years past? So many good folk perished

  in the icy seas. Gentry and servants alike.’




  ‘Leaving their big country houses without servants,’ Hilda said slyly.




  Mrs Bell waved a wooden spoon in Hilda’s direction. ‘Oh, so we’re back to that kind of talk, are we? Well, hints and threats are water off a duck’s back to me,

  Hilda.’




  ‘You’d put me in chains if you could,’ Hilda mumbled under her breath.




  ‘What nonsense!’ Mrs Bell exclaimed. ‘It’s your own character that’s against you, Hilda. Believing you’re too high and mighty for your position here. And

  letting your feelings show on your face. You had pretty, innocent looks when you first came to us. And now in their place, all I can see is grasping and wanting.’




  At this, Hilda tore off her apron and cap and threw them on the kitchen table. With a toss of her brown curls, she stalked out of the kitchen.




  ‘Oh, dear! Oh, dear me!’ Mrs Bell sank down on a chair. Taking a hanky from her pocket she wiped a tear from her eye. ‘Her ladyship has told Hilda she can leave.’




  ‘What? When?’ Flora sat up.




  ‘I suppose Hilda’s hints were listened to.’




  ‘Hilda didn’t tell me.’




  Mrs Bell looked at Flora with a soft smile. ‘Nor me, dear. I suppose she thought we’d try to talk her out of it.’




  Flora felt very sad. Only this morning, Hilda had promised not leave Hailing House. ‘Where is it that Hilda wants to go?’ Flora asked with a heavy heart.




  Mrs Bell drew her hands together and pleated her plump fingers. ‘To the estate of Lord William Calvey, the fourth Earl of Talbott, in Surrey. The earl fought in the Boer Wars and was an

  acclaimed hero. But sadly, his first wife, Lady Amelia, died in childbirth. The infant grew up without a mother’s love, and was governed by his aunt, Lord William’s younger sister, Lady

  Bertha. He’s said to be – well, no other words for it, a devilish rake and as unlike his heroic father as a son could be!’




  ‘But why would Lady Hailing let Hilda go there?’




  Mrs Bell sat back with a long sigh. ‘Hilda is to go on loan. Supposedly, only till the men come home from war to take up their jobs again. The Calveys’ housekeeper, Mrs Burns, is

  understaffed, you see. All the big houses in England are having to help each other out.’ Mrs Bell shook her head worriedly. ‘Still, Hilda could have refused. But when consulted on the

  matter, she agreed without hesitation, the silly wench. All smiles and pretty nods, she was, and yet playing a tight-lipped game with me ever since. As though she don’t trust me. That’s

  what pains me the most.’




  ‘Hilda don’t mean it, Mrs Bell.’




  Mrs Bell nodded. ‘I’ve said enough. I shouldn’t have spoken me mind. But I’ve experience behind me that the girl doesn’t have. I’ve worked for Lady Hailing

  since I left school at twelve, was a between-stairs maid at the Hailings’ country seat, working seventeen hours a day, seven days a week. I scrubbed till me fingers bled so I know the hard

  work the lowers have to contend with. I ended up carting and carrying for the whole household. But I worked me way up, till they made me the cook. It was only five years ago, when my legs started

  to trouble me, that Lady Hailing suggested I move here. In all that time, Flora, I saw many a young woman fall victim to vanity. A gentleman might praise her, tell her she was pretty as a picture,

  and before you knew it, the maidservant got herself into trouble. She’d be dismissed by the housekeeper and sent away without the lady of the house even knowing it. Of course, the girls would

  always say it was through no fault of their own, and sometimes it wasn’t. They were the poor wenches I felt sorry for.’




  ‘But why do you think this might happen to Hilda?’ asked Flora.




  A little quiver spun around the cook’s lips. ‘Hilda’s very impressionable.’




  ‘But Mrs Bell, this is 1915!’




  ‘I can see you don’t believe me.’ The cook’s back straightened. ‘But why put temptation in Hilda’s way? Who will be there to keep an eye on her?’




  ‘You have been very good to her,’ Flora agreed, ‘but even Hilda has to grow up.’




  ‘Yes, perhaps I’m just a silly old woman, fearing the worst.’ The cook nodded slowly. ‘Go and tell Hilda I shan’t breathe a word more on the subject. For better or

  worse, the die is cast.’




  After finishing her tea, Flora made her way up the back stairs of the servants’ quarters. Pausing at one of the high windows, she gazed out through its dirty panes. Before her was spread

  the Isle of Dogs. The island, a horseshoe of land that jutted out into the River Thames, was the very heart of the East End. The blue sky above it was cloudless. A few tugs and small boats bobbed

  on the river’s calm surface. The dome of Greenwich Observatory sparkled in the sunshine. Her gaze drifted downriver to the Pool of London; she sighed with pleasure. She and Hilda were living

  in one of the most famous ports in the entire world!




  But as Flora continued along the passage, she began to feel troubled. What would Mrs Bell do without Hilda for company? The house only came to life when Lady Hailing made her visits. But was it

  fair to try to persuade a girl of sixteen to stay in this rambling old house, with no younger staff?




  As Flora reached the last flight of stairs, a cobweb touched her face. She had never noticed before how dark it was up here, or how musty the air smelled. The carpet on the landing had worn away

  to shreds. The banister wobbled as she grasped it.




  Flora knocked on Hilda’s door and was not really surprised when it flew open and Hilda fell into her arms, sobbing.




  Flora sat beside Hilda on the rickety bed. The room was very cold. The two windows which overlooked the winding roads of the island were grey with soot and grime. A pair of

  faded curtains hung limply at their paint-peeling frames. Suddenly Flora saw Hilda’s quarters in a very different light.




  ‘You’re about to scold me for being rude, aren’t you?’ Hilda said resentfully.




  ‘Mrs Bell has been a good friend.’




  Hilda blinked tearfully. ‘I’ll bet she gave you an earful. About what terrors are certain to befall a wayward girl like me.’ She picked at the frayed seams of the faded floral

  bedcover, then wiped her red eyes with a hanky. ‘I know I promised you I wouldn’t leave, but how I wish I could!’




  ‘Then you must go, Hilda.’




  ‘What?’ Hilda’s tears dried immediately. ‘You’d let me go?’




  ‘It’s not up to me to keep you.’




  ‘I won’t regret leaving here, Flora, I won’t. It’s not as if I’m leaving on the sly, or even giving me notice in. It was Lady Hailing herself who gave me the

  offer.’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Bell told me.’




  ‘And you ain’t cross?’




  ‘I only want what’s best for you. And so does Mrs Bell. But you must follow your own path.’




  ‘Do you mean that?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Flora gazed around the room. A cold draught whistled up at her feet from the cracks in the floorboards. Even in May there was no warmth in the attic. The ceiling, like the passage, held trails

  of cobwebs that clung to the crumbling plaster. Even the little study, once lit by a gas lamp, was cloaked in darkness. Had it always been so dingy, Flora wondered? Perhaps it was all for the best

  that Hilda left.




  ‘Oh, Flora, Adelphi Hall is in Surrey, and it is beautiful,’ Hilda began, her eyes shining. ‘I looked the earl’s name up in a library book and found a picture. The house

  is very big with white pillars at the front and dozens of sparkling windows above. Oh, what a dream it looks!’




  ‘Did the book tell you about the earl?’




  ‘No, only that he fought in the African wars.’




  ‘What about the rest of the family?’




  Hilda nodded. ‘The mistress of the house is Lady Bertha Forsythe. If only I can become her maid!’




  ‘Hasn’t she got one already?’




  ‘She’s probably old and stuffy,’ Hilda said with a shrug. ‘It’s fair to say, don’t you think? I’m young and have an eye for fashion. Given the chance,

  I’d be a real asset to Lady Bertha’s boudoir. All I have to do is make myself known to her.’




  ‘Do you think you have a chance?’




  Hilda looked surprised. Tossing back her ringlets, she nodded. ‘I’ve read books and magazines. I know much more than you think.’




  ‘Will we still be friends?’ Flora asked quietly.




  Hilda threw her arms around her. ‘Fancy asking that. You’ll visit me, of course, perhaps in spring when it’s warmer. The perfect time of year.’




  ‘Surrey is a long way away.’




  ‘Not as far as Scotland or Wales.’




  Flora smiled. Hilda always had an answer.




  ‘Oh, Flora, I knew I could count on you.’




  ‘When will you go?’




  Hilda shrugged. ‘I’m to have an interview first.’




  ‘I hope you’ll be happy.’




  ‘Do you mean that?’




  Flora nodded. ‘Of course I do.’ She smiled. ‘But you’ll have to watch your Ps and Qs.’




  ‘And I won’t drop me haitches neither.’ Hilda started to laugh.




  Suddenly, the room seemed brighter as they sat on the bed, laughing. Hilda, thought Flora, was happy at last.




  





  Chapter Three




  It was Monday morning two weeks later when a letter arrived from Will. Flora recognized his large, looping handwriting and was about to open the envelope when a shadow passed

  over the window. A man carrying a small child in his arms came down the airey’s steps. Flora pushed the envelope into her uniform pocket and opened the door.




  ‘Me name’s Riggs and this is me little girl, Polly. Please, nurse, help me. She’s ill.’




  Flora looked at the child. She was lying with her head against her father’s chest. Her eyes were closed and it was clear that she was struggling to breathe. ‘Come along,’ she

  said, quickly closing the door to the airey behind her.




  Flora hurried up the basement steps to the surgery door and let them in with the key that she kept strung on her belt. The ground floor of Tap House smelled of carbolic and the sharp tang of

  Friars’ Balsam.




  Flora was surprised that the doctor had not yet come down from his rooms above. It was his habit to speak with his daily help, Mrs Carver, and make his way down to the surgery on the stroke of

  eight.




  Flora glanced at the longcase clock standing at the foot of the wide staircase. Its ornate hands showed that it was already ten minutes past the hour. After asking Mr Riggs to sit with Polly in

  the waiting room, she hurried up the stairs. There was never much light reflected from the tall, heavily draped windows on the landing; Flora always found the air rather stuffy. The doctor’s

  door was at the end of a long passage. On the wall hung portraits of Dr Tapper’s relatives. The painting that Flora liked best was of the doctor’s only child, Wilfred. He sat together

  with his mother, Edith, whose hand rested on his shoulder. Had she lived to see Wilfred go into the military, Flora decided, she would have been very proud of her son.




  Flora knocked softly on the doctor’s door. She expected to see Mrs Carver’s, thin, smiling face. But when the door opened, it was not Mrs Carver, but the doctor himself. With some

  surprise, Flora saw that the doctor – who always wore a black frock-coat – was not yet fully dressed. He stood in just his stiff-collared shirt, waistcoat and trousers. His silver fob

  watch had not yet been pinned in place. His lined face regarded her blankly, as if he was wondering why she was standing there.




  ‘Good morning, Dr Tapper. Is everything all right?’




  ‘Oh, Flora . . .’ He nodded, frowning slightly.




  Flora waited for the sounds of Mrs Carver moving about. But she heard none.




  ‘Has Mrs Carver arrived yet?’ asked Flora.




  ‘Yes, but I’ve sent her home,’ Dr Tapper muttered without further explanation. ‘Have we patients downstairs?’




  ‘Yes, I’ve asked Mr Riggs to wait. His little girl looks very ill.’




  ‘I’ll come immediately.’




  Flora knew the doctor tried very hard not to keep his patients waiting. She watched him reach for his jacket. Without further ado, he led the way downstairs.




  ‘I can’t rouse my Polly,’ Mr Riggs said, as they walked into the waiting room. ‘She won’t wake up.’




  ‘Follow me,’ Dr Tapper said calmly. ‘Bring her to my room.’




  After the child had been laid on the examination couch, Flora watched Dr Tapper peel away the collar of her dirty, torn coat to reveal an even filthier garment beneath. Her skin was covered in

  an unsightly rash. Dr Tapper lifted her eyelids, which showed nothing but two white orbs and closed quickly together again.




  ‘How long has she been like this?’ the doctor asked as he examined the swollen glands of her neck.




  ‘Dunno,’ replied the father. ‘I came home this morning and found her like it. I work nights, see, and with the missus gorn last year, I have to leave the kids to look after

  ’emselves. Polly here’s the eldest at eleven. She ain’t been her old self for a while.’




  Flora saw that Polly had turned a ghastly bluish colour. The doctor took a wooden tube from his Gladstone bag, which he kept packed and ready for night-time emergencies, and put it to her chest.

  He rested his ear on the other end, and his face looked grave. Quickly, he pulled a small brown bottle from the bag. Lifting Polly’s head, he placed the smelling salts under her nose.




  To Flora’s dismay, there was no response. Polly’s head fell back and her small mouth, which had at first been trying to suck in air, went slack.




  The doctor attempted to rouse her, but Flora knew it was too late. The little girl’s life had slipped slowly away before their very eyes.




  That afternoon, Flora and Dr Tapper were riding in the doctor’s open trap pulled by his elderly grey pony. The death of the little girl had put everything else from

  Flora’s mind but now Flora had a little time to think about the mysterious events earlier that morning. She had never known the doctor to be late for his surgery. Added to this was his

  early-morning dismissal of Mrs Carver. Flora wondered if there had been a disagreement between them.




  ‘You know what to look out for, Flora,’ the doctor called to her as the trap bounced along. ‘Swollen glands or a sickly cough and skin infections. When I examined Mr Riggs, I

  found nothing but fleas and malnourishment. Pray God that it’s the same for his other children.’




  Flora tried to hide her shudder. What would they find at Mr Riggs’ riverside hovel? The buildings in the road he lived in were derelict. It was a dockside terrace that often flooded at

  high tide, and the crumbling structures were condemned. Flora knew the doctor had to examine Polly’s sisters and brothers. If any of them showed signs of diphtheria – the deadly,

  infectious disease from which the doctor confirmed Polly had perished – they must be sent to the isolation hospital. There had been an outbreak of diphtheria two years ago. The quick march of

  the disease had taken many of their patients’ lives.




  ‘Here we are.’ The doctor reined in the pony and climbed down from the cab. Flora followed. They looked up at what had once been a waterside cottage. Now its mossy green stonework

  had collapsed. The windows were boarded. Mr Riggs opened the front door, which was a rotting piece of wood with no handle. His eyes were red-rimmed, his face full of grief.




  Flora tried not to breathe in the overpowering smell of damp and decay. She trod carefully over the duckboards, careful to avoid the muddy puddles creeping over them.




  There were just two rooms left in the broken, almost roofless building. The staircase had vanished. Above them were worm-eaten rafters. Flora saw what must be the kitchen and scullery to the

  left – dark spaces, with a filthy stove. To the right was a large room, bereft of furniture. Two mattresses, stained by water, lay on the duckboards. Four children – two boys and two

  girls, all younger than Polly – were huddled in a group. They were dressed in what were little more than rags, and barefoot. Flora’s heart went out to them.




  ‘I would like some clean water, boiled on the stove,’ the doctor told Mr Riggs. ‘My nurse will wash the children.’




  ‘Ain’t got no coke to light the stove,’ Mr Riggs said with a shrug.




  ‘Then we’ll have to make do with cold.’




  Flora always had strong disinfectant to hand. Naptha was used liberally for all forms of disease. Taking her apron from her bag, she tied it around her waist. Since the water was drawn from the

  pump in the yard, she carried in a full pail for each of the children, adding a little of the disinfectant. The children screamed and kicked as she cleaned them. Flora tried to comfort them with

  her soft voice, but their cries were too loud. There were no towels to dry them with, so she used a blanket from the trap. The doctor found the children to be like Mr Riggs: under-nourished and

  infested with lice.




  ‘I’m very sorry about your sister,’ the doctor said to them when the miserable task was over. ‘Please try to wash yourselves each day. Learn to keep yourselves

  clean.’ He turned to their father. ‘Have you no help?’




  ‘Nah. Who’d help us?’ Mr Riggs’ eyes filled with tears. ‘My Polly was the one who looked after ’em.’
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