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CHAPTER ONE

Carmel was positively mesmerised by the bustling docks at Belfast. She could barely wait to board the mail boat anchored in the dock, fastened tightly to the solid concrete bollards with ropes as thick as a mans forearm. Yet still the boat moved ever so slightly and Carmel tingled all over as she wondered how it would feel to be aboard that vessel and moving out into the open sea.

Just a little later she stood at the rails and watched the shores of Ireland disappear. She felt not homesickness, but relief, and she gave a defiant toss of her head that set her auburn curls dancing, while the excitement shone in her flashing dark brown eyes as the boat ploughed its way through the waves. Many were sick as the boat listed from side to side, including the nursing nuns that she was travelling with, but Carmel discovered her sea legs and explored the mail boat from end to end.

She was quite disappointed to leave the boat in Liverpool, yet as she and the nuns boarded the train for New Street Station in Birmingham, her insides  turned somersaults with excitementand a little trepidation. From the station she would be taken to the nurses home attached to Birminghams General Hospital where she would live for four years. She could barely believe that she was really here at last, and just as far from her family as she had wanted to be. She had known she wouldnt feel free of her fathers dominance until she reached the shores of Britain. From now on, she decided, her life was to be her own. She would start the same as all the other probationers and no one need know about her earlier life at all. She would try to scrub it from her mind and forget it had ever happened.

But as the train rattled over the rails, taking her to her new life, she allowed herself to remember with great relief all she was leaving behind, like the abject terror her brutal father had always induced in her till she didnt know that there was any other way to feel, and regarded herself as worthless and of no account.

She would never forget her horrifying schooldays, especially that awful day when she was about seven, when Breda Mulligan, the post mistresss daughter, had pushed her face close to Carmels and said, My mammy said I am not to play with you because you are dirty, smell bad and have nits in your hair.

It had all been true. Carmel remembered then how the other children had formed a circle around her and chanted tunelessly in the school yard, Carmel Duffy has nits in her hair, nits in her hair, nits in her hair. Time and again she had tried to break out of the circle, but the children held firm and pushed her back in. Even now, years later, she recalled crying with helplessness  and fear. As the tears had trickled down her dirty face, they mingled with the snot from her nose that she wiped away with the sleeve of her ragged cardigan. Filthy, snotty Duffy, Breda had cried with disgust, and they had all taken up the call. Eventually, one of the teachers, Mrs Mackay, had saved Carmel, scolded and scuppered the children and took Carmel inside to clean her up, but the damage had been done.

After school, the children had been waiting for her, but Mrs Mackay had anticipated that and she left her down at the house. House, huh, more like a shackand Carmel had been mortified at her teacher glimpsing the hovel she lived in.

Once, Carmel imagined, the small cottage walls had been whitewashed and the thatch thick, but long ago the neglected thatch had had to be removed and lay in a sodden, rotting heap beside the house. The only roof they had then was of corrugated iron, and the sides of the house were reduced to bare stone. The shabby and ill-fitting door was hanging off its hinges, one of the grimy windows covered with cardboard after her father, in a rage, had put his fist through it, and outside was a sea of mud. Carmel wanted to curl up and die with shame.

After Mrs Mackay had told her mother why she had brought Carmel home, her mother, Eve, had waited only until Dennis left the house before boiling up a large pan of water on the fire. She scrubbed Carmel from head to foot, kneading at her hair until her scalp tingled, and then washed her clothes in the water and dried them before the fire.

It made no difference: it was too much fun hounding  someone for any of the bullies to want to stop, and if they were inclined to, Breda would invent some other taunt so that Carmel began to dread going to school. In the end, Mrs Mackay suddenly found she had many jobs to do inside at lunchtime with which she needed Carmels help, and when she found the child had arrived with no dinner, which was usually the case, she would always say she couldnt finish her own and share it with her.

Small wonder Carmel had loved her with a passion and worked like a Trojan to please her, thereby achieving more than anyone expected. She never had one friend, however, because of the reputation of her drunken, violent father, Dennis. The townspeople had the whole family tarred with the same brush. Dennis had an aversion to work of any kind, so that the family were forced to live on charity and were dressed in shabby cast-offs. Many in Letterkenny would shake their heads over the way the children had been brought up and mutter to themselves that, with such a start, what sort of a turnout would the children make at all, at all?

Carmel was the one who had to run the gauntlet every week, doing the shopping for her mother, paying for it with the vouchers from St Vincent de Paul, which were given to the poor of the parish, shaming her further. She would see girls of her own age wandering arm in arm about the town and she had ached to be accepted like that, but she knew that would never happen. She didnt even look like them, with their clean, respectable clothes, socks and shoes.

However, she refused to lower her head to those disparaging people. It was hard to retain dignity when your  dirty feet were bare and your clothes were on their last legs, but Carmel would raise her chin defiantly and hold their sneering gaze with eyes that flashed fire

Do you see the set of that one with the insolent look on her and her head held high, as if indeed she has anything at all to be proud of? she heard one women remark, as she passed her in the street.

Aye. Id say they would have trouble with that one, her companion replied.

And not that one alone, Im thinking. Theres a whole tribe of them back at that shack of a place.

Aye, and what else can you expect after the rearing theyve had?

One by one, the townsfolk waited for the Duffy children to go to the bad. But Carmel had a champion in her teacher, Mrs Mackay. Yet, they both knew that there was neither the money nor the will in the Duffy household to keep a child at school a minute longer than was necessary, however intelligent she was.

As Carmel neared fourteen, Eileen Mackay approached her sister, who was a nursing nun, known as Sister Frances, in Letterkenny Hospital, and asked if there might be an opening for the girl.

Only as an orderly just, Sister Frances said.

There isnt anything else, anything better that she might train for?

Sister Frances shook her head. Nothing. But I will take the girl on, if she is agreeable, and well see how she shapes up.

Carmel shaped up better than Sister Frances could have believed, and it was obvious she loved the work and the patients loved her. Her touch was firm yet gentle,  and her voice calm and low, soothing to the apprehensive.

Within a year she was taking temperatures, helping to dress wounds, wash and feed the frail and helpless, and encourage those who were able to get out of bed to do so. Frances began to wonder how they had ever managed without her.

Carmel was too wise a girl to long for something she couldnt have, but one day, when she had been at the hospital almost two years, she admitted to Frances that she would have loved to have had the chance to go into nursing. Sister Frances knew that she make a first-rate nurse so she asked the advice of her fellow nursing nuns at the convent.

Few of us had secondary education, one said, but our training and such was done through the Church. She wouldnt think of taking the veil herself?

Frances thought of Carmel and the light of mischief that often danced in her eyes, and she said, I should very much doubt it. Just as I am convinced Carmel would make a very good nurse, I know too that she would make a very bad nun.

Pity.

There is an exam they can take, said another. Of course she might need coaching to pass it. How old is the girl now?

Sixteen.

Then you have two years to lick her into some sort of shape, the nun said, for theyll not touch her at all until she is at least eighteen.

Put it to her and see what she says, another advised. She might not be willing for all the hard work.

However, Frances saw how Carmel hugged herself with delight and knew that that hard work wouldnt bother her a jot if it was moving her a step nearer her objective. This isnt a foregone conclusion, the nun said. You do realise the exam is likely to be quite hard?

Would you help me with the work? Carmel asked.

Of course, Sister Frances said. But your parentsyour father

Is to know nothing about it.

Carmel, I

Sister, you have already said it is not a foregone conclusion that I pass the exam, Carmel said. Maybe I wont even get that far. What is the point of telling my father now?

Frances could see the logic of that and agreed to say nothing for the time being. That evening, when Carmel explained she was on a special training course at the hospital and would be later home at least two nights a week, her mother just accepted it. Only her father asked if shed get more money because of it.

Hardly, she snapped. Its a training course. You just be grateful that you arent being asked to pay for it.

You watch your mouth, girl, and the way you talk to me, Dennis growled. Youre not too old for a good hiding and dont you forget it.

Carmel held her fathers gaze. Let him yell and bawl all he liked. She was going to be a nurse and master of her own life. Marriage, with children and all it entailed, was not the route she would take. No, by God, not for all the tea in China.

She had seen one aspect of marriage in the bruises her mother sported often, and she was well aware what  happened in the marriage bed. It usually began with her mother pleading to be left alone, and then the punches administered, but it always finished the same waywith the rhythmic thump, thump, thump of her parents bed head against the wall and the animal grunts of her father, which were perfectly audible over the background noise of her mothers sobs.

Mammy, she had said one day, seeing her mother sporting yet another black eye and split lip, how long are you going to put up with Daddy slapping and punching you whenever he has the notion? Stand up to him, for once in your life, why dont you?

Look at me, Eve demanded, standing in front of her daughter. What match am I for your father? Jesus, Id sooner do battle with a steamroller. Id likely come off less damaged.

Carmel knew her mother spoke the truth, for there was little of her, but her husband was built like an ox. Carmel had inherited her mothers fine bones and slight frame, but Eve was now scrawny thin because she often ate less than a bird so the children could eat a little better, while Carmel, though still slender, got a good meal each day at Letterkenny Hospital. Knowing Dennis Duffy and his love of the drink, whether he had the money or not, Sister Frances had arranged for the money for Carmels meals to be taken out at source, so that once a day at least she was well fed. But even so, Carmel and her mother together would be no match for Dennis Duffy.

Then tell the priest, Carmel said.

I did, Eve admitted. Just the once, after the first baby was stillborn and I put that down to the beating I had received the day before.

And?

The priest told me I married the man of my own free will, that I married him for better or worse, and he couldnt come between a man and his wife, Eve said bitterly. I was eighteen, and I didnt bother telling him that it was not my free will at all, and that I had not cared a jot for Dennis Duffy. My opinion had never been asked. My marriage had been arranged by my father in exchange for a parcel of land the Duffy family owned. Think of that, Carmel. A bare green field was prized more highly than me, and that meant I could not appeal to any of my family for help either.

God Almighty! Carmel said, for she had never heard this before. Does the priest know that sometimes Daddy near kills you and the weans are petrified rigid of him? she demanded. You wont go across the door if Daddy marks your face. Maybe you should. Let the priest and the townspeople know the manner of man he is altogether.

Id die of shame, Carmel.

Mammy, it isnt you that should be ashamed. Its him, Carmel said fiercely.

Eve shook her head. Dont keep on, Carmel, she said. Anyway, the answer from the priest would likely be the same.

Carmel knew her mother was probably right about that, for the priests seemed in collusion with most of the men of the parish. Did she want a slice of that? You had to be joking.

As for childrenEve had eight living children, two she had miscarried and two more were stillborn. Carmel had seen how tired she had become with each pregnancy  and how each birth had near tore the body from her. Carmel had been helping the midwife at the last few births and had seen the agony of it all etched on her mothers contorted face and the way she had chewed her bottom lip to try to prevent the screams spiralling out of her, lest her husband hear and be vexed at her making a fuss.

She wanted none of that either, nor the rearing of the children after it. God, hadnt she had her fill of children, helping bring up the seven younger than herself?

I dont want to train in Derry or Dublin, Carmel told Sister Frances that first evening as they settled to work.

Why not?

My father could still reach me if he felt like it.

But surely

I want to go to England, Carmel said. I dont care where. I would just feel much safer with a stretch of sea separating us.

The nun had developed a healthy respect for Carmel and knew she spoke the truth. The man could take a notion to just bring her home and there would be nothing then that Carmel could do; her chance would be gone. Better by far to have her well out of the way from the beginning. Sister Frances had an idea germinating in her head. She said, Dont get your hopes up, Carmel, but when I was at the convent school just outside Letterkenny, I was great friends with a girl called Catherine Turner. She wasnt a Catholic, but her father had work in Derry and favoured a convent education for his daughter. We were both mad keen to nurse, but while I left the convent at sixteen to enter the Church and do my nursing  training that way, Catherine stayed until she was eighteen. By then, her family had moved to Birmingham and she began her training there.

We vowed to keep in touch and compare the different paths our lives had taken, but the training was intensive and in the end it dwindled to a Christmas card with a scribbled note inside. However, I know that she is a matron at a place called the General Hospital in Birmingham, and from what she says, I understand the hospital runs a training school for nurses. It would be marvellous if she would consider you, because our order has its own hospital in Birmingham called St Chads, and the sisters from there would be at hand to keep an eye on you.

She smiled at the face that Carmel pulled. Sister Frances knew full well what that expression said: that she neither wanted nor needed anyone to keep an eye on her. However, Birmingham was a large city and she would be miles from home. Sister Frances imagined that the hospital was much larger and possibly more impersonal than the small county hospital she had trained at and the only one she had any experience of. She said, And you can pull a face, my girl, but it is a big thing to go so far at such a young age. I will write to Catherine tonight and see whats what. Im going to talk no more about it now, for we have a heap of work to get through.

From the day Carmel had started at the hospital and Sister Frances had a glimpse of the life she led, she had advised her not to tell her parents of the wage rises she had been given. Her conscience had smote her about this, for surely it was a sin to deceive parents? But then Dennis Duffy  didnt act like a good and concerned parent. Both she and Carmel knew that however much she took home it would not benefit any but Dennis Duffy. Carmel also understood that she would not stay under the roof of a drunken bully for one minute longer than necessary, and that to escape from him she needed money. So every week Sister Frances took the money Carmel gave her and put it in the Post Office. Soon there was more need than ever to save, for the reply came from Catherine Turner. Sister Frances handed Carmel the letter to read.


Normally, I would not entertain taking a girl on until I had interviewed her, but I trust your judgement and so I will bend my own rules and take her on provisionally. I will arrange to see her as soon as she arrives. She will initially enter the preliminary training school for a period of six weeks, receiving basic instruction in Anatomy, Hygiene, Physiology and the Theory and Practice of Nursing. At the end of this period, there will be exams, which the candidates must pass in order to be admitted to the hospital as probationary nurses for an initial period of six weeks. There is no payment for the first three months and after that, the salary is 20 for the first year, 25 for the second, 30 for the third and 40 for the fourth year. A list of requirements Miss Duffy will need to bring will be sent at a later date.



What sort of requirements? I havent much money, Sister Frances, Carmel said in dismay.

Havent you been saving for the last two years, and  will have two more years before there is anything much to buy? Sister Frances said. Dont fall at the first hurdle.

I dont intend to fall at any hurdle, Carmel said almost fiercely.

So youre still as keen as ever?

Keener, if anything, now I know it might actually happen.

Nearly two years later, in June, Carmel stood before her father and told him of the exam that she had taken behind his back. She also told him that she had passed it with flying colours and that meant she could start her training to be a nurse in a hospital in Birmingham, England.

She had known that, at first, anyway, her father would protest, for didnt he protest against every mortal thing as a matter of course? She knew too her fathers protests were usually expressed in a physical way. He wasnt the sort of man anyone could have a reasoned discussion with. His fists or his belt usually settled any argument to his advantage.

But Carmel was more determined than she had ever been about anything. She had borne the thrust of his anger more than enough and shed had as much as she was prepared to take.

Hell never agree to it, Eve warned her daughter that first evening when her father was out of the house. Sure you must put it out of your head.

I will not! Carmel shouted defiantly. Hes not thinking of anyone but himself as usual. Hes not objecting to me going because he is going to miss  me at all. Huh, not a bit of it. All hell miss is the beer money I have to tip up every Friday night.

Hush, Carmel, for pitys sake, Eve said, in an effort to soothe her daughters temper before Dennis came back, for she was worried what he would do if Carmel stayed in this frame of mind and spoke out, as she was wont to.

Eves words, though, just stiffened Carmels resolve and she refused to let the matter drop, though she knew she was sailing nearer and nearer to the wind. Her mother begged her to stop, to give in, and her younger brothers and sisters looked at her in trepidation, mixed with a little awe, especially her brother Michael. At sixteen, he was nearest to her in age and he told her he would rather tangle with a sabre-toothed tiger than his father.

Eventually, Dennis snapped. Carmel had known he would and though she was scared, she knew it probably had to come to this for her to get her freedom from his tyranny. She groaned as her fathers fists powered into her face, almost blinded by the blood falling into her eyes and so dazed from the blows raining down on her, she fell to her knees. She screamed as her father grasped a handful of her curls and dragged her to the bedroom. Holding her fast with one hand, he loosened his belt with the other. The belt whistled through the air and when it made contact with her skin, ripping easily through the thin fabric of the dress she wore, she thought she would die with the pain of it. He hit her again and again, until the agonising pain was relentless and all-con-suming, and she thought he would kill her.

It was the combined efforts of Michael and her  mother that saved her, although she hadnt been aware of it at the time, hadnt been aware of much. She languished on the mattress that did as a bed for three days while Eve settled Carmels sisterstwelve-year-old Siobhan, seven-year-old Kathy and the baby, Pauline, who usually shared the mattresson the floor on a heap of rags lest they hurt her further. Eve then sent eleven-year-old Damien to the hospital with a note saying Carmel had a cold. Carmel didnt protest. She felt truly ill and in tremendous pain, and was glad she hadnt got to try to move. At least she was semi-protected from her father.

The fourth morning, though, she heaved her painful body out of the bed and began to dress.

Where dyou think you are going? Eve asked, but quietly, lest she wake Dennis.

To see Father OMalley.

Ah, no, Eve protested. Surely not. Not with your face the way it is.

Aye, Mammy, Carmel said. He needs to see it. Know what sort of a madman I have for a father.

Eve bit her lip in consternation, but Carmel was right. The priest was horrified at the extent of her injuries. He left her in the capable hands of his unmarried sister, who acted as housekeeper to him, and went down to the Duffy house to have strong words with Dennis.

According to Eve, who heard the whole exchange and reported it back to her daughter, Dennis said the girl was disobedient and had been deliberately provoking him. And, he went on, did you know of the exam that that bloody nun Sister Frances was after encouraging Carmel to take, and this without any knowledge, let  alone permission being given? Surely to God such secrecy and deceit is not to be borne if a man is to be master in his own house and can not be blamed for chastising his own flesh and blood.

The priest, however, remembered Carmels injuries and said maybe it might be better if she was away from the home for a little while, until things settled down.

Carmel stayed the night in the priests house and the next day, Father OMalley went to see Sister Frances and she told him about Carmels love of nursing and the exam she had taken to enable her to attend the nurses training school in Birmingham, under the jurisdiction of her friend Catherine Turner, who was the Matron there. Together they went to see Carmel.

Sister Frances noted the girls split lip, grazed, bruised cheeks and black eyes, and when she saw the careful way she sat and held herself, she knew it wasnt just her face her manic father had laid into and made such a mess of. Her eyes filled with tears and she was ashamed that she had let Carmel cope with breaking her news on her own. She knew the manner of man that Dennis waswhy hadnt she gone with the girl to explain and taken her out of the house that same night?

She turned to the priest and said, Surely, Father, you can see Carmel cannot go back home after such a beating? And what is wrong with training to be a nurse? It is a very noble profession and Carmel is a natural. She has worked extremely hard, passed the stiff examination and, of course, has much practical experience to draw on too.

This is all very well, the priest said, but you say she wants to train in Birmingham, England, when we have  perfectly good hospitals in Derry. I would understand any parents concern at the thought of their young daughter going so far on her own.

My father has never had one minutes concern about me, Carmel cried. All he cares about is himself and always has done. I wouldnt be far enough away from him in Derry.

Ive been to see the father, given him a stern talking-to, the priest said stiffly. He says he knows he went too far and it will not happen again.

Carmel gave a humourless laugh. And you believe him? she asked, adding, Of course you do. But, you see, I dont, Father. This isnt the first time that I have been beaten, but it is going to be the last, the very last, and if you wont help me, or let Sister Frances help me, then I will do it on my own.

The priest was clearly uncomfortable. He knew he should point out her duty to her parents, but it was hard to do so and look upon the handiwork of one of those parents.

And Carmel wont be totally on her own in Birmingham anyway, Father, Frances said. Four of our nursing sisters are leaving in September to take up posts in our own hospital of St Chads in the very same city and they could all travel together. They all know Carmel well and have worked with her on the wards at Letterkenny. They would be there if she should have need of them at all.

Her eyes slid across to Carmels as she spoke but this time Carmel pulled no face. She was no fool and knew that this information would act in her favour, especially when Sister Frances went on to say, And I have already  explained that the matron who the young nurses are accountable to is an old friend of mine. Im sure that she would keep a weather eye on young Carmel too. I dont think anyone needs to worry on that score.

Do you really want to do this nursing? Father OMalley asked Carmel.

More than anything in the world, she said.

The priest saw the light shining behind Carmels eyes at the thought of it, but he also saw the determination there and he knew if she was thwarted in this, then she might just do what she threatened and take off on her own. If something should happen to her then, he would never forgive himself. He had known Carmel since the day she was born and the teachers had never said she was bold or naughty, just very bright and tenacious. He knew that in this instance he had to give Carmel her head, and with his blessing.

Carmel continued to stay at the priests house. The housekeeper was kindness itself to her, seemed determined to fatten her up and nursed her battered body tenderly.

A week later, when Carmels face was almost back to normal, she went with Sister Frances to the medical supplies shop in Derry armed with the hospital list. They had to buy six white linen belts, two plain print dresses, fourteen aprons, eight pair of cuffs, six collars, one pair of silver-plated surgical scissors, two named clothes bags and four pairs of black woollen stockings. Carmel also needed to take two dusters, one pincushion, one pin tray and one physiology book by Furneaux. She would never have been able to buy all she needed if it hadnt been for the generosity of the hospital staff who had had a whipround for her. There was even enough left to buy the regulation lace-up Benduble shoes, which were fifteen shillings and nine pence a pair, but which Sister Frances said would see her right through her training.

That night Carmel packed all her purchases in the case Father OMalley had lent her and knew that the die was now cast. Here she was on her way. It was September 1931 and Carmel Duffy, at eighteen years old, was off to live her life the way she wanted to. All she had to do was look out for New Street Station and let her new life begin.







CHAPTER TWO

At New Street Station Carmel said goodbye to the nuns. She was sad to leave them, for they had been kindness itself to her, but they had their own transport arranged to St Chads on Hagley Road, which they said wasnt far from the General Hospital.

Now you will be all right? the oldest of the nuns asked.

Suddenly Carmel felt far from all right, but she told herself sharply that it was no time for second thoughts, so she answered firmly, I will be fine. I am to be met, the letter said so.

If you are sure?

Yes, I am, honestly. You just go. You are keeping the taxi waiting.

She watched them walk away and looked around the noisy station, trying to drink it all in. All around her trains were clattering, their brakes squealing and steam hissing. The platform was thronged with people, some talking and laughing together, others rushing past her with strained faces. Porters, their trolleys piled high with suitcases, warned people to Mind your backs, please,  and a little man selling newspapers from a cupboard of a place advertised them constantly in a thin, nasal voice that Carmel couldnt understand a word of. Above this cacophony a loud but indistinct voice seemed to be advising people what platform to go to and what train to catch, though the words were as incomprehensible as the news vendors to Carmel.

Carmel no longer felt apprehensive, but thrilled to be a part of such vibrancy, so much life. Soon she was approached by two girls about the same age as herself.

Are you Carmel Duffy? the one with short bobbed black hair and laughing brown eyes asked. Do say you are.

Carmel gave a brief nod and then, before she had the chance to reply further, the other girl went on, The home sister, Sister Magee, said we could come and meet you because we will be sharing a room. She told us you were coming all the way from Ireland. Gosh, I think thats jolly brave. I bet you are tired after all that travelling and I bet you see a difference here from where you come from. Course, I am a brummie born and bred, and so

Do wrap up, Jane, and let the poor girl get her breath, said the other girl with a laugh. She looked at Carmel and said, We only met yesterday and I already know that Jane Firkins here can talk the hind leg off a donkey, as my grandfather used to say.

Only making her feel at home, Jane protested. Friendly, like.

Yeah, but youve got to give her space to speak, the other girl said, and extended her hand. I suppose you are Carmel Duffy?

Aye, um, yes, Carmel said, shaking hands and noting  the other girl had dark blonde hair in waves, pinned back from her face with grips and a band of some sort. Her eyes were more thoughtful than Janes and dark grey in colour.

Im Sylvia, the girl said, Sylvia Forrester, and you have already met Jane.

Yes, Carmel said. And we will be sharing a room?

Thats right, Jane put in. There are four of us and so there will be another one, called Lois something, but she isnt arriving until tomorrow.

Anyway, Sylvia said, lets not stand here chatting. I bet you are dropping with tiredness.

Carmel suddenly realised she was. It had been the very early hours when she had left the priests house that morning carrying the case packed with the hospital requirements and also with the clothes Sister Frances had let her choose from those collected to send to the missions. Carmel had been surprised at what some people threw out. I am tired, she admitted.

Who wouldnt be? Sylvia said sympathetically. Come on. Lets head for the taxis.

Carmel was very glad the girls were there, taking care of everything, and when they were in the taxi and driving through the slightly dusky evening streets, she looked about her with interest.

The General Hospital is only a step away from New Street Station really, said Sylvia, and so close to the centre of the town its not true. Jane and I walked here to meet you, but it is different if you have heavy bags and cases and things.

It seemed only minutes later that Jane was saying. This is Steelhouse Lane, called that because the police  station is here, and the nurses home is on Whittall Street to the left just here.

However, the taxi driver didnt turn into Whittall Street straight away because Sylvia asked him to drive past the hospital first so that Carmel could have a good look at it. It was built of light-coloured brick that contrasted sharply with the dingy, grim police station opposite. Carmel was stunned by the sheer size of the place, which she estimated would be four times or more bigger that the hospital at Letterkenny. She felt suddenly nervous and was glad of the company of the friendly girls beside her.

A few moments later, Carmel was out on the pavement scrutinising the place that would be her home for the next four years. It was built of the same light bricks as the hospital, large and very solid-looking.

Jane led the way inside. Our room is on the first floor, she said over her shoulder to Carmel, and Carmel followed her, hearing the chatter of other girls and passing some on the stairs. There seemed a great many of them and it was strange to think that in a short space of time she would probably know every one.

Then she was standing in the doorway of a room and Sylvia was saying, What do you think?

Carmel stepped slowly inside and looked around. The floor was covered with mottled blue oilcloth, light blue curtains framed the two windows and beside each bed was a dressing table and a wardrobe.

For a split second, she remembered the room where they had slept at home. The bed had been a dingy mattress laid on the floor and she had been squashed on it together with Siobhan, Kathy and even wee Pauline,  who wasnt yet a year old, while coats piled haphazardly on the top did in place of blankets. There were no curtains at the begrimed windows and an upended orange box housed their few clothes. Now her sigh was one of utter contentment.

Your bed is either of those two by the door, Jane said. Sylvia and I have nabbed the two by the window.

Just at this moment I wouldnt care if my bed was out on the street, Carmel said. It looks terribly inviting.

Sylvia laughed. You will have to wait a bit, she said, glancing at the clock on the wall. The bell for dinner will go any second.

The words had barely left her mouth when the strains of it could be heard echoing through the home. Carmel quickly removed her coat, hung it in the wardrobe, pushed her case under the bed and followed the others streaming, with hurrying feet and excited chatter, down the stairs towards the dining room.

The good wholesome food revived Carmel a little, although she was still extremely tired. She was quiet at the table, glad that Sylvia and Jane were there to keep up the conversation because she didnt feel up to talking, laughing and being polite to those she hadnt got to know yet.

Later, up in the room, she confessed to the other two what a relief it was to be there.

You dont worry that you might be homesick? Jane said.

There is not a doubt in my mind that I will never miss my home, Carmel said. As for wishing I was back there, no thank you. She gave a shiver of distaste.

Ooh, I might wish that sometimes and quite easily,  Jane said, especially when Matrons on the warpath. Our next-door neighbour was here five years ago and said she was a targer.

Our matron could be strict, Carmel conceded. She was fair, though.

Did you work in a hospital then?

Aye. I was a ward orderly in Letterkenny Hospital, which was near where I lived, Carmel said. Our matron had a thing about hospital corners on the beds and she was a stickler for having a tidy and uncluttered ward. But I was good at the bed-making and I like order myself, so we got on all right.

Did she suggest you going in for nursing?

No, that was Sister Frances, the nun I worked with mostly, Carmel said. Matron did support me, though, when she knew about it.

You didnt lose your heart to any dishy doctors then? Jane asked.

Carmel laughed. There werent any. I think ugliness or at least general unattractiveness with a brusque bedside manner were the requisites for any job there.

Well, I hope its not the case here, Jane said with a slight pout of discontent.

I thought you came to learn nursing, not hook yourself a husband? Sylvia said scornfully.

No harm in combining the two ambitions and seeing what comes first, Jane said with a simper.

Carmel laughed. You can do all the hooking you wish, she said. I wont be any sort of threat to you, because I wont be in the race.

What do you mean?

I dont want a husbandnot now, not ever.

The other two looked at her open-mouthed. Not ever? Sylvia breathed.

You cant honestly say you want to be an old maid all your life? Jane cried incredulously.

Oh, yes I can, because thats exactly what I want.

But why?

Carmel shrugged. Lets just say that what I have seen of marriage, children and all so far has not impressed me one jot.

Your mom and dad, I suppose? Sylvia asked.

Aye, Carmel said, in the main, but there were others I knew who were downright unhappy. I want to be my own person without relying or depending on someone else, and to have no one leaning on me.

You cant go through life like that, Jane said. Its so sad and lonely-sounding.

Yeah, Sylvia agreed. And just cos your parents didnt hit it off, whats that got to do with you and your life? I mean, Carmel, if you could see mineFight like cat and dog, they do, and always have done, but I will be ready to take the plunge when Im swept off my feet.

And me.

Well, I wish you the well of it, Carmel said.

But, Carmel

The thing is, Carmel said, you dont really know anything about a man until you marry him. That has been said to me countless times.

A yawn suddenly overtook her and she gave a rueful smile. Sorry, girls, I am too tired to be fit company for anyone tonight. I will have to leave my unpacking till the morning. Thank God I had the foresight to put all I would need for tonight in the bag.

As Carmel padded down the corridor to the bathroom in her bare feet, Jane whispered to Sylvia, Dyou think she really means it about men and that?

Sylvia shrugged. Sounds like it, but she is only eighteen.

Yeah. Likely change her mind half a dozen times yet.

Carmel was woken the next morning by the ringing of a bell and for a moment or two was disorientated. Then the previous day and all that had happened came back to her. She felt her whole body fill with delicious anticipation and she could barely wait for the day to start.

The system of the bells had been explained to her and other new arrivals after dinner the previous evening. She knew she had twenty minutes between the first bell and the second, when she was supposed to be in the dining hall. The clock on the wall told her it was twenty to seven and she knew it would take her all her time to wash, haul something suitable and as uncreased as possible out of the suitcase, make her bed and arrive in the dining hall on time and so she slipped out of bed quickly.

The other two had barely stirred and she made straight for the bathroom, delighting in hot water straight from the tap and plenty of soap and soft towels. She was invigorated by her wash and returned to the room in a buoyant mood to see Sylvia up, while Jane still lay curled in her bed with her eyes closed.

In fact, Jane was so hard to rouse, Carmel feared they would all be late. To try to prevent this, she ended up making up Janes bed, to enable Jane to have time to dress herself.

It is good of you, Jane told her. Ive never been my best in the morning.

Youd better work on it, Sylvia told her grimly. Neither Carmel nor I is here to wait on you.

I know. Im sorry.

Come on, Carmel urged. Look at the time. The next bell will go any second.

The girls scurried from the room, arriving in the dining hall just as the strains of the piercing alarm were dying away. Carmels stomach growled and she knew she would be glad of the breakfast, which she soon found out was thick creamy porridge with extra hot milk, and sugar to sprinkle over, followed by rounds of buttered toast and cups of strong tea.

She had never had such a breakfast, and remarked to a girl beside her that she would be the size of a house if she ate like that every day. The girl looked at Carmels slender figure and smiled.

I doubt that, she said. I think it is more the case of keeping your strength up. From what I was told, they run every morsel of food off you. I mean, have you seen any fat nurses?

No, Carmel had to admit, And Im too hungry anyway not to eat.

The last of the probationary nurses were arriving that day, and for this reason the others were free until one oclock, when they had to report to the lecture hall. Some of the girls, including Jane and Sylvia, went to the common room, but Carmel, mindful of her case not yet unpacked, was going to attend to it when the home sister hailed her.

Are you Carmel Duffy?

Yes, Sister.

The matron would like a word.

Yes, Sister.

The matron wore a dark blue dress, covered with a pure white apron. The ruff at her neck seemed as stiff as the woman itself. Her grey hair was scraped back from her head so effectively that her eyebrows rose as if she were constantly surprised. On her head was perched a starched white matrons cap. Her eyes were piercing blue and they fastened fixedly on Carmel as she bade her sit at the other side of the desk.

Sister Francis thinks highly of you, Matron began.

What could Carmel say to that? Yes, Matron, sounded the safest option.

And I have further endorsements from the matron at Letterkenny Hospital, detailing your suitability to be taken on this course, and a character reference from your parish priest.

Yes, Matron.

What I want to make clear to you, Miss Duffy, is that I broke the rule of interviewing you before accepting you, even so far, because of the friendship of someone in the same field as myself whose judgement I trust. You are not and will not be treated as a special case.

No, Matron, Carmel said. I truly hadnt expected to be.

As long as that is firmly understood.

Oh, yes, Matron.

You may go, Miss Duffy. And I am glad to see, she added, that you have the regulation stockings and shoes.

As Carmel scurried from the room, Catherine smiled. She knew more about Carmel Duffy than the  young woman realised, because Sister Frances had told her all about her background and the type of home she came from. She had gone on to say that the child and young woman that she had known for four years had remained untainted by this and had the ability and will to make something of herself. Catherine liked the sound of Carmel Duffy and had been impressed with what she saw, but because Frances had also said she hated talking of her family and in particular her father, she had asked no questions. Anyway, she had the girls testimonials, and all Matron really was interested in was whether Carmel would make a good nurse.

Unaware of the matrons thoughts, Carmel, glad that quite painless interview was over, returned to her room to find a girl, still in her outdoor clothes, looking a little lost.

Hello, Carmel said. You must be Lois.

The girls sigh of relief was audible. Yes, she said, extending her hand. Lois Baker.

And Im Carmel Duffy.

No secrets about where you come from, Lois said. Your accent is lovely, and what gorgeous hair.

Thanks, Carmel said, liking the look of Lois too, with her dark brown curls and merry brown eyes.

Where is everyone?

Well, weve not long had breakfast, Carmel explained, hauling her case from beneath the bed as she spoke. We havent got to report for duty until one oclock in the lecture theatre, and most of the girls have gone into the common room. I only arrived last night myself, though, and was too tired after the meal to  unpack so Im doing it now. Im not sure when Ill have a spare minute again.

Good idea, Lois said. Ill do the same.

As Lois hauled her case up onto the bed as Carmel directed her to, she said with a wry smile, I find it hard to believe I am here at last. There were times I didnt think I would make it.

Nor me, Carmel said. Did your father object too?

No, it was my mother, Lois said. She kicked up a right shindig about it. In fact, if it hadnt been for Daddy and his support, I wouldnt have made it.

Why did she object?

Well, shes an invalid, you see, Lois said. At least she wrinkled her nose, shes supposed to be an invalid. I have my doubts. Well, more than doubts because I have caught her out a time or two. Shes not half as helpless as she makes out.

Carmel couldnt quite believe that anyone could act that way. Are you sure?

Oh, Im sure, all right, butwell, what can I do? All the years I was growing up, it was impressed upon meon all of usthat Mummy wasnt very strong. You get sort of conditioned. I have a brother and a sister both older than me and they got away in time so there was just me left.

What about your father?

Daddy is marvellous and he said I should run while I had the chance. Now he pays a woman, an ex-nurse, to come in and see to Mummy.

Is your father rich to be able to just employ someone like that?

I dont know, Lois said. Ive never thought about it.

What does he do?

Hes a department manager in Lewiss. Then, at the perplexed look on Carmels face, Lois went on, Its a big store in the city centre, bigger even than Marshall & Snelgrove. Dyou know how Daddy got around my mother in the end? Carmel shook her head and Lois continued. Told her that I was training as a nurse so that I could look after her more effectively.

And will you?

Not likely, Lois said determinedly. She is a slave-driver and not averse either to giving me the odd hard slap or pinch for little or nothing at all. She behaves better with other people. Daddy has the patience of Job with herwith everyone, really. He is a wonderful person. What about you?

Carmel was laying the pin cushion and pin tray on the dressing table as the letter had directed her to but her hands became still at Loiss question. She didnt want to bring the details of her former dirty, gruesome existence and the deprived brothers and sisters shed left behind into this new and clean life.

She gave a shrug. I may tell you about myself some other time, she said. But if you have finished your packing, wed best go down and meet the others.

Im all done, Lois said, snapping the case shut. What do we do with the cases?

Leave them on the bed, Carmel said. Thats what I was told. The porter or caretaker or whoever he is comes and takes them away later.

Right oh, then, Lois said. Lead the way.

The lecture theatre was in the main body of the hospital, which was connected to the nurses home via a conservatory. Outside the room it was fair bustling with noise as Carmel, Jane, Sylvia and Lois congregated there with everyone else.

Out of the way! said a grumbling voice suddenly. Bunching together like that before the door. Ridiculous! Get inside. Inside quickly.

Carmel had never heard the words lecture theatre before, never mind seen inside one and she surged inside with the others and looked around in amazement at the tiered benches of shiny golden wood that stretched up and up before the small dais at the front.

The womans entrance into the room had caused a silence to descend on the apprehensive girls. The woman spoke again. I am Matron Turner and when you refer to me, you just call me Matron. Do you understand?

Yes, Matron.

Remember that in future and now I want you all against the wall, Matron said.

Carmel found herself next to Jane. Now prepare to face the firing squad, Jane whispered, and Carmel had to stifle her giggles with a cough, bringing Matrons shrewd eyes to rest upon her.

She found fault with many of them and when she got to Carmel, the girl wasnt surprised to be told her hair was too wild and frizzy. You will have to do something with it, she said. Youll never get your cap to stay on that bush. Our standards are high, Matrons voice rapped out, and hygiene is of paramount importance. Hold out your hands.

Wondering why in the world they had to do that,  Carmel nervously extended her hands and tried to still their trembling as the woman walked up and down inspecting them.

Before going on to the ward, your hands must be scrubbed, and before you attend a patient, and between patients, the matron said. Nails must be kept short at all times and dirty nails will not be tolerated. And, she went on, fixing the students with a glare. if you have been prone to bite your nails in the pasta disgusting habit, I might addthen you must stop. A nurse cannot run the risk of passing on the bacteria in her mouth to a sick and vulnerable patient. I hope that I have made myself clear.

Again came the chorus, Yes, Matron.

We expect high standards. If you have come here as some sort of rest cure, then you are in the wrong job. The hours are long and some of the work arduous. You must understand that from the outset.

Before you even start a shift, your bedroom must be left clean and tidy at all times, the matron continued, fixing them all with a gimlet eye. This shows that you have refinement of mind, clean habits and tidy ways. If you are careless or slovenly, then these same attributes will be carried on to the ward, and let me tell you, she added, I will not have any slatterns on my wards.

No, Matron, chorused the girls in the pause that followed this declaration.

You are on the brink of entering a noble and respectable profession and this must be shown in your manner at all times. There is to be no frivolous behaviour in wards or corridors and, of course, no running at any time. No nurse is to eat on the wards, there is to be no jewellery worn, nor cosmetics of any sort, and the relationship between nurse and patients must be kept on a strictly professional level. There is to be no fraternising with the doctors either, and no nurse is to enter any other department without permission. Is that clear?

Yes, Matron.

Now, you are each required to have a medical examination, as the list of rules explained, so if you make your way down to the medical room you will be dealt with alphabetically.

Phew, she must have been practising that sort of attitude for years, Jane remarked when the matron had gone.

I know one thing, another girl put in, the armys loss is our gain. God, wouldnt she make a first-class sergeant major?

Oh, no, Lois said. She wouldnt be happy unless she was a general.

Youre right there, the first girl conceded, and there were gales of laughter as the girls left the room.

That night, after being declared fit and healthy, Carmel examined her hair ruefully. The matron was right about one thing.

How the hell am I going to get any sort of cap to stay on my head under my mass of hair? After the initial six weeks Ill have to wear one, Carmel lamented.

Jane gave a hoot of laughter. It will be like getting a quart into a pint pot, she said.

Lets not be so defeatist about this, Lois said. Your hair will have to be put up, and surely that is just a matter of a thousand Kirbigrips or thereabouts?

Come on, then, Jane said. Lets try it.

With the combined efforts of Jane, Lois and Sylvia, and using all the grips the girls possessed, Carmels hair was finally up, or most of it, though tendrils of it had already escaped. Carmel felt the rest of it pulling against the restraining grips, threatening any moment to break free. She surveyed herself critically in the mirror.

It wont do, will it? she said. Even if I had the time to do this every morning and could manage it without help, I have the feeling it would burst out and cascade down my back as soon as I began work.

Oh, can you imagine the matrons face if that happened? Sylvia said.

And her comments, Lois added.

Id rather not think of either, Carmel said drily. The woman would probably scalp me into the bargain. She released her hair and lifted the curls critically. It will have to come off, she said. It is the only way.

It seems such a shame when its so lovely and thick, Lois said. But I do see what you mean. Ill do it for you, if you like. I was a dab hand at cutting my mothers.

Well, Id rather you than Matron, Carmel commented grimly, and I suppose it had better be done sooner rather than later.

Despite Carmels spirited words, she felt more than a pang of regret as the Titian curls fell to the ground. Lois, though, didnt just hack the hair off, but took time to shape it. The other girls were impressed.

Years of practice, Lois said. My mother hasnt been able to visit a hairdresser for some time and Carmels hair is so soft and luxuriant, its a joy to work on.

Jane laughed. Whatever you say, she said. Its  another string to your bow. If ever the wish to tell Matron where to go overcomes you totally, then at least you can take up hairdressing, Id say.

Ill keep it in mind, Lois said grimly, for Id do anything rather than go back home again to live.

Let me see what youve done, Carmel demanded. Your keep talking about it and it is my hair.

Its lovely, Jane said, as Lois went for the mirror. Truly lovely. You lucky thing.

Carmel looked at her reflection and couldnt help but be pleased at what she saw. As the waves had been shorn, it had taken the weight from the head so the rest had sprung into curls that encircled her head and framed her face. The result was very pleasing indeed.

Carmel had never been encouraged to think of herself as pretty or desirable. She had neither the money, clothes nor even the time to make the best of herself, so until she arrived here she had never thought much about her appearance at all.

But now she saw that the face reflected in the glass looked quite pretty, and much of that was because she was smiling.

You have done a wonderful job, she said to Lois, full of admiration. I look a different person.

Yeah, but just as stunning, Jane commented glumly. What chance have we got of attracting the chaps when you look like you do?

You have a free playing field as far as chaps go, Carmel told her. For as I said, I want no truck with any of them.

You didnt mean it, though, did you? Sylvia said. I mean, weve all said that in the past when we have been  let down or something, but it doesnt last.

Believe me, this is more deep-seated than that, Carmel said. And I have never gone out with a either a man or a boy to give them any opportunity to let me down.

Never? Jane and Sylvia said, incredulous and in unison.

Nor have I, Lois admitted. Mummy would never have allowed it. I was barely allowed to leave the house for any reason.

Oh, I see we shall have to take you two in hand, Jane said. For neither of you knows what you have been missing.

Thats right, Sylvia said. Youd better believe it. We are going to teach the pair of you to live.

I told you Carmel began.

Shut up, Jane said. Were not talking fellows here, we are talking about girls having fun.

Oh, well, in that case

How else will we be able to withstand the dreaded matron? Jane remarked.

Oh, how indeed? Carmel agreed with a smile, and the girls burst into laughter.
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