
   
Hope against Hope 

Sheena Wilkinson 

Before you read 

Look at the cover. How would you describe it? What do you expect to find in this novel? 

Think about the colours and the characters and pay attention to the details.  

 

What do you think of the title? Does it make you want to read the book? What do you think 

the main theme of a book with this title might be? 

 

What do you know about the author? (You will find an interview with her at the end of the 

book that will help you gain a better understanding of her work.) 

 

Chapter 1 

The story begins at McCabe’s, Polly’s father’s drapery shop in Mullankeen. The elegant girl 

Polly dreams of befriending, Flora Galbraith, will shortly be leaving for a boarding school in 

Belfast while Polly is stuck in her home town. When she learns that her cousin and friend, 

Catherine, is also supposed to go to Belfast to learn shorthand and typing, Polly feels let down 

and hastily leaves the shop. 

• What do you think Leo’s ‘spells’ (p. 1) might be? 

• Why do you think Polly is so fascinated and enthralled by school stories and the 

pictures of girls? 

• Why would Polly want to go to boarding school? Why doesn’t Flora want to go there? 

• Why was Flora’s departure postponed? 

 

Chapter 2 

Polly talks to Catherine, who is going to be sent away because of her relationship with Jamie, 

whose brother is in the IRA. Living in Belfast would prevent Catherine from coming under 

the influence of Jamie, although it means leaving Polly. The latter struggles to find her place 

and realises that she won’t be able to go to Belfast with her cousin because she has to take 

care of her father and her brother. 

• Why has Leo changed so much, do you think? 

• What is unusual about Polly’s and Catherine’s houses? Where could they be on a map 

of Ireland?  

• What is the IRA? 

• What can you learn about women’s living conditions in the 1920s in Ireland from this 

chapter? To what extent have things improved today? 



   
 

 

 

Chapter 3 

Polly has to cope with Leo’s bad mood after their father’s shop has been graffitied – although 

he doesn’t want to dwell on this topic. News from Catherine makes it even harder for Polly to 

stay in Mullankeen: her cousin s struggling with her education in Belfast. Polly’s father 

dismisses the idea of her going to Belfast to help Catherine. Polly broaches the subject of the 

upcoming elections in Northern Ireland to demonstrate her maturity. However, this starts an 

argument which results in Leo hitting Polly for saying that he killed their mother and should 

have died instead of her. 

• What does ‘shebeen’ (p. 14) mean? What about ‘wain’ (p. 16)? 

• What do you think about Polly’s opinion on her brother’s attitude? For example, she 

says ‘He had come home from the war without a single scratch. Which made the way 

he carried on even more exasperating.’ (p. 16) 

• Why did it seem more acceptable for the Galbraith and Lennox boys than for Leo to 

fight for England in the war? 

• Polly makes a difference between a house and a home. Would you also differentiate 

them? How? 

• Catherine and Polly seem to have different dreams and aspirations. Are they in line 

with what society expects from them? What are your own dreams for the future, and 

do you think that society expects something from you? 

• Why does Polly lose her temper at this point in the story? 

 

Chapter 4 

After the row with Leo, Polly is left home alone and decides to leave for Belfast with the bare 

minimum – and her brother’s savings. 

• Do you think that Polly will reach Belfast? Will she change her mind before she gets 

there? Will someone stop her? 

 

Chapter 5 

Polly meets Catherine in Belfast. Her cousin is accompanied by a young man called Sandy 

and by Stella, another girl from Helen’s Hope, the hostel where Catherine lives. Stella is on 



   
her way back from a Labour election meeting that has been disrupted by loyalists. The four of 

them take a shortcut through a nationalist area but get caught between two gangs of boys with 

diverging opinions regarding Northern Ireland’s future. Polly mentions her brother who 

fought for the British to calm the situation, but it upsets the nationalists. A fight breaks out 

and Stella gets hurt. 

• What does ‘fenian’ (p. 33) mean? 

• What differences does Polly notice between her home town and the city? Have you 

noticed other differences between the countryside and big cities? 

• Do you understand the meaning of the posters tied to lamp posts in Belfast? Who might 

have put them up? 

• Who are the loyalists and why don’t they like Labour, according to Stella? Do you know 

why they are called ‘orange’ (p. 33)? 

• What is an Amazon warrior? Why does Polly compare Stella to these warriors? 

• Can you describe the scene that takes place in Short Strand in your own words? Who 

is involved and what do these characters stand for? 

 

Chapter 6 

Sandy carries Stella to Helen’s Hope, where she is examined by Dr Scott (brother of Scottie, 

one of the women in charge of the hostel). Polly is very worried about Stella, and even though 

the doctor is reassuring, Polly still feels guilty for provoking the fight. She also learns that 

Sandy’s arm was hurt during the Great War (1914–18). 

• What can you deduce about Stella’s personality from Miss Cassidy’s reaction when she 

is told that Stella has been hurt? Is it in line with Polly’s first impression? 

• How would you describe Polly’s feelings following the incident? To what extent does 

the comparison ‘It was like watching a moving picture’ (p. 39) make sense in this 

situation? (A moving picture is of course a film – that is where we get the word ‘movie’ 

from.) 

• What is Kemmel Ridge? (Look it up!) How does this explain Sandy’s struggles to carry 

Stella? 

• Overall, do you believe that Polly is happy she has left Mullankeen for Belfast? 

 

Chapter 7 



   
Catherine and Polly go to bed and Polly meets Ivy, who bullies Catherine, as well as Tessa, 

Catherine’s pal: Polly realises that her cousin wasn’t as alone as she thought. The girls try to 

explain what Helen’s Hope is, a kind of cross between lodgings and a school, but there are 

many different opinions on the matter depending on people’s beliefs and backgrounds. Polly 

finally falls asleep with mixed feelings, unsure that going to Belfast was the right decision. 

• What might be Polly’s feelings when she meets Ivy? And when she meets Tessa? 

• How does Ivy try to sow discord as soon as Polly has arrived? 

• Polly talks about the ‘baddies’ criticising head girls (p. 46). Do you think this has 

changed since the 1920s? Can you think of examples (books, movies, series) that 

suggest that it has or hasn’t changed? 

• Who are the ‘commies’ Ivy talks about (p. 47)? 

 

Chapter 8 

While the other girls go to work or to class, Cassie informs Polly that her father has agreed to 

let her stay at Helen’s Hope for some time. Cassie explains that Helen’s Hope is a 

‘community’ that promotes ‘tolerance and acceptance’ and requires a contribution from every 

girl. Since Polly offers to do the housework or sew, Cassie decides that she will work at the 

sewing factory on trial, a chance Polly is determined to seize. 

• What kind of atmosphere is there at Helen’s Hope in the morning? Can you compare it 

to your own mornings? 

• Cassie says that Helen’s Hope is a ‘community’ (p. 51). What does this mean to you? 

• ‘Tolerance’ and ‘acceptance’ are key words at Helen’s Hope (p. 21). Do these values 

matter to you? Do you think they are as important today as they were in the 1920s? 

• If you were staying at Helen’s Hope, how could you contribute to the community? What 

would you offer? 

 

Chapter 9 

On her first day at the sewing factory, Polly realises that the other girls use machines while 

she has only ever sewn by hand. Learning how to use a machine turns out to be more 

complicated than she expected. However, her sewing skills improve with practice and she gets 

to know Maggie, who is learning bookkeeping and typing with Stella’s help, in the hope of 

going to commercial college. 

• How does Polly deal with her struggles to use a sewing machine? 



   
• Do you think that Ivy’s depiction of factories is accurate? Do such factories still exist 

today? (Think about how a lot of our clothes are made these days, in factories with poor 

working conditions in developing countries.) 

• What is TB, the disease that killed Ivy’s mother (p. 58)?  

• Why does Maggie like Helen’s Hope so much? Think about her background and her 

hopes for the future. 

 

Chapter 10 

Things seem to be looking up for Polly as she gets better at sewing and her relations improve 

with Brigid, who oversees the factory. She learns that Catholics such as Brigid’s fiancé were 

forced to leave their jobs at the shipyard because of their religion. She also discovers that 

Cassie founded Helen’s Hope after the war, naming it after Sandy’s deceased cousin. Polly 

understands that Ireland is still very much divided and then starts daydreaming about Stella. 

However, she doesn’t correct the other girls when they tease her for having a ‘pash’ on Sandy. 

• Do you know about Harland and Wolff and its role in Northern Ireland? Which famous 

ship did it build? 

• What is the Somme Maggie talks about (p. 64)? 

• In the light of Cassie’s story, what impact did the end of the war have on women’s 

employment? 

• Under what circumstances was Helen’s Hope founded? Polly says: ‘I thought about all 

the fighting there had been and now Ireland being carved up, and wondered what Helen 

would think about that.’ (p. 66) What is your opinion? 

• What consequences of the religious divide in Ireland of the time can you identify in this 

chapter?  

 

Chapter 11 

Disagreements arise during Helen’s Hope’s weekly meeting when Scottie and Stella explain 

that they have refused to sew union flags, which displeases Ivy. In the face of the agitation 

this causes, Polly understands that the divide tearing Belfast and Ireland apart goes deeper 

than religious matters – it is also a question of politics, personal beliefs and values. 

• Can you name some of the elements that make Polly aware of the importance of the 

conflicts in Ireland? 

• Can you explain why making banners and flags is so significant? 

• In your opinion, why did Stella want to be here to discuss the order for union flags? 



   
• Do you think this order for union flags will worsen the situation? How? 

 

 

Chapter 12 

Polly is wondering if it is all right for her to have a pash on girls like Flora and Stella. 

Suddenly, a brick is thrown against the greenhouse while Catherine and Polly are chatting in 

the garden, making the other girls panic. According to Stella, it proves that some people can’t 

accept the idea of women from different faiths living together peacefully. 

• What does Polly mean by ‘Having pashes on girls was all right in school stories; I wasn’t 

sure if you were allowed them in real life.’ (p. 75)? Do you think the answer would be 

different in the 1920s and today? 

• Do you think that Catherine will find a place in an office? What else could she do? 

• In your opinion, why has someone thrown a brick against Helen’s Hope’s greenhouse? 

Is Stella right? 

• Do you think Helen’s Hope might be targeted again in the future? 

 

Chapter 13 

Polly decides to go to Mass, more by force of habit than out of conviction, and finds the 

church almost empty. Teenage boys tease the girls when they leave the chapel and Catherine 

gets spat on, but Polly is discouraged from making things worse. She realises how much anger 

she has in her when the argument escalates while the boys prevent the girls from going back 

to Helen’s Hope. However, the boys resolve to let them go when Stella and Sandy arrive to 

bring them back home.  

• Can you identify the different reasons that lead Polly to go to Mass? What other reasons 

might someone have to go to Mass – independently of their religion? 

• Polly says: ‘That cross made me feel at home, as did the smell of incense ...’ (p. 81). 

What could the use of the word ‘home’ tell about religion and its importance in 

someone’s life? Notice how the word comes back later in the chapter. 

• Why is the church almost empty? How would you describe its atmosphere? 

• Which names do the Protestant boys use to refer to the Catholic girls? Notice how 

politics and religion interweave. 

• Why would the boys hate the girls from Helen’s Hope for standing up for themselves? 

 

Chapter 14 



   
While a major nationalist rally is taking place in Belfast, Polly and Catherine hide in the 

garden to cut Polly’s hair into a bob, which ends up being much shorter than intended. Polly 

gets time to reflect on her new haircut – which she hasn’t seen yet – and the negative 

consequences it might have on her future at Helen’s Hope while Catherine has gone to fetch 

mirrors. 

• Is Helen’s Hope’s atmosphere as peaceful as it seemed at first glance? 

• To what extent is the bob more than a haircut? (You could do some research.) 

• Can you relate to Polly’s feelings as she gets her hair cut? 

• Do you think that Polly’s haircut will get her into trouble? What impact could it have? 

 

Chapter 15 

Polly overhears Stella, who accuses her of being a firebrand, as she is talking to Sandy. Then, 

Sandy admits that he isn’t paid much for working at Helen’s Hope and worries about his 

future prospects. Even though she reminds Sandy of his commitment to the hostel and its 

values, Stella wonders if it’s not naive to believe that different people can live in harmony 

when the country is torn by violence. Finally, Polly concludes that Stella is attracted to Sandy 

just before Catherine comes back with the mirrors, forcing her out of her hiding place. 

• Do you understand Stella’s criticism of Polly in the light of her own personality? 

• Do you think that Stella is right to call Helen’s Hope into question? 

• If you had been Polly, would you have eavesdropped on Sandy and Stella? Why? 

• How might the situation between Polly, Edith, Stella, Sandy and Catherine evolve? Do 

you think that the political and religious context will have an impact on their romantic 

lives? 

 

Chapter 16 

Sandy and Stella’s reaction confirms that Polly’s new haircut is not a success. Stella fetches 

Edith to sort Polly out and the three of them realise that they have lost one of their relatives 

because of the Spanish flu. This brings them closer. 

• What is the UVF? 

• Notice how the Spanish flu is mentioned several times in the story. What do you know 

about it? 

• Do you think it is important for people to come together and be united in suffering? 

• Can you identify what many characters have in common because of the war? 

 

 



   
Chapter 17 

Cassie receives Polly in her office to discuss her confrontation with the boys after Mass. She 

tells Polly about her own experience as a suffragette and decides not to punish Polly who has 

been active and full of good intentions, but she encourages her to follow the news to take 

better-informed decisions. Moreover, she would like Polly to let Catherine fight her own 

battles in the name of self-reliance and to pay more attention to quieter girls such as Maggie. 

• What do you know about the suffragettes? To what extent can Cassie’s and Polly’s 

experiences be compared? 

• Do you follow the news, like Polly is supposed to do? How different is it today to keep 

informed? Do you have specific difficulties to face? 

• According to Cassie, the girls need to learn ‘self-reliance’ (p. 109). What does she 

mean by that? How could Polly and Catherine develop this quality? 

• Why would Maggie be the kind of girl Helen’s Hope was created for? 

 

Chapter 18 

Cassie goes to vote on election day but Scottie is not allowed to vote because she is neither a 

householder nor married. Ivy is delighted when the unionists win the election while Polly 

wonders about the meaning of the word ‘border’ and its practical implications. She reads the 

newspapers to get a better understanding of the situation, but their diverging opinions confuse 

her. Although she wants to keep informed about the future of her country, she doesn’t picture 

herself getting involved in politics and handing out tracts. 

• Cassie reminds the girls of the importance of doing their civic duty. What do you know 

about women’s rights to vote in your country and in the world today? 

• Why does Ivy hum ‘God save the King’? 

• What do you know about Ulster? Is there a difference between Ulster and what is today 

known as Northern Ireland? 

• What does the word ‘border’ mean to you? Have you ever crossed a border? 

• How would you explain that The Irish News and The Belfast Telegraph disagree with 

each other? Do you think it is important to find diverging opinions in the media? 

 

Chapter 19 

Violence intensifies in Ireland, especially in cities such as Belfast, Cork and Galway, but 

Polly’s father doesn’t think it would be safer for her to go back home, where Leo hardly ever 

goes out now. Back in Belfast, Polly sees a light one night in the factory and assumes that 

Edith and Sandy are meeting there. 



   
• Why do you think Leo hardly ever goes out? 

• Can you imagine what it would feel like to live in a city like Belfast at the time of the 

elections? 

• What does Polly mean when she says that Tessa might love catching burglars and 

even ‘love it too much’ (p. 117)? What does this tell us about the power of stories? 

• Who might be in the factory at night? Do you agree with Polly’s assumption? 

 

Chapter 20 

Miss Kennedy, who decides to close her shop to live in a Catholic area, gives some of her 

sweets to Helen’s Hope. Ivy raises once more the question of making union flags for the 

coming of the King to open the parliament of Northern Ireland, but Stella refuses to discuss it 

further. Then, Polly suggests that Helen’s Hope could organise an open day to share Miss 

Kennedy’s sweets with the community and eliminate prejudices from people’s minds. 

Although it stirs up conflicts between the girls, the majority votes in favour of the open day. 

• Do you know what Gallaher’s is? Find out! 

• Do you understand Stella’s decision to ban the question of sewing flags from further 

discussion? Do you agree with her? 

• Why doesn’t Ivy consider Maggie as a Protestant? What does it tell you about her view 

on religion? 

• Why do Brigid and Ivy mention red, white and blue as well as green, white and gold 

bunting? 

• What might happen during the open day? Do you think it is a good idea? 

 

Chapter 21 

Polly and Maggie walk around Belfast to distribute invitations for the open day. They manage 

to give out several slips in person and seem to arouse interest within the community. On their 

way back, a group of boys calls out to them, among them Fraser, who had previously bullied 

the girls after Mass. Maggie defuses the situation by inviting them to come to the open day 

and see for themselves that they shouldn’t be afraid of or concerned about Helen’s Hope. 

• Why didn’t Maggie and Stella make big notices instead of small slips? Do you think this 

was the right decision? 

• Are you surprised by people’s reactions when they receive the invitations? 

• Do you understand Maggie’s reluctance to invite the match-seller to the open day? 



   
• Do you expect Fraser’s group to come to Helen’s Hope’s open day? If so, what kind of 

attitude could they adopt? 

 

Chapter 22 

The girls reflect on the kind of entertainment they might offer on the open day. Several girls 

suggest dancing and playing music, but their lack of instruments makes them realise how 

isolated they are from the rest of the community: they don’t even know if their neighbours 

could lend them a flute. Finally, Polly drops an invitation to the headmistress of Ellis House, 

where Flora Galbraith is studying, in the hope that she might attend the open day. 

• Why does Ivy refuse to play the penny whistle for the Irish dance? 

• How important is it to ‘celebrate everyone’s heritage’ (p. 133) as Stella words it? Would 

such cultural or festive events still be relevant today? Think about your own community. 

• Why does Tessa’s song sadden Polly? 

• Think about the previous chapters and the end of this one. How would you describe 

the bond between Polly and her brother? 

 

Chapter 23 

Maggie and Polly talk about their families and Polly mentions her brother as well as the nuns 

who terrified her back in Mullankeen. The two girls have led very different lives and 

understand that Protestants and Catholics mutually pity each other. Ivy seems preoccupied 

with the removal of the sewing machines from the factory for the open day. On their way 

back from getting some milk, Catherine and Polly see Ivy talking to a man in front of a door, 

but they can’t identify him before Ivy goes back to Helen’s Hope 

• Do you know what a ‘céilí’ is (p. 137)? 

• Where does the quotation ‘It is obvious that our social spheres have been widely 

different.’ (p. 137) come from? Have you ever read any of Oscar Wilde’s works and 

what do you know about him? 

• Read Maggie and Polly’s conversation. They have led very different lives: what impact 

could their friendship have on their viewpoints? Do you think that their differences could 

endanger their relationship? 

• Why has Catherine grown more confident? What does it tell you about her personality 

– and about confidence overall? 

 

Chapter 24 



   
The open day has arrived. Everything is going well and three of Fraser’s followers as well as 

Patrick Neill, the former soldier who sells matches and reminds Polly of Leo, show up. The 

guests are enjoying themselves when Fraser arrives and forbids his sister to learn Irish 

dancing. He attacks Polly who called him an ‘eejit’ but hits Patrick who breaks down and 

starts sobbing. Fraser and his group leave but everyone else goes as well. It saddens Polly 

who starts wondering about Leo’s experience during the war and questioning what she had 

always assumed: has he really come back in one piece? 

• Can you identify the similarities and differences between Leo, Sandy and Patrick? 

• Do you understand Fraser’s followers’ attitude?  

• Does this open day make you hopeful for the future of the characters? Do you think it 

reflects what life could have been like at that time in Ireland? 

 

Chapter 25 

The open day has had mixed results: many neighbours came but it ended abruptly. Ivy is upset 

that the machines won’t be moved back into the factory immediately and she acts strangely, 

coming to Fraser’s defence. In the night, Stella and Polly catch Ivy sewing a union flag 

bearing the words ‘For God and Ulster. No surrender.’ Ivy confesses that she has promised 

Fraser to sew such a flag for his Uncle Alec, a major member of the UVF. Angry, Polly rips 

up the flag. 

• What might be going on with Stella, who has apparently been crying after the open 

day? 

• Do you understand Ivy’s decision to sew a flag for Fraser? 

• What does Ivy mean by ‘You can say what you like about peace and love and mutual 

understanding, but this is Belfast. There’s a war on.’ (p. 168)? Is violence inevitable, or 

is Stella right to stand up for acceptance and tolerance? 

• What does the union flag symbolise in Polly’s eyes? What does it remind her of? 

 

Chapter 26 

Ivy faints, scared of Fraser’s revenge. On the following day, Stella and Polly go to Fraser’s 

house and Polly understands that Fraser’s father died at the Somme. Fraser, who has been 

threatening Ivy to reveal her past as a prostitute, is very angry when he discovers the torn flag. 

Stella reminds him that Ulster is British, meaning that his political wishes have been fulfilled, 

but she remains worried and wants to tell Sandy what’s happened, afraid of the potential 

consequences. 

• How does Sheena Wilkinson highlight Fraser’s poor background? Think about the 

characters and where they live. 



   
• To what extent can Fraser’s personal history explain his attitude towards Catholics and 

nationalists? 

• ‘Maybe everyone was scared of someone. Or something.’ (p. 176) What do you think 

about Polly’s statement? Do you see a connection with Ireland’s history? 

• Do you know what the Ulster Covenant is? Look it up. 

 

Chapter 27 

Sandy is not at home and his mother sends away Polly and Stella, who head for the park. 

There, Polly sees Patrick Neill collapsing on the ground. He has been thrown out of his hostel, 

so Polly gives him the key to the factory she had got from Ivy. She also catches sight of Flora 

Galbraith who looks bored: Polly realises that Flora is not as daring and bold as she thought – 

unlike Stella. The latter reveals to Polly that Ivy had indeed been a prostitute after being 

orphaned, before her arrival at Helen’s Hope. 

• In your opinion, was Stella right to give Patrick a spare key to the factory? What might 

be the consequences? 

• Stella tells Polly that ‘women can’t win’ (p. 186). What does she mean by that? Do you 

think this would still be true today? You can think about the news, about women’s place 

in your own country as well as abroad. 

• What does Polly feel like when she sees Flora? Compare it to her feelings at the 

beginning of the book.  

• Ivy was rescued by a charity that helps prostitutes to lead a different life. Do you know 

of any such missions today? Do you think attitudes to women who are sex-workers, as 

we call them today, have changed much? 

 

Chapter 28 

Polly assures Ivy that Fraser knows she was willing to make the flag. However, Ivy is not 

grateful and refuses to see Polly’s point that union flags make Catholics and nationalists feel 

excluded. Maggie suggests opening up Helen’s Hope to the community through reading, 

writing and dancing classes. Sandy and Edith are finally engaged. Cassie announces the 

opening of the Northern Irish Parliament on the following Wednesday but she would like the 

girls not to go out on that occasion given the risks of violent confrontation.  

• Polly asks Ivy: ‘You think the border’s just a matter of drawing a line and keeping 

everything British on one side and everything Irish on the other?’ (p. 194) What do you 

think about that? The issue of Brexit raises similar issues: what do you know about it? 

Could you establish links between Brexit and this sentence? 



   
• Do you think that Maggie’s idea of giving classes to the women of the neighbourhood 

is realistic in times of conflict? What impact could it have on the community? 

• Why couldn’t Edith get a job if she were married? How has this situation changed since 

the 1920s? 

• Why do Brigid and Cassie doubt that the opening of the Northern Irish Parliament will 

pacify the country? From what you know about Ireland, do you think they were right? 

 

Chapter 29  

Polly wakes up at night to find the factory on fire. She believes that Fraser’s allies started it 

because she tore up their flag, but Stella tells her that there has always been animosity against 

Helen’s Hope.. She doesn’t think that the parliament will bring peace in Ireland, despite The 

Belfast Telegraph’s claims. Polly finally understands that Stella is not in love with Sandy, but 

with Edith. They go back to the other girls who, as Polly words it, are Helen’s Hope, much 

more than the building is. 

• Do you think it is possible to pinpoint one event that sparked the animosity against 

Helen’s Hope? Why/why not? 

• What role(s) do the media play in times of conflict? Think about Polly’s statement about 

The Belfast Telegraph’s articles and Stella’s reaction.  

• Building on this chapter, what does the spirit of Helen’s Hope mean? 

 

Chapter 30 

Appalled by the fire, the neighbours have come to help and comfort Helen’s Hope’s girls. 

Stella tells Polly that Helen’s Hope might have been burnt because it lodges a number of 

Catholic girls, just like other Catholics’ homes have been burnt in the rest of the city. 

However, Polly is certain that it is more complicated than that. Then a fireman announces that 

a body has been found in the gutted factory. 

• Can you imagine what it felt like for Polly to see the factory burning? 

• Do you think that those who started the fire wanted to kill he girls? Did they just want 

to scare them? 

• How do you explain the neighbours’ attitude? 

• Whose body do you think was found in the gutted factory? 

 

Chapter 31 



   
Polly feels guilty about Patrick’s death, since she had given him a key to the factory, and she 

does not wish to take part in the discussions for the rebuilding. Walking is the only thing that 

alleviates her pain. This suffering makes her feel closer to her brother whom she had not 

really tried to understand. She decides to move forward and do her best to prevent such events 

from happening again. She starts this journey by writing a letter of apology to Leo. 

• In your opinion, why does walking help Polly deal with her pain? 

• How does Polly finally come to terms with her guilt? 

• Can you imagine Leo’s reaction when he receives Polly’s letter? 

 

Chapter 32 

The girls discuss the rebuilding of the factory but Cassie is not sure that Helen’s Hope needs a 

new one, given the lack of orders and the departure of several girls for their home towns. Miss 

Farrell, from Ellis House, arrives during the meeting to praise Helen’s Hope’s spirit and offer 

Stella a position to teach political economy and citizenship at the boarding school, while 

Maggie could take over Stella’s clerical work. This motivates the girls who plan on running 

classes for the neighbourhood to teach reading, writing, gardening, dancing, music, etc. 

Catherine might even teach what she will learn at domestic science college once her classes 

have started. In the hope of developing their community and eventually rebuilding the factory, 

the girls have something to look forward to despite the challenges they will have to face in a 

country undergoing deep changes.  

 

The novel ends with Polly’s brother Leo coming to visit her. 

 

• Miss Farrell mentions tolerance, understanding and social awareness as Helen’s 

Hope’s core values (p. 218). How could they be cultivated (both in the 1920s and 

nowadays)?  

• What would you like to learn more about if you were to take classes in political economy 

and citizenship? 

• Polly says: ‘I couldn’t say I liked Ivy, but I was glad I’d given her the quilt.’ (p. 220) Do 

you understand these ambivalent feelings? 

• What do you think Leo’s visit will mean to Polly? Do you think her attitude to her brother 

has changed since last they met?  What has made her change her mind about him? 

• Now that you’ve read the book, do you understand its title better? Do you find it 

relevant? Why/why not? 
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