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  Chapter One




  ‘Kath’s sister got married last week,’ her mother said.




  ‘Lucky Kath’s sister,’ said Sally, wrapped in an old apron and concentrating on the job of applying Zebo blacklead to the bars of the grate.




  With a despairing sigh her mother lifted the half-bucket of soot Sally had raked out of the flues, and went outside to spread it on the garden. The clatter of the bucket being replaced and then

  the bang of the outhouse door heralded her mother’s return to the kitchen.




  ‘Pity you can’t find a man.’




  Sally put the blackleading cloth aside to apply plenty of Brasso to another rag. ‘Do you not read the papers, Mam? Do you not realize there’s nearly two million surplus women, and

  most of them young ones? And there’ll probably be a lot more before this war’s finished, so somebody has to go without a man.’




  ‘Pity it’s got to be you, then. Pity you’ve been left on the scrap heap.’




  ‘Well, what choice have I got, like? I’m not a raving beauty, am I?’




  ‘Neither’s Kath’s sister, but she’s got a bit of go in her.’




  Meaning I haven’t, Sally thought. She paused in her task to stare into the steel door of the oven and saw Sarah Wilde reflected there; unprepossessing spinster of the parish of Annsdale

  who, compared with her sisters, was untalented and depressingly ordinary. If not – with eyes too small, and nose too large – downright plain. She smeared on the Brasso to obliterate the

  image, and covered all the steel trimmings of the range in similar fashion before lifting the fender onto a kitchen table covered with newspapers, to set to the task of cleaning it there and save

  her knees.




  She thought she’d done well to land the job at the hospital, for ‘many are called, but few are chosen’, as Matron had told her at the interview. She’d stuck it for the

  best part of a year already, and it was a job that would last her the rest of her life if she stuck it out to the finish. It might even provide her with a bit of a pension if she lived to be old.

  Nursing was a job she could take a pride in, but no good expecting any congratulations here. For Sally’s mother, every woman who wasn’t a wife was a failure, although why she should

  still think that after some of the beatings she’d taken while her husband was alive was more than Sally could fathom.




  Her mother didn’t seem to grasp it; there were a million men dead, any one of whom might have made Sally a husband. Might have. In her mind’s eye she saw them, lying helpless on the

  battlefields of France with the life oozing out of them, and slowed at her work. ‘I could have me pick, I suppose, if I could go and bring one of ’em back to life,’ she

  sighed.




  ‘What? What did you say?’




  Sally shook her head to dispel the gloomy vision. ‘I said you don’t seem to realize how lucky our family’s been, Mam. You’ve got two sons and a son-in-law, and

  they’ve all come through unscathed so far, touch wood. But when I was in the Post Office, about a week ago, the postmistress told me Mrs Burdett had a letter saying Will was missing.’

  Sally’s lip trembled and she turned her face away, sniffing and swallowing her tears before she added, ‘And today she got all his poor bits of things sent back to her, everything except

  his watch; that’s gone missing.’




  Her mother failed to notice her distress. ‘That woman, she knows everybody’s business, and she doesn’t mind broadcasting it, either. “Oh, Mrs Wilde, I saw you had another

  letter from your John the other day,” and she looked at me as if she expected me to tell her what was in it! I wonder the Post Office don’t get rid of her, and get somebody that knows

  how to keep her nose out.’




  ‘She does no harm. A lot of people like getting the news about what their neighbours are doing. Poor Mrs Burdett, though, she must be breaking her heart. You’ve got four daughters

  Mam, and only the youngest not married. If you think that’s a tragedy you ought to go and talk to her. All her lads are gone, now.’




  Her mother lifted the kettle from the gas ring, poured boiling water onto the tea leaves, and gave it a thoughtful stir. ‘I know. Once had four strapping sons, and now she’s got

  none. All the hard work and pinching and scraping she had bringing them up, all gone for nothing. She’ll have a lonely old age, if she lives that long. I’d go into a decline if I were

  in her shoes. But I won’t tempt Providence by saying I’ve a lot to be thankful for. The war’s not over yet.’




  Her mother poured two cups and handed her one, looking at her with an expression that said, and if you can’t get a husband, you’ll end up just the same as Mrs Burdett. Lonely.




  Sally put the rag down. She might as well have a rest for five minutes, while the polish dried. Her hands were filthy, the nails blackened, but not much use in washing them yet. She lifted the

  tea to her lips. Her mother was right, but the men who were left could have their pick of much prettier women than Sally – or women who had more ‘go’ in them. They both understood

  it only too well, and sat in silence, avoiding the topic.




  Her cup empty, Sally picked up the brush. She’d give the range a good rub, every bit of it, then go over the lot again with the velvet polishing cloths. Get a right good shine on it, then

  go and see her sisters, and maybe her brother John’s wife if she had the time. ‘I think I’ll have a walk down to the Cock Inn and pass half an hour with our Ginny once I’ve

  finished this, Mam,’ she said, ‘and then I’ll get the lend of her bike and ride into Annsdale Colliery and call on our Emma, and then maybes go round to Elsie’s.’




  ‘If you’re going to see them, you’d better go and see Arthur, as well, while he’s on leave. He’ll want to know why if you don’t. Lift your feet up. I want to

  take the mat out and give it a good shake. I don’t think I’ll light a fire today; it’ll save a bit of coal. It’s the sort of weather that turns the milk sour.’




  ‘Our poor Sal. Only one day off a month – it’s not much, lass. And living in the nurses’ home, it must be like being in a bloody convent.’ Ginny

  finished pouring a glass of whisky for a burly pit overman, and handed it over the bar to him with a wink.




  ‘You always give a generous measure, Ginny, war or no war,’ the man commented.




  Ginny rattled his money into the till, and gave him his change. ‘Keep the workers happy, that’s my motto. Especially the ones who’re our best customers.’




  ‘I sometimes wonder where you get it from, though.’




  Ginny laughed. ‘Ask no questions, and you’ll be told no lies. Shout if you want me, Ben. I’m not expecting a pub full, so I’m going to have five minutes with our Sal,

  before she goes back to the hospital.’




  Sally followed her sister upstairs, to her living quarters. ‘Aren’t you worried about leaving them in the bar on their own?’




  ‘Not with Ben keeping an eye on things. I’d trust him with my life’




  ‘I hope he doesn’t realize where the cheap whisky comes from. I wouldn’t trust him far enough to tell him that, if I were you. You’d get wrong off the bobbies if he let

  on. You might get locked up.’




  Her sister grinned, and chucked her under the chin. ‘Don’t be daft, my little Methodist-Miss. I’ve already said; I could trust him with my life. But don’t worry;

  he’s got no idea.’




  Sally breathed a sigh of relief. ‘By, you’re a warm ’un, our Ginny. I don’t know how you dare. Have you heard from Martin?’




  ‘Aye. I get a letter or a field postcard nearly every day, unless he’s somewhere he can’t send one, or the post’s delayed. They’ve taken plenty of punishment from

  the Germans these past few months, and a lot of the officers are out of the war, one way or another. They’ve made Martin a Second Lieutenant – promoted in the field, he told me the last

  time he wrote. An officer and a gentleman doesn’t sound much like my husband, does it? An officer’s lady doesn’t sound much like me either, come to that. By, but they must be

  getting desperate over there, if they’re turning socialists into officers!’




  Will Burdett, dead! She could hardly take it in. Sally passed his house on her way to her sister Emma’s in Annsdale Colliery, the mining village a couple of miles distant

  from her mother’s cottage in rural Old Annsdale. The curtains were drawn and there was no sign of life inside. Sally hesitated, wondering whether to knock, and give her condolences. Better

  not. Mrs Burdett might be asleep, and it would be a shame to disturb her. She’d call and see Emma first, and then call on John’s wife, and then better go and see her brother Arthur.

  She’d leave enough time to call on Mrs Burdett on the way home.




  After an hour with Emma and her family, and another a few streets away with John’s Elsie, Sally reluctantly pointed her wheels in the direction of Arthur’s house.




  ‘He’s out. Gone to the Club.’ Arthur’s wife Kath flung open the door, to reveal a kitchen in chaos.




  ‘Why, what’s been going on here, like?’ Taken unawares, Sally wasn’t quick enough to disguise a look of horror.




  ‘Come in, if you can get in.’ Kath’s fists descended to her hips, her elbows splayed in the attitude of a woman who would stand no nonsense. The tone of her voice confirmed

  Sally’s suspicions; she was glorying in the devastation. What a homecoming for her brother, Sally thought, as she did as she was told and got in, picking her way towards an empty kitchen

  chair over spilt sugar and basin, broken crockery, and a scorched and screwed up tablecloth.




  ‘He started a row because our Robson wouldn’t go to him. What does he expect? He’s been away in France that long the bairn doesn’t know him. So he lost his bloody temper

  and chucked his breakfast on the fire. All that good food, wasted.’




  Kath looked at her, an expectant gleam in her dark eyes. Although Sally had long experience of Arthur’s moods she wouldn’t be dragged into any criticism of her hot-tempered brother.

  After an uncomfortable pause, she said: ‘So what did you do?’




  ‘What did I do? I soon fettled him! “Oh, that’s the game we’re playing, is it?” I said, “Well, I’ll help you, then!” and I ripped everything off

  the table and chucked it all into the hearth after his breakfast, and I pulled all the cups down, and they went onto the fireback, an’ all, and the bloody tablecloth went on top of the

  lot!’ Her words came out in a torrent, and Kath’s eyes were flashing now as she relived the episode. ‘And it nearly went up in flames, so he had to pull it off the fire and stamp

  them out. You can have a cup of tea if you want. I’ve been to me mam’s to get a couple of jam jars to drink out of, and I’ve made a pot.’




  ‘Where are the bairns?’




  ‘Oh, they’re at me mam’s.’




  ‘I’ll give you a hand to clean it all up.’




  Kath sloshed tea into a couple of clean jamjars. ‘No bloody fear. It’s staying where it is ’til he gets back. He can clean the bugger up. He started it.’ The milk jug

  seemed to have escaped the devastation, and was still whole. Kath lifted it and sniffed suspiciously at the contents. ‘It’s gone off a bit. Do you want any, or would you rather go

  without?’




  ‘I’ll go without.’




  But the jam jar was too hot to hold, and she would be a captive until the tea was cool enough to drink. She took off her straw hat and sat down. ‘I don’t know how you dare, Kath.

  Aren’t you frightened he’ll belt you?’




  ‘No. He’ll have my brothers to reckon with if he tries that on.’




  ‘Hm,’ Sally said, without conviction. She wouldn’t rely on that to stop Arthur. She’d never known him back down from a fight with anybody. ‘It can’t be good

  for the bairns, though,’ she said, ‘all this rowing.’




  Kath stopped and raised her eyebrows, giving her a look that made her feel every inch the hopeless spinster she was, a look that seemed to ask: and how do you know what’s good for bairns?

  You’ve got none.




  Sally flushed slightly, and Kath grinned.




  ‘Oh, a good row clears the air sometimes.’ Her grin broadened as she added, ‘And we always enjoy making it up afterwards. I’ll probably end up pregnant again. Oops,

  sorry, maybes I shouldn’t have said that, with you not being married, and being a bit prim and proper, like.’




  Sally fanned herself with her straw hat, her flush deepening. Arthur had met his match with his wife, no doubt about it, and she might manage to tame him, if he didn’t kill her first. But

  she couldn’t say she really liked Kath, and she’d far rather she kept their private business to herself, especially that sort of business. She changed the subject. ‘I

  heard Mrs Burdett got another letter.’




  ‘Aye, their Will. A bit of bad luck that, like. And he fancied you an’ all, or he looked as if he did when I was watching him dancing with you at your Lizzie’s

  wedding.’




  Something inside her shrivelled at Kath’s words, and Sally shook her head. ‘No, he didn’t. No more than the rest of the lasses in the village. I think Will fancied every lass

  he saw.’ And he fancied himself, an’ all, she thought, but kept that to herself. It wouldn’t be right to speak ill of the dead, especially a lad who’d laid his life down for

  his country.




  ‘And every lass he saw fancied him, an’ all. All bar you. You’re such a head-in-the-clouds dreamer I don’t think you even noticed him giving you the glad eye. I think

  that must have been the attraction. Do you remember him lending you that book, after your Lizzie’s weddin’, and then a week later he went all the way to Darlington on the train, to get

  it back again? I never heard of him going to so much trouble to see any other lass before.’ She grimaced and gave a shrug. ‘Too late to bother about it either way now, I suppose; his

  courting days are over, like a lot more. My sister’s just married a cousin of his. Did your mam not tell you?’




  ‘Why, she told us your sister was married, but she didn’t say it was to Will’s cousin. I hope they’ll be very happy.’




  ‘Aye, so do I, like.’




  Sally took a couple of sips of scalding tea, her fingers burning. ‘I start on a new ward tomorrow.’ She wasn’t going to tell Kath it was a men’s ward, the first one

  she’d been on, and give her room for any bawdy comments.




  ‘Oh, aye? Why, that’ll be a change for you. Rather you than me, though. Me dad was in hospital once; he said he’d never want me to be a nurse. They have some right dirty jobs

  to do, and they work all the hours God sends.’




  ‘He’s right about that an’ all, the hard work, I mean. I would never have believed how much a pair of legs can ache. They used to keep me awake at night. But they’re not

  so bad now.’




  Her legs were the one feature she could be proud of, that she could show off with the new hemlines, and she’d feared nursing would ruin them, that all the constant running up and down

  would make her lovely calves bulbous, and they’d look just awful. She smiled, and stretched them out in front of her. Her ankles and calves were as shapely as ever.




  If Will had fancied her at that wedding reception as much as Kath appeared to think, Sally hadn’t noticed. No, that wasn’t it. She’d determinedly failed to

  notice, because there was hardly a lass in the village who hadn’t fallen at his feet. He’d loved and left nearly every one of them at one time or other, and her pride couldn’t

  stand the thought of being just another one of the crowd. If he thought he was going to add her to the list he could think again. Will Burdett had far too big an opinion of himself and she

  wasn’t going to give him any room to boast about her. So she’d danced all night with him, but refusing to succumb to his attempt to charm her, she’d hardly given his handsome face

  a glance.




  But trust Kath to notice Will’s interest in her. That lass had a one-track mind, always leading up to . . . something. Something disgusting. But Arthur was just the same. They suited each

  other very well, when you came to think about it.




  Or maybe not. Sally couldn’t see any woman wearing the trousers for long in her brother’s house. Kath might think she could get the best of him, but there would be some sparks flying

  at Arthur’s if and when he came back from France for good, and she wouldn’t want to be in Kath’s shoes when they did.




  She was coming up to Mrs Burdett’s door. She really ought to go in and see her. It would be a long time before she got another day off, so if she didn’t do it now, the condolences

  would come a bit too late. But maybe now was too soon, and what on earth could she say? ‘I’m sorry?’ What good would that do? ‘It’s terrible?’ Well, the poor

  woman already knew that, and far better than anybody else. ‘I know how you feel,’ maybe? But she didn’t, and she never would know how it feels to lose a son. She would never have

  any children to lose. She slowed and stopped the bike, and let one trim little foot in its polished black shoe come to rest on the road while she stared at the house, its curtains closing it off

  from the world, turning it in on itself. After a moment or two’s hesitation she lifted herself back onto the saddle, and pedalled home.




  Her life was not going to go as she’d thought a few years ago, when, like all the other young lasses, she’d peered into the future, trying to glimpse the faceless husband and

  children who might be hers. After this murderous war had culled the best part of a generation of young men, it wasn’t likely that that longing would ever be satisfied. In all probability she

  would never be the woman she’d always imagined she would be, happy in her family, loved by husband and children. She might as well face the fact. She would be forever a spinster, just one

  among hundreds of thousands of surplus women who would never learn the secrets of the marriage bed, never feel a husband’s kiss nor hold his baby in their arms.




  None of Mrs Burdett’s sort of grief would ever touch her; she would be alone. She straightened her back a little, and lifted her chin. She’d have to muster all her courage and

  soldier on, like the poor lads who were still fighting. Her biggest problem would be keeping herself out of poverty, and saving enough for her old age, but she would do it, somehow. She

  didn’t intend to be a burden on anybody.




  What a shame, though, that she’d been out when Will had called at the Doctor’s for that book he’d lent her. They hadn’t asked him in to wait for her; she wouldn’t

  have expected them to, she was only the housemaid, after all. But now she’d never see him again to return it. And although theirs had only been the fragile beginnings of a courtship that had

  fizzled out when he went to France, she felt tears pricking her eyes at the pity of it all.




  The well-polished range, the focal point of the kitchen and the housewife’s pride and joy, was gleaming bright when she got back home, but the fire was still not lit. It

  was silly, on a day like this, but she would have liked to see it burning in the grate before she went back to the hospital, to see warmth and comfort and good cheer reflected in all those polished

  surfaces, rewarding her for her work.




  On the train to Newcastle Sally eyed the other passengers, especially some of the servicemen returning on leave to the wives and families they were fighting for. They were

  bonny lads, most of them . . .




  She turned her head to stare out of the window at a field full of ripening corn. It would be a good harvest, as long as the weather held. The weather had to hold, and she had to stop weaving

  fantasies about other women’s men. But that’s what you do, when you haven’t got one of your own. Stop it, Sally, she thought, and think about something you can get

  – a good career for yourself. Some women would love to be in your shoes, the ones who’re married to gamblers, or drinkers, or wife beaters, or pulled down with dozens of bairns, and

  never a minute’s peace or rest from constant drudgery. There’s far worse things than being on your own.




  Her eyes were drawn back to the soldiers, and chanced to meet the bright, blue eyes of a corporal, who smiled at her. But he was probably married, with half a dozen kids. She’d bet her

  life on it, somebody as good-looking as that. She quickly lowered her eyes and looked out of the window, and after a while lapsed into a daydream.




  ‘Your brothers are in the army, did you say? Well, they’re doing hard and dangerous work for their country, and if they’re unlucky enough to be injured, they’ll need good

  nurses to pull them through. We need girls who are willing to put the good of the patients before everything else, and that means self-sacrifice,’ Matron had impressed on her at her

  interview. ‘The question is, are you ready to make that sacrifice? I don’t want any dabblers, or dreamers. I want serious, practical, patriotic girls who’re willing to dedicate

  themselves to work that really counts.’




  ‘Huh!’ She gave a little grunt at the memory. Never a truer word was spoken, and she’d certainly needed every ounce of dedication and self-sacrifice she possessed to support

  her through the months of backbreaking work that followed Matron’s warning. But she’d never intended to be a dabbler or a dreamer, and she’d thrown herself into nursing, heart and

  soul, on the women’s wards. But tomorrow was going to be different. She was to start on her first men’s ward, and the thought gave her a twinge of . . . what was it? Apprehension

  – or excitement?




  Her glance stole back to the corporal. By, but he was a bonny lad. She dropped her gaze to examine the clean hands folded in her lap. There would be plenty of men who needed her, probably for

  years to come, judging by the numbers of soldier patients they were getting lately. The hospital was bursting at the seams, with fifty-odd men crammed into wards designed for half that number.

  Except the officers’ ward, of course. They didn’t cram officers in like sardines.




  Still, officers or men, they were all heroes and they were all hurt, and the hands that would minister to them were scrubbed immaculate, the nail-tips white. She looked at those hands, pictured

  them ministering to a grateful blue-eyed corporal, imagined his expression of admiration, and smiled to herself until the wheels rattled her over the points of the largest railway crossing in the

  world and carried her into Newcastle Central Station.




  Off the train then, to hurry along the platform under its domed glass roof, to stream out through the exit with the crush of people and hasten towards the hospital, and the patients who awaited

  her.




  As soon as the maid called her, Sally was out of bed and brushing and pinning up an abundance of brown hair. A good wash came next, and then she began to dress, fastening the

  corset that pulled in her already trim waist, pulling up the black stockings and hooking them carefully to the suspenders. Now for the beautifully laundered long-sleeved dress that she would wear

  for half a week before it was washed again, and then the collar and cuffs, rigid with starch, and then the apron. It was pressed into a long, hard board, and Sally carefully pulled out the folds

  and put it on, adjusting the starch-stiff bib at the front. How on earth did the laundry manage to get the things so beautifully stiff, and white? They were generous with the starch at home, but

  they could never get things done as well as the hospital laundresses managed. Her cap was the same. She pulled the strings at the back to gather it to fit, and carefully pinned it on. It flattered

  her features like a lace-edged halo. She gave her image a smile of approval and then tightened the stiff white belt around her waist. And lastly the shoes with their smart, two-inch heels, black

  and gleaming with polish. Standing before the mirror she smiled, for once liking the look of herself: trim, and shining clean, her hazel eyes clear, her pale face as bright as the morning.




  They had done no real nursing at all yet, she and the other new probationers, but had got through plenty of work that any housemaid could have done: dishing out bedpans and stripping beds and

  making them up again, and interminable rounds of cleaning, and careful damp-dusting, making sure no bacterial-laden dust particles were scattered into the air – as if any bacteria would dare

  show their faces in those wards, with their enamel painted walls and tiled dadoes, and polished parquet floors. There wasn’t a corner for a microbe to hide in. Much of the sheer drudgery that

  maintained that gleaming, sterile splendour fell to the lot of the first year probationer; hard, unremitting work that made Sally’s legs and back ache so much they kept her awake at night,

  and all done for nothing but bed and board, as part of the famous ‘trial period’. It seemed to her that the trial period was nothing but a way of getting a lot of unpaid labour for the

  hospital.




  Sacrifice? It was that all right. It was a system of slavery, really, but at least the uniform was provided, and she’d managed to get a watch and a pair of scissors and a nursing

  dictionary second hand and hardly used, from a girl who’d just failed the trial and been sacked for being ‘not interested in her work, and too free with the soldier patients’.




  With a fluttering apprehension in her stomach, she made her way to 7b. A faint smell of sepsis greeted her as she entered a full ward of thirty-odd men lying in the cast iron beds ranged along

  the walls.




  ‘This ward’s only meant to take twenty-four, but when we’re “on take” we end up with beds squashed down the middle, as well,’ Staff Nurse told her, pushing a

  strand of brown hair back under her starched cap. ‘We’ve sometimes had to find space for fifty, and ended up with beds in the corridor as well. Amputees, gunshot wounds, shrapnel

  wounds, bullet wounds, fractures, we get the lot, wounds everywhere they can get a wound, from head to foot. The lucky ones have got clean wounds, the unlucky ones septic. Depends whether the

  missile bounced into the mud or not before it hit them. Some chaps are in for their hernias doing, massive ones, some of them – they’ve taken some punishment with that incessant trench

  digging, and heaving stuff about – constant heavy labour. I’ve no time to take you round them all now, but tag along when Matron comes to do her round, and you’ll get an idea.

  Here, Nurse Armstrong!’ she called to a third year Sally had seen often in the Nurses’ Home, ‘take her and show her the ropes, will you?’




  The routine was similar to the women’s wards Sally had been on, and she and Armstrong sped down the ward making beds, easy when the patients could sit out, a bit more difficult when they

  couldn’t. A corporal of about fifty, who was lying flat on his front, put a foot to the floor and gingerly eased himself onto his feet. The pillows were on the chair placed at the bottom of

  the bed, and the bed stripped almost as soon as he was upright.




  ‘What happened to you?’ Sally asked, tightening his clean bottom sheet, working like an automaton in perfect rhythm with her partner.




  ‘Me? I got a lump of shell-casing in my backside, and it ploughed right down my thigh. Plenty a lot worse, though, lass.’




  ‘Half of his buttock shorn away,’ Armstrong told her, when they were out of earshot. ‘He’ll be limping the rest of his life. We had to knock him out before we first did

  the dressing. Why, man, the stink! We were glad to get down into that sluice for a smoke when we’d finished, to get the stench out of our nostrils. Sister always turns a blind eye to that. I

  reckon she thinks we need a few puffs, at times!’




  She nodded towards the couple of sufferers they were approaching, both just skin and bone, and both attached to saline drips. ‘That one broke both legs, and had to drag himself yards into

  a shell-hole. Says it must have been about five days before anybody found him. The one next to him got it through the chest, and while he was down the bloody Germans gave him the bayonet in the

  stomach, and then they walked over him, and he was on the battlefield two days before they got him to the field ambulance. It’s a miracle he got here alive.’




  When the beds were done, Sally went round with a bowl of disinfectant and a cloth, taking the dust off locker tops, windowsills and bedsteads. Many of the men said very little, but a few wanted

  to talk, and one man of about twenty-five became so familiar she blushed with embarrassment, and turned the conversation by asking about his wound.




  ‘Bullet in the shoulder, bonny lass,’ he told her, with a hunted look in his eyes. ‘A clean wound, and healing well, worse luck. It’s odds on I’ll be back in France

  before long’




  She stopped her wiping and stared at him. ‘Why, you wouldn’t want it septic, would you?’ she asked. ‘You might end up with septicaemia. People die of that.’




  ‘I’d risk it. It would be a sight better than having to go back over there.’




  She shook her head wonderingly and hesitated, then moved briskly off, unwilling to risk any accusations of fraternizing, or slackness.




  ‘The lucky ones have got clean wounds,’ Staff Nurse had told her, but as she was beginning to learn, a lot of the patients saw it differently. For some, the truly lucky ones were

  those whose filthy wounds or massive hernias would keep them in Blighty for good.




  Clean or dirty, there was little chance of Sally being allowed to dress any of the wounds. Sister was a middle-aged martinet, who made herself clear. ‘I’ll have no untrained juniors

  poking their fingers into wounds on my ward. There’s too much of that in the auxiliary hospitals, society women with their pearls and their nursing outfits from London fashion houses meddling

  with matters they don’t understand.’




  ‘Why, I suppose they’re only trying to do their bit, Sister,’ Sally said.




  ‘They’re trying to get their photos in the papers, you mean. Usually before they’ve even worked a week – wearing caps as big as bed-sheets that would be flopping in

  septic wounds and then in the soup, if they had to do any real work! No, they’re out to take all the credit for the work we’re doing, the real nurses.

  It’s an absolute scandal! But I’ll have no amateurs let loose on my ward. You’ll need a bit more experience before I’ll let you touch any of the patients here.’




  Half the patients and staff on the ward had overheard her, and most were grinning from ear to ear.




  ‘Crikey,’ said Sally after she’d shot off up the ward, knowing instinctively that it would be useless to say that she’d helped with many a sterile dressing while working

  in Dr Lowery’s house, and had helped him set more than one broken limb. That would cut no ice with this sister.




  ‘She hates the society clique,’ Armstrong said. ‘If there’s anything in the papers about the wonderful VADs, or the honourable Lady So-and-So and her convalescent home,

  it’s like a red rag to a bull. We see eye-to-eye on that one, though. I was a VAD for a year in a Red Cross hospital, and I saw some very rough-and-ready methods, and not much discipline

  either. Still, I don’t suppose they thought it mattered much, as we were dealing with the “typical products of the slums”, to quote one lady. Anyway, I decided I’d get a

  decent training, and then go back and work in a military hospital. Only now I won’t get in.




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘The Army Council’s decided that only VADs of two years’ standing will get their names on the roll of military nurses, and that’s a piece of work that’s been

  managed by the Red Cross as well, I’ve no doubt. Sister thinks so, too.’




  ‘Why do you want to be an army nurse, anyway?’ Sally asked.




  ‘I come from an army family. My father’s a regimental sergeant major’




  ‘Ah.’




  ‘Still, we live in hope. A lot of things are going to change after the war, once soldiers and women get the vote. Even the War Office will have to move with the times then! Have you joined

  the Nursing Association yet?’




  ‘No,’ said Sally. She hadn’t even thought of it.




  ‘Well, you should. “L’unionfait laforce”, as our allies say. If workers want their rights, they’ve got to make themselves felt, and we can only do that

  together. You will join, won’t you?’




  ‘Oh, yes,’ Sally said, but wondered why she should, while she was being kept strictly to routine menial work, interminable cleaning and bedpan rounds. Worse was washing out the

  sputum mugs used by men who had been gassed. That was a job that made her stomach heave, and worse still was having to clean the filthy, blood-stained, slimy stuff off the ward floor if a container

  was accidentally knocked off a locker. That made her gag until the tears filled her eyes, and none of that sort of work seemed to have much to do with real nursing as far as she could see, other

  than ensuring the essential cleanliness.




  Still, real nursing might be even more horrible in this place. She occasionally caught the sight and the scent of some of the wounds during the dressing round: wounds to make you sick, wounds to

  make you weep, wounds that were far and away worse than anything she’d ever seen at Dr Lowery’s. A mere glimpse of Sister or Staff Nurse pulling yards and yards of pus-drenched gauze

  out of holes big enough to put your fist in was enough to make her feel woozy. All in all, she didn’t envy Armstrong who, as a third year probationer, had the dubious honour of helping with

  such dressings and even doing some of the more minor ones on her own.




  ‘It makes you sick at first, but in the end you seem to cut yourself off from it and treat it as just another job,’ she assured Sally. ‘They get them down to theatre and pack

  their wounds with antiseptic paste as soon as they can, so you’re not usually doing the really bad ones for long.’




  Sally was far from convinced, and secretly she began to wonder if she’d made a mistake; if this was a job she was really cut out for after all. She often sat with the other nurses at the

  long ward table during visiting hours, when everything was done and the ward was quiet, cutting dressings or rolling bandages, watching the visitors troop in and occasionally jumping to her feet to

  take a bouquet of flowers to the sluice to put it in a jug of water then triumphantly bear it back and place it on the patient’s locker, a sweet-scented testimony to loveliness. She

  couldn’t help but hear the visitors’ enquiries and the usual responses from the men: ‘I’m all right . . .’; ‘I’m all right, hinny . . .’;

  ‘I’m all right, pet.’ She sometimes glanced up for a minute or two to watch them all, bathed in the golden light of the afternoon sun, and wondered what the visitors would say if

  they could be on the ward in the middle of a dressing round, to inhale the smell of sepsis and see just what it was that lay beneath the neat bandages, the clean sheets, and the smiles.




  There was a less long-suffering, less dutiful, revolutionary little cabal, though, who often gathered together on the verandah or in the day room to smoke and conspire against the state.

  Whenever she overheard them Sally felt as if she were back in the Cock Inn, listening to her brothers and brothers-in-law.




  A private with a shattered ankle and a dirty chest wound who looked about twelve years old often had an ominous glint in his feverish eyes. ‘Do you know what field punishment number one

  is?’ he once demanded. Sally didn’t, but was soon enlightened. ‘It’s having your pay stopped for up to three weeks, being worked to death shovelling shit or something just

  as nasty, and then being tied to a gun wheel for hours every day with your arms stretched up above your head. The buggers did that to me last spring.’ He paused for breath for a moment or two

  and gazed into the middle distance, in spirit probably back on that gun wheel. ‘Oh aye,’ he added, ‘I hope I may run into the officer that did that to me again once the

  war’s over, supposing I’m still fit to stand. We take orders from one-pip wonders who cannot tell their arses from their elbows . . .’




  ‘What is a one-pip wonder?’ Sally interrupted.




  ‘Usually a public schoolboy on his first outing without his nanny, who stands idle while other men work and waits for the sergeant to tell him what orders to give,’ one of the older

  men told her, echoing her brother Arthur’s words: ‘A lot of the officers are nothing but kids and the men have to play nursemaid to ’em, half the time.’




  ‘There were one-pippers, two-pippers, three-pippers too, just standing about with f—.’ another private piped up.




  ‘Nothing to do,’ a corporal cut in, with a glance towards Sally and a warning look at the private.




  ‘But what does it mean?’ Sally insisted.




  ‘A one-pip wonder is a second lieutenant,’ the corporal said, ‘the lowliest of the commissioned officers. Not a lot of use, most of’em. A good sergeant’s worth ten

  of them in a scrap.’




  ‘And what good will any scrap do us?’ an older man wanted to know. ‘We’ve got two supposedly Christian nations slaughtering each other, and for what? Who gains anything

  except war profiteers and politicians and kings and kaisers – people who start wars from their nice safe places in the rear and then wear themselves out going to shows and races, and visiting

  hospitals, and pinning medals on people, and shoving other mothers’ sons to the Front to be slaughtered. And what’s the use of a medal anyway, when you’ve lost your life, or your

  limbs? You can’t eat a bloody medal.’




  ‘It’ll never happen again in Russia,’ the lad with the shattered ankle gasped, through a bout of coughing. ‘They’ve had enough of serfdom there. They’ve swept

  their tyrant away. Oh, yes!’




  Oh, yes. The arguments were so familiar they made her smile. It all felt so comfortable, being with them. Apart from the overcrowding, and the smell of sepsis, sickness and carbolic, it was

  almost like being at home.




  ‘You’re being transferred, Nurse. You take your day off tomorrow, and the day after you report to 7a.’




  ‘That’s the officers’ ward, isn’t it?’




  Sister gave her a brief but friendly nod. ‘Yes. Don’t look so worried; you’re a good worker, and you’ll do all right. If we’d been keeping you, I’d have given

  you a chance as dirty nurse on the dressing round next week.’




  Praise indeed. Sally’s jaw dropped at it, but before she could close her mouth and collect herself enough to say thank you, Sister had already picked up the telephone, signalling her

  dismissal.




  Oh, dear. She’d far rather look after the tommies, if she had the choice. Oh, why did it have to be her? She’d only been on the ward a month, and she’d stayed on her other

  wards for three, at least. And only half a day’s notice of her day off– no time to write and warn her mother. But she had no choice other than to do as she was told, and so she got the

  train home and caught her mother distempering the kitchen ceiling in the failing light, with the whole house upside down and nothing in it that would make a decent meal.




  







  Chapter Two




  Sister Davies scowled and, raising her arm, pointed in the direction she intended Sally to go. ‘Get on that ward, Nurse. That’s where

  the patients are. You’re no use to them dithering about in the kitchen.’




  ‘One of the patients asked me to fill his water jug, Sister,’ Sally protested.




  ‘Why, get a move on then; don’t take all day. I’ll have no slackers on my ward. I want everything done to time. You can go and start the round.’




  ‘Yes, Sister.’ The cutting tone deterred her from asking which round. She picked up the jug and left the refuge of the kitchen for the officers’ ward. It was a far cry from 7b

  where, before she left, they had had fifty patients crammed like sardines into the same-sized space that in the officers’ ward was reckoned to be bursting at the seams with twenty. There was

  an acre of space between the beds, and getting to the other end of the ward wasn’t like running an obstacle race; there were no beds down the middle here, and you could go the full length

  without bumping into something. And also, she thought with regret, without some of the men calling jocular little compliments to you as you passed, teasing you and making you laugh. It looked as if

  nursing the officers was going to be a more subdued business altogether.




  She glanced back to see Sister Davies following, her flat feet splayed out so far they almost justified the probationers’ nickname for her – ‘Quarter-to-three-feet’.

  Another old dragon, she well deserved the complaints and criticism about her that resounded round the four safe walls of the probationers’ sitting room.




  ‘What round comes next?’ Sally whispered, as she passed a kindly-looking ward maid.




  ‘The medicine round, I think, Nurse.’




  The medicine round? Surely Sister couldn’t have meant a first year probationer to start that? Dreading having to ask again, Sally gave the patient his water jug and turned to approach

  Sister, but she was busy with the patient in the top bed, and a couple of others were calling to Sally for things the men on 7b would have got for themselves, or for each other.




  ‘May I have a bedpan, Nurse?’




  They evidently got bedpans whenever they asked here, not like downstairs where they usually had to wait for the bedpan round, Sally thought. She sped to the top of the ward for the screens, then

  into the sluice for the bedpan.




  ‘Nurse! Nurse! Over here! No, take that to the patient, and then go and wash your hands.’ Staff Nurse Dunkley’s voice was sharp and peremptory.




  Sally jumped to obey, and then presented herself to Dunkley, who indicated the bandages obscuring the patient’s face. ‘Take them off. I’ve just admitted him. He’s got

  shrapnel wounds to his face and left arm. His notes say they’re dirty wounds, and he hasn’t spoken a word since they brought him off the battlefield; probably shell shock.’




  Sally nodded. She’d seen plenty of nerve-shattered men on 7b. After they arrived most of them seemed completely dazed and lay in bed hardly moving for the first week or two. The ones whose

  wounds had healed were as jumpy as cats, waiting to be sent back to France. She’d seen one or two of them physically sick at the thought of it, but the doctors saw very little of that, that

  shock to the men’s nerves. They came and looked at them for about five minutes, decided what needed to be done about their wounds, and were gone.




  ‘Christopher Maxfield’s his name. He’s a second lieutenant with an Australian regiment,’ Dunkley continued, ‘and that’s about all we know about him. He looks

  done for, anyway. I hope somebody in France has informed his family, because we can get nothing out of him.’




  Carefully unwinding the bandage, Sally said: ‘Why, he’s a long way from home, then.’




  Staff Nurse’s blue eyes appraised her. ‘The house surgeon’s coming up to see him, and he’ll want these dressings off. Do exactly as you’re told, and see if you can

  learn anything.’




  As she gradually uncovered a hollow-cheeked, grey face adorned with the stubble of a few unshaven days and a thick, untidy moustache, Sally felt a fluttering in her stomach. She’d never

  been so near to a wound almost fresh from the battlefield before, but she managed to keep calm.




  The bandage was off. Stained with blood and discharge, the dressing pad obscured the whole of the left side of the patient’s face. He tensed, and the bloodshot hollow eye that looked into

  Sally’s eyes was full of terror.




  ‘Get the dressing off, Nurse.’




  Sally gingerly took hold of one corner of the pus-contaminated pad and tried to lift one corner, to loosen it. The patient gasped, and reached up to grasp her wrist and stop her pulling.




  ‘Come on, now, take a few deep breaths. Relax, and it won’t be so bad,’ said Dunkley. ‘It’s got to come off. Both dressings have got to come off before the doctor

  gets here. He’ll want to have a good look so he can decide what needs to be done.’




  Can’t we soak it with something and wait a bit, until it’ll come away easier and not hurt him so much, thought Sally, but a doctor couldn’t be kept waiting, and a lowly

  probationer just coming to the end of her first year couldn’t very well breach hospital etiquette so far as to question a staff nurse’s judgement.




  She steeled herself to the task, and the quick, darting eye that kept glancing into hers reminded her of a wild animal at bay. The patient released his grasp on her and held tight to the side of

  the bed. His breathing became faster and faster still as bit by bit she eased the dressing from his flesh, and then his panting became a moan and, sick to her stomach, she stopped pulling.




  ‘Ready, Nurse Dunkley?’




  The voice was soft, and Staff Nurse turned to flash a welcoming smile at the house surgeon who appeared at her side. ‘In a tick, Dr Campbell.’




  ‘Hello, Lieutenant, let’s see what the damage is,’ the doctor said, extending a hand to shake the patient’s uninjured right one, ‘and what we can do to mend

  matters. You realize we’re dealing with a hero, nurses? Lieutenant Maxfield’s got the Distinguished Conduct Medal and Bar which tells you he’s won the award twice!

  Perhaps you’ll tell us how you came by it when you’re feeling a bit better.’




  The patient shook his head slightly and groaned. He’d looked feverish at the start, and was sweating now. The dressing was still stuck, and Sally could no more have tugged at it again than

  shoot him. No matter, Staff Nurse Dunkley ripped the last of it off with the forceps, and the Lieutenant let out a sound that cut Sally like a knife.




  ‘There, now,’ Dunkley said, quite unperturbed.




  What a sight! The eye was gashed out and blackening blood congealed in the broken crater, with fresh blood oozing from points around the margin where the dressing had been torn off – and

  such a stench from it, of blood and putrefaction.




  Sally suddenly felt light-headed. Her mouth filled with water and she swallowed frantically, but it was no use. She was going to be sick.




  ‘Quick, Nurse! Over there, into the sluice!’ Staff Nurse Dunkley rasped. Sally clamped a hand over her mouth and bolted.




  She reached the sluice just in time. Ugh, how foul it was, that taste of vomit. Safe from the sight of staff and patients, she retched until she could retch no more, then thought of that wound,

  and retched again. The image of the sluice receded and she held onto the sink as her knees buckled under her and the world went black.




  She found herself lying on the cool sluice floor and after a minute or two raised a hand to her face. Her skin felt cold and clammy and her throat felt burned with the acid from her stomach.




  ‘Ugh.’ With hazy, disjointed thoughts of the wrong she would get if Staff Nurse came in and caught her, she dragged herself to her feet and turned on the tap to run cold, clean water

  into her cupped hands to swill her mouth, and rinse her clammy face.




  Oh, God. What on earth had possessed her to come here? She’d no more idea of nursing than the man in the moon. Kath’s dad was right. It was worse than any housemaid’s job. She

  found a clean huckaback towel and dried herself, then pulled her apron straight and went back to face them all: the staff nurse with her faint smile of contempt, the doctor whose handsome young

  face held nothing but amusement at a little probationer’s weakness, and the patient, whose mutilated face would have made her sick again had that been possible, and whose eye, filled with

  anguish, stared straight into hers.




  Down in the probationers’ dining room, Sally sank into a chair beside Curran, an Irish girl who’d started at about the same time, glad to take the weight off her

  feet. Conversation stopped until the waitress had served them supper.




  ‘I’m starving,’ said Sally. ‘I was sick this morning, and I didn’t get enough to eat at dinner time to make up for it.’




  ‘Oh, morning sickness!’ One of a family of fourteen, Mary Curran gave her a knowing look. ‘We all know what that means.’




  ‘Don’t be daft. I saw the most horrible wound I’ve ever laid eyes on, that’s all. It made me heave.’




  ‘Aren’t you the lucky one? Sure, an’ all I’ve seen is bedpans and buckets of soapy water, and all I’ve done is bedpan rounds and cleaning and tidying, and the same

  slaving I’ve done since I started. The nearest I’ve got to the patients is rubbing their backsides with methylated spirits on the back round. That sister’s got a hatred for the

  Irish, so she has.’




  Armstrong, who was sitting at an adjacent table, put down her fork. ‘How many of your set will stick it until you qualify, I wonder? Beale and Batty have gone already.’




  ‘Well, you know what Matron says,’ said Sally.




  ‘Nurses must be subjected to discipline and severe training if they are to develop character and competence,’ Curran groaned.




  Armstrong shrugged and picked up her fork. ‘Some people just don’t want to be disciplined, I suppose.’




  ‘At least Beale and Batty went of their own accord,’ Sally said. ‘Poor Keeble got thrown out.’




  ‘Poor nothing. It might be the luckiest thing that ever happens to her in her life,’ said Curran. ‘I’m sick of being disciplined and kept out of all the interesting jobs,

  so I am.’




  Armstrong snorted. ‘It’s good for you. You’ll end up with a much higher character than the rest of us.’




  Curran gave her a look, and detecting a trace of hostility, Sally hastened to smooth it away.




  ‘Why, man, if you’d had to watch that dressing you wouldn’t have called me lucky. When you realize men are doing things like that to each other, you know the devil’s out

  of his chains all right. But Staff Nurse Dunkley didn’t turn a hair. She cleaned it up and then put a dressing on. The night nurse’ll have to change it every four hours. What with

  everything else there is to do, she’ll probably be half dead before she gets off duty tomorrow morning.’




  ‘She’ll have to do it, though. Until they get him to theatre, it’s the only way to stop it going septic, or gangrenous,’ said Armstrong. ‘If he gets that,

  he’s had it.’




  ‘He’s already got it, if the smell’s anything to go by,’ Sally said, then stopped talking and ate ravenously, reflecting on the dispassionate way Staff Nurse had done

  that dressing, as if it were the most normal thing in the world to clean congealed blood and discharge from around a man’s eye pit and pack the holes in his face with gauze wrung out in

  antiseptic solution. That was what was needed to stop fatal sepsis in its tracks, what it was to be a trained nurse, and how much more use she was to the patients than someone who had to dash to

  the sluice to be sick.




  Funny she could think of it now and not have her appetite ruined. She stopped chewing, and took a sip of water. ‘Poor feller though, she gave him some gyp. It’s the first time

  I’ve ever heard a man scream, and she didn’t show him much sympathy. He’s a decorated officer but by, she made his eye water.’




  It was an understatement. By the time Staff had finished with his face, sweat and tears were running off the Lieutenant’s unshaven cheeks until Sally had seen his ear fill with them. She

  had pitied him to her soul, but pity wasn’t a scrap of good to anybody; she could see that now. She was in nursing for better, for worse, and she’d have to get over her

  squeamishness.




  ‘I’m going to be just like her,’ she announced. ‘I’m going to dedicate my life to looking after the patients, and I shall think it a privilege.’




  ‘I hope you won’t be like her,’ said Armstrong, picking up her plate to join them at their table. ‘Dunkley’s as hard as the hobs of hell. When I was on

  women’s surgical she came to relieve once when we were short-handed, and I was with her when she did a dressing on a sixteen-year-old who’d had a breast abscess lanced. She jabbed that

  ribbon gauze into the cavity with the sinus forceps until we nearly had to scrape the poor little thing off the ceiling. It made my toes curl, and I asked her afterwards what she thought she was

  doing. “Serves her right,” she said. “Unmarried mothers!” – and I thought, you bloody bitch. She reported me for insubordination into the bargain.’




  ‘Armstrong!’ Sally exclaimed, ‘I’ve never heard you swear before.’




  ‘I don’t, usually. Dunkley might be an efficient nurse, but she’s not a very humane one. She’s here to find a husband, and not much else, so I’ve heard,’ said

  Armstrong. ‘She’s got her hooks into Dr Campbell, by all accounts. They’ve been seen out together, anyway.’




  ‘Ah, so that’s it,’ Sally murmured. She’d had a feeling Dunkley hadn’t liked him joking with her about her sprint to the sluice.




  ‘I’ll tell you something funny about him, though,’ Armstrong grinned, lowering her voice and leaning confidentially towards them. ‘We had this old body on the ward at

  about the same time. A notorious old . . . well, she’d made her living down on the Quayside, and she must have been sixty if she was a day, and in the last stages of syphilis. Well past being

  infectious.’




  ‘Ugh!’ said Sally, with a shudder.




  ‘But you know from the lectures what havoc it wreaks with the body; we’ve all been well warned about that since the start of the war. Anyway, she had general paralysis of the insane

  as well as everything else – mad as a hatter, like they are when they get to that stage, all sense of decency gone. I used to hate bathing her, she’d ask us to do all sorts of filthy

  things with her, and she loved it if she could embarrass us. Oh my word, a repulsive old woman! She tried to drag every man that came into the ward into bed with her, acting as if she was still

  seventeen and a raving beauty. Anyway, you know what Dr Campbell’s like, fancies himself no end, and he was always giving the good-looking nurses the glad eye. Never gave me a second glance,

  of course, and you can see why . . .’




  ‘Sure, and I can’t see anything of the sort. There’s nothing wrong with you!’ protested Curran.




  ‘Let’s face it, Curran, I’m plain and poor, and not up to Dr Campbell’s exacting standards by a long stretch. Still, I am human, and he was always so off-hand with me, I

  began to feel a bit annoyed. So when Sister was at supper one evening and he was taking the chance to show off to a couple of lovely young probationers in the office along with another houseman,

  and just me and my ugly mug left on the ward to do all the work while they had their cosy little gathering, I don’t know what got into me, but I thought, “I’ll take him down a

  peg.” So I walked into the office, with my face absolutely straight, and I looked him in the eye, and quite serious, I said: “Oh, Dr Campbell, you’ve got a big admirer on the

  ward, and she says she’ll die if you don’t go and give her a kiss before you leave!” You ought to have seen him,’ Armstrong laughed. ‘Swelling with conceit, absolutely

  thrilled to bits with himself! So they’re all looking at me, and he bats his eyes and simpers a bit and he says: “Well! Who is it?” “Rosie Ramsden!” I said, and I

  couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. I wish you could have seen his face! If looks could kill I’d be stone dead, but the rest of them were like me – howling!’




  ‘You’ve made an enemy there, then, Armstrong,’ Sally said, when the laugh was over.




  Armstrong was thoughtful for a moment. ‘No,’ she said. ‘He’s not that bad. He’s vain, and he likes women, but he’s not vindictive. In fact, he’s treated

  me with a bit more respect since then. I don’t envy Dunkley, though. She’ll have her work cut out trying to make him forsake all others. She’d better keep him on a very

  short lead.’
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