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Terms and colloquialisms used in

 


Shadows On The Moon

 


ach y fe: you dirty thing.

bach: male term of endearment - dear.

blas: flavoursome, tasty.

cariad: term of endearment – my love, little
one.

cawl: Welsh stew/ broth.

chopsy: mouthy, cheeky.

cwtsh: snuggle, cuddle.

cwat lawr: shut up

dera: come on

Duw: God.

Dadcu: Grandfather.

esgyrn Dafydd: bones of David - an
exclamation.

fach: female term of endearment - dear.

fy merch ‘i: term of endearment - little
lady.

Gelli Galed: Hard Living

iechy dwriaeth: an exclamation.

Jawch: an exclamation like crikey.

jib: an unpleasant expression on the
face.

Mam-gu: Grandmother.

Na: No.

paid: don’t - stop it.

potch.: soaking wet.

rhwyn dy garu du: I love you.

tschwps: a lot, cried the rain.

twp: stupid, dull

Wuss: friend, mate, pal - local to the region
not what it means today.

 



 


 


BRONGLAIS

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


New Beginnings

 


Carrie stood outside the Maternity Unit in
Carradog Road and looked up at the brick facing of the pillared,
impressive building known as Bronglais. She was excited. This was
to be her home while she worked at the Aberystwyth Maternity Home.
Her new life was beginning.

Her eyes were vibrant and alive, full of hope
and expectation.

She mounted the stone steps and eagerly
pushed open the huge double doors. Her heels clicked professionally
towards the glass window of the reception office and she
confidently pressed the buzzer summoning the clerical aid to the
window.

“Can I help you?” inquired the prim faced
secretary, her owl like spectacles seeming too large for her small
face.

“Caroline Llewellyn, probationer auxiliary
nurse. I start work here tomorrow,” a hint of pride had entered her
voice.

“Ah yes. Take a seat and I’ll call a runner
to help you settle in.”

Carrie gazed around at her surroundings,
which were to become familiar territory within the next year, the
wooden floor polished like glass, the aroma of lavender, and
disinfectant mingling with the unmistakable smell of ether to
produce an indisputable hospital smell.

Nurses smart in blue and white, starched
crisp and clean bustled briskly off to their duties.

“Caroline Llewellyn?” said a soft voice with
a gentle Irish lilt.

Carrie turned and came face to face with
Nurse Gilhooley.

“Follow me and I’ll take you to the Nurses’
Home. You’ll be sharing a room. Are you used to that?”

“No. I always had my own room at home.
There’s just my brother and me.”

“Lucky you. No such luxury for me. In fact,
coming here and sharing with three others was real bliss! I come
from a large family, six brothers and seven sisters. I had to share
a bed with my sisters. It was just like that nursery tale where the
little one kept falling out.”

Carrie smiled, she didn’t know which story
was meant but Carrie instantly warmed to her. Her intuition told
her that they would become friends.

Carrie enjoyed listening to Nurse Gilhooley
or Gilly, as she liked to be called. The chatter made Carrie feel
welcome and at ease. Gilly’s voice had a musical lilt and she
seemed to talk in pictures just as her Aunty Annie had done. This
alone made her feel at home and quelled the nervous fluttering,
which had manifested in her stomach. Carrie could hardly believe
it. It was really happening. She was really here. Her dreams were
coming true.

Up the stairs and along a corridor they went
where no one door was distinguishable from another, except for the
numbers. They stopped outside room twenty-nine.

“Here we are!” The door was unlocked and
Carrie surveyed the sparsely furnished room, with two beds, two
bedside cupboards, one wardrobe, two easy chairs and a table.

“Storage of trunks and excess baggage is on
floor three. It’s clearly marked. There’s a kitchen at the end of
the corridor and a communal bathroom opposite. A word of warning,
if you want hot water get in before five a.m. That’s if you can get
up?”

“Early rising’s no problem for me,” replied
Carrie, “I lived on a farm.”

“That’s just as well then. You won’t be
afraid of hard work. Look, I’ll leave you to unpack. That’s your
bed and locker there. We’ll be sharing the wardrobe. If you take
the left side of it, it should avoid any confusion. Here.” She
passed Carrie a room key, “All right?”

“Fine,” agreed Carrie pocketing the key and
placing her case on her bed.

“Right. In room twenty-eight there’s Thomas
and Jones. In thirty there’s Kirby and Pemb. You’ll like them.
Pemb’s a probationer like you. She’s looking to go into proper
nursing as soon as she’s eighteen.”

“That’s my dream,” murmured Carrie.

“Then you’ll have something in common.
What’ll we call you? Llewellyn’s a bit of a mouthful?”

“Call me Carrie.”

“NO!” bellowed Gilly in horror. “No first
names here. I’ll call you Lew. That should do. I’ll be back in
about half an hour. I’ll take you to get kitted up, we’ll have a
quick cuppa and then I’ll take you down to Matron. Right?”

“Right,” affirmed Carrie.

Gilly left. Carrie began unpacking, a
profusion of thoughts rambling and climbing through the trellis of
her mind.

***

Thirty minutes later, Carrie was being
drilled on the laundry system of the home.

“Every Monday morning the trolley comes
round. A clean sheet, pillow slip and towel will be left outside
the door,” recited the laundry maid, “Put the top sheet to the
bottom and the clean sheet on top. The underneath sheet, pillow
slip and towel take to the laundry basket, one on each floor by the
stairs from four till ten-thirty a.m.” Her bored voice exaggerated
every syllable. She droned on, “If you have an accident the
laundry’s open six till two, otherwise you’ll have to wait. All
mattresses are covered; don’t remove them even if you get the
sweats. Any questions?” There was a barely imperceptible pause
before she was in full flow again. “Changing the laundry is your
responsibility. No change, no clean bed right?” She fixed her
nut-brown eyes on Carrie.

Carrie acquiesced, “Right.”

“Right,” The laundry maid reaffirmed and then
launched into the second half of her script about uniforms and
their care finally ending with, “All uniforms must be labelled and
marked. Tags and pens are available in the laundry room...”

“Six till two?” finished Carrie.

“Right,” came the stony reply as those
currant bun eyes fastened on Carrie once more. With her speech
interrupted, the laundry maid, Edna, became confused and had to
pause for a moment. She struggled to remember her lines, and
finally concluded, “Articles to be boiled in the blue bin, ordinary
wash in the white bin and colours in the brown. Any questions?”

Receiving none Edna lazily lumped away behind
the counter selected a number of items from the shelves and slapped
three uniforms in front of Carrie.

“Try these. One to wear, one off, and one in
the wash. Clean aprons are available from Ward Sister when you go
on duty.” The performance petered out and Edna the dough faced,
laundry maid plumped away from the counter dismissing them. She
reminded Carrie of an old barren cow from the farm bovinely chewing
her cud, only in Edna’s case she was snacking a bag of toffees.

***

Gilly and Carrie shared a quiet cup of tea.
Carrie enjoyed her new friend’s company whose bright sparkling eyes
revealed a wicked sense of humour and a personality to match.
Carrie thought her vivacious and alive. She admired Gilly’s
burnished brown hair. It reminded her of her school friend, Megan.
Gilly’s figure and build were not unlike her own, and her humour
was unmistakably Celtic and in tune with Carrie’s. Gilly’s
conversation was anecdotal and every gem of wisdom, which she
shared, resonated with Carrie. The only thing she had was a bit of
a dry cough possibly because she smoked too much. Carrie had never
smoked, but thought even though it looked glamorous and
sophisticated, she didn’t fancy a getting a cough like Gilly. It
reminded her of some of the miners who suffered with pneumoconiosis
from years of breathing in coal dust.

By ten-thirty Carrie had seen Matron and had
been taken down to ward B1, Pengelly, to meet Staff. This was where
she would report for duty the next morning.

There were six beds, with one young mother to
be, suffering from pre-eclampsia toxaemia, one patient in for bed
rest, two with babies in the breech position, waiting to be turned,
one lady expecting twins whose waters had broken but whose cervix
was not dilating; she was to be prepared for a caesarean section
that morning. However, Carrie’s attention was alerted to a young
mother who had given birth to her first baby with a condition known
as Omphalocele.

Carrie gasped in horror and understanding. It
appeared that the little one’s organs were outside the baby’s body
as if the wall of the abdomen had not formed properly.

Doctor Caldwell was checking on the child
whose organs were placed in a sterile bag while waiting for surgery
to close the hole in the stomach wall.

“Is everything all right, Nurse?”

Carrie blushed, “I was just wondering about
this case, Doctor.”

“You have an interest in this congenital
abdominal wall defect?”

“Yes, Doctor.”

“What do you want to know?”

“What exactly has happened here?”

“Quite simply, the baby is born without
muscle and tissue of the abdomen so that organs from inside are
allowed to protrude outwards. There is another similar condition
called Gastroschisis, where there is no sac covering the
intestines, which are usually the only abdominal contents to
protrude. In itself, Gastroschisis is not lethal. In fact, great
progress has been made in its treatment of late and usually there
are no more birth defects or problems. Omphalocele, however, is
different. There may be more organs that protrude making closure of
the abdominal wall more difficult. Babies are more likely to have
associated birth defects. These can involve the heart, urinary
system and genetic makeup of the baby making the overall survival
of Omphalocele much less than Gastroschisis.”

“I see.” Carrie’s eyes filled with tears.

“May I ask why you are so interested in
this?”

Carrie struggled to speak for a moment. She
swallowed hard, “My mother died in childbirth. She was in labour
for days and my little brother was born without a roof to his
stomach.”

“I see.” Dr. Caldwell’s expression softened,
“We know a lot more about the condition today than we did.”

“He was just left to die. The midwife said
she had seen nothing like it before.” Carrie took a gulp of air,
“Will this one live?”

“We hope the baby will survive. But we have
to check the child over thoroughly for other defects or the little
one may not survive the necessary surgery. The mother will be
fine.”

Carrie nodded, “Thank you doctor. I only wish
you had been there for my mother.”

“Yes, well, as I said, many advancements have
been made in the last five years.”

Carrie had plenty to think about while she
settled in.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Brotherly Longing and settling
in

 


At Gelli Galed, Carrie’s brother, John had a
raging pain in his heart. His stomach wouldn’t settle. He felt in a
continual state of turmoil. The feelings he was experiencing were
akin to being in constant fear. He knew why... Carrie! The love he
felt for her, her leaving, was like the grief of losing his mother
and father all over again.

John’s strong hands neatly undid the knotted
twine that bound the bales of hay that he tossed in the feeder for
the sheep.

Trix looked up softly at him and gently
whined as if she understood his pain. She, too, missed Carrie.

There was a kerfuffle and a clucking from the
hens in the yard as the farm cart rattled over the rough ground.
Ernie was at the helm with a tanned muscular young man at his
side.

Cousin Tom jumped down and retrieved one of
his bags from the cart. He looked questioningly about him.

“You’ll be sleeping in the house,” offered
Ernie indicating the house with a nod.

Tom half smiled an acknowledgement but before
he could speak Trixie had come running up, whining and yelping at
this familiar person.

“Hello, old girl,” he muttered ruffling her
fur.

“Well, it’s about time,” said a deep
voice.

Tom turned to see his cousin John standing
tall and straight behind him.

Tom threw down his bag and opened his arms.
The two men clasped each other warmly.

“It’s good to see you,” breathed Tom
huskily.

“You too, wuss,” returned John.

John had begun to realise just how important
family were to him. He felt so alone especially now Carrie had
gone.

“Well, well, let’s get you in and settled.
Ernie, put the kettle on, the farm can wait until I’ve heard my
cousin’s news.”

Afternoon drifted into evening and evening
into night. The lights burned long and late at Gelli Galed.

 


Carrie wriggled her toes as she clasped a cup
of hot cocoa in her hands. She was too excited to sleep but she
knew she must try and rest; tomorrow would be a long day.

The door opened quietly and Gilly slipped
in.

“You still awake? I thought you’d be flat
out.”

“I couldn’t get to sleep, thought the cocoa
might help.”

“It must be strange after the quiet of the
farm. I’m never any good at sleeping in a new bed, takes me a week
to get used to it.”

“There’s an element of that,” whispered
Carrie. “But I can’t calm my mind. It’s creating all sorts of
scenarios for the days to come.”

“A week of duties and that’ll soon be knocked
out of you,” Gilly laughingly warned as she started to undress.

“Would you like a bedtime drink? I’ll make
it,” smiled Carrie.

“An offer like that is not to be ignored, as
long as you don’t expect me to chat into the early hours...” sighed
Gilly.

“I won’t,” replied Carrie. “I’ve only just
made this, there’s still some milk in the pan.” Carrie put down her
cup and stepped lightly to the door. “Do you take sugar?”

“Yep... I need all the energy I can get, two
please.”

Carrie left Gilly to get ready for bed and
tiptoed to the kitchen. She heard voices, a hushed stern tone and
an angry retort. She paused outside the kitchen.

“We’re all in the same boat here. Just don’t
be so thoughtless. If it happens again I’ll report you for
theft.”

“Why don’t you go boil your head, you’re just
a junior, a probationer at that.”

“It makes no difference. You have no right to
help yourself to other people’s supplies, we’ve been wondering
where things were disappearing, now we know.”

“It’s just your word against mine. Do your
worst.” The door burst open and a tall, thin, raven-haired nurse
with a pinched face pushed past nearly knocking Carrie flying.

“Watch where you’re going,” snarled the
nurse.

“Sorry,” whispered Carrie. “Who was that?”
she enquired as she watched the woman disappearing up the
corridor.

The curvy snowball blonde nurse pursed her
lips that were turning white with anger, “That’s Hawtry, best
avoided if at all possible, frustrated old harridan!” The blonde
turned her doe-like brown eyes on Carrie, “Sorry you had to witness
that,” her tone lightened, “You must be Lew, Gilly’s new room mate.
She said you’d arrived. I’m Pemb.”

“Pleased to meet you. I didn’t mean to barge
in like that.”

“Oh, don’t worry. We’re all heartily sick of
her petty pilfering. She thinks because she’s a senior she can help
herself to anything we’ve got. It’s the first time she’s been
caught red-handed, although we had our suspicions. Maybe now she’ll
lay off. At least we can hope! Can I help you with anything?”

“No thanks, I just came to make Gilly a cup
of hot chocolate.”

“She’s got you well trained.”

“No,” laughed Carrie, “I offered, she’s
bushed and I couldn’t sleep.”

“I see. I know just how you feel. My first
night I was raring to go. I couldn’t settle for the life of me,
twisted and turned. I ended up writing home and drinking about
fifteen cups of tea. I felt it the next day though, and gave
everyone the impression I’d got a weak bladder! The first week’s
the worst, after that you’ll have no trouble sleeping, out like a
light when your head touches the pillow.”

Carrie put the milk pan on to heat and
continued to chat to the petite probationer. She liked Pemb, and
instinctively felt that here she had found a true soul mate.

By the time Carrie returned to her room Gilly
was fast asleep, her breathing deep, with a slight rattle.

“Oh well, at least she doesn’t snore,”
thought Carrie as she settled down to write a letter to John. She
sipped Gilly’s hot sweet chocolate and grimaced at the extra
sugar.

The clock chimed two and Carrie crept
gingerly into her bed and switched off the light. She snuggled down
and replayed the events of the day like a film reel before drifting
off into a peaceful sleep.

***

The raucous clanging of the alarm clock
juddered Carrie to consciousness. The bristling bustle of hospital
life burst into activity. Footsteps clattered and echoed in the
corridor outside. A squeaky wheel on the laundry maid’s trolley
grated on Carrie’s ears as the sunlight fought its way through the
thin curtains and the tree outside the window leaving a gobo like
leaf effect patterning the floor. Carrie raised her head sleepily
to see Gilly wiping herself down with a rough hospital towel.

“You’d better hurry or there’ll be no hot
water left,” remonstrated Gilly.

“I’m up, I’m up,” breezed Carrie stretching
lithely. She swung her legs out of bed and reached for her robe and
padded off to the bathroom.

Five minutes later she was back, “Brr, you
were right. The water was freezing. I must have been more tired
than I thought. I won’t be late again. Ah well, at least it’s woken
me up. I’ve just got time for breakfast before duty. See you
later.”

Carrie tried to still the jittery flittering
inside her. She could feel her meagre slice of toast and jam rising
and swallowed hastily. She looked at her watch pinned to her
uniform.

Time to report to Ward Sister and Pengelly
Ward.

Carrie moved nimbly past the Nurses’ Station
and into the ward. She lifted her head, as her mother would have
done and walked towards Sister. She caught sight of her reflection
in the window and hardly recognised herself.

“Ah, Nurse Llewellyn, Dr. Caldwell will be
arriving in about eight minutes to do his rounds, make sure
breakfast things are clear by then and the patients are
comfortable.”

“Yes, Sister.”

***

Carrie worked hard and well. She was a quick
learner. The days passed and she became familiar with the standard
routines earning praise from her seniors, which was apparently a
rarity.

Christmas came and went and Carrie took on
extra shifts forgoing a trip home. She prayed her enforced absence
from Hendre would make John realise that she really was her own
person now and could make her own decisions. Letters from home
pleaded with her to return for a visit when she had time off and
Carrie decided that later in the year at the next Christmas would
be the right time and now she was actually willing the days away
and looking forward to going back and seeing everyone.

She penned another letter home, closing with
the words:

‘So, it’s high time I was back to see you all
and make sure you are all playing your part in looking after the
farm. I guarantee that at Christmas time I will be back and I look
forward to a proper family celebration rather than walking my feet
off here on duty.’ She signed the letter and sealed it ready for
posting knowing the delight with which her announcement would be
received.

She was going home. That decision alone put a
happy smile on her face. She had a feeling that things would be
very different and longed to see the family and her beloved Trixie
who had always been her closest companion through all the trials
that life had thrown on her.

Carrie would sleep well that night.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


The fair comes to town

 


She had been at the hospital for ten months
when the fair came to visit Aberystwyth.

“Never been to a proper fair?” shrieked
Gilly. “Well, now’s the time. Come on. It’s Saturday night and
we’ve got the evening off. Let’s go.”

“I don’t know. I’m barely conscious, my feet
are singing a song, all out of tune,” she added, and started to
smile remembering the first time she’d heard the phrase when her
beloved Aunty Annie uttered them after they had traipsed around
Neath Market all day.

“Nothing that a good soak won’t cure. Come
on,” Gilly pleaded, “There’s a whole gang of us. It’ll be fun.”

“Oh, all right! You’ve persuaded me. But you
better put that fag out. If Hawtry or Duty Sister sees you you’ll
be for it.”

As if on cue the strait laced Sister Toomer
brusquely rounded the corner. Gilly carefully flipped the cigarette
back inside her mouth, a trick Carrie had seen and wondered at many
a time.

Sister Toomer, waited for her duty report and
as she went to move on she glanced at the almost puce faced Gilly
struggling to try and stop the smoke from streaming through her
nostrils like a bull on heat in the cold.

“I should get a drink if I were you, nurse.
Your sinuses are on fire.” She half smiled and took her place at
the Nurses’ Station whilst Gilly succumbed to a fit of severe
coughing.

Carrie giggled, “At least she’s got a sense
of humour.”

“A sense of humour? ...Yes, sometimes,”
coughed Gilly, as she stamped out the offending cigarette under her
shoe. “But, she can be a terror. She doesn’t suffer fools gladly.
You need to be on the ball when you work with her.”

“But she’s good at her job?”

“The best! There’s no one who would dispute
that.”

“Then I can learn from her,” said Carrie
sagely.

“Oh, spare me the ideals!” winked Gilly,
“Such earnest enthusiasm this time of the day, I can’t cope,” and
Gilly pretended to writhe in anguish, crumpling into a heap like
some invertebrate, jellied creature. Carrie laughed, and pulled her
chum up onto her feet, but made up her mind to try and organise her
duties to coincide with the roster of the famed Sister Toomer.

***

Carrie’s eyes widened as she took in the
sights and sounds of the fairground. The whirring machinery and
rides, the stalls, which beckoned for everyone to try their luck,
the freak sideshows, and the Fortune Teller booths, which promised
to reveal all. It was all so different from her one trip to
Porthcawl and the Coney Island Fair, which she had visited on a
Sunday School outing many years ago.

At night the place was alive and dazzling
with lights. The gang of four attracted admiring glances from the
groups of university students also taking advantage of a Saturday
night out.

“Come on! Let’s ride the carousel,” yelled
Gilly above the cacophony of sound.

“It’s the only horse you’ll get me on,’
shouted Pemb. “They terrify me... but these, these I can cope
with.”

They waited until the ride came to a stop and
made a dash for one of the wooden horses. Carrie chose a cathedral
candle cream mount with gold reins. Its horse gum pink smile seemed
to be welcoming her aboard. She sat and waited while the rest of
the mounts were taken. Four young men wearing Aberystwyth
university scarves raced to grab a seat. One with a winning boyish
grin, beamed at Pemb, who was being studied by one of the other
lads, he then caught Carrie’s eye and winked. She felt herself
smiling back.

Carrie squealed deliciously as the
merry-go-round began. She hung onto the pole, which rose and fell
as the ride circled its way around. This was fun! No sooner were
they off than Gilly had grabbed her hand and dragged her to the
helter skelter. They picked up their coconut mats and mounted the
steps, patiently waiting their turn.

With a whoop of glee they came sliding down
one after the other. Carrie catapulted off the end and landed at
the feet of a bemused student. He leaned over and helped her up. It
was the same young man who had winked at her on the carousel. She
smiled shyly, “Thanks.”

“My pleasure... Miss...?”

“Llewellyn, but everyone calls me Lew.”

“Don’t you have a Christian name?

“Carrie.”

“That’s much better. I’m Lloyd. Lloyd
Osmend.”

Carrie found herself blushing under the young
man’s scrutiny but was soon jolted out of it with a poke in the
back from Kirb.

“Come on Lew. Bumper cars next.”

The four nurses ran to the dodgems laughing
and giggling. They watched the small cars racing around and waited
for them to stop. Nurse Kirby continued, “You have to watch the
university students - they’re a load of wolves, especially the R.E.
students.”

“R.E.?”

“Religious Education... They’re the
worst!”

Moments later, the cars whined to a halt and
their drivers and passengers alighted, their faces lit up with
enjoyment. The three each grabbed a car and shouted to Carrie who
stood hesitantly.

“Come on, there won’t be any left.”

Two of the students dived toward Pemb’s car
and the tall dark one beat the fairer student, Lloyd, who turned
and ran and grabbed Carrie’s hand.

It was the same student from earlier. He
rushed her to a car and pulled her in. The other nurses, before
they had a chance to complain, giggled as the cars groaned into
action and the fare collector was hopping onto the back of the cars
to take the money.

Conversation was forgotten amidst the squeal
of the cars and shrieks from the riders. Kirby, head down, like a
demon bull, rammed Carrie’s car jolting her into Lloyd at her side.
He glanced across at her and grinned.

“Right, let’s get her!”

They sped around the steel floor; tails of
the cars sending sparks showering down. It was a free for all and
all too soon the ride was over.

“Go again?” asked Lloyd.

“No, I’d better get back to my friends.”

“Okay. Maybe, I’ll see you and your friends
around?”

“Maybe,” she clambered out of her seat then
stopped awkwardly. “By the way, what are you studying?”

“Geography. Why?”

“Nothing,” and with that she joined the
others.

Joking and laughing together they headed for
the coconut shy, leaving the four students to have their own battle
on the bumping cars.

The night went on enjoyably and they didn’t
cross paths with the boys again although they had chatted about
them and discussed their ‘attributes’. This small talk was all new
to Carrie whose circle of male friends was confined to family and
farming acquaintances.

“No one special at home then?” asked
Pemb.

“No... Not really,” she hesitated as the face
of Michael Lawrence inexplicably popped into her mind.

“Aah! Then there is someone...”

“No.” But Carrie had flushed guiltily. The
result was she was teased all the way out of the fair until she
conceded that apart from her best friend’s brother, Gwynfor who
she’d been told was interested in her, she quite liked a gentleman
from a neighbouring farm.

“But it’s hopeless. He’s much older than me
and every time we meet we fight,” she confessed. This unconscious
embarrassed revelation surprised her and she immediately dismissed
it, as a sharing exercise because she wanted to be one of the
girls.

“That’s a good sign,” mused Gilly. “A bit of
vinegar with the syrup. To be sure, it’s a fine line between love
and hate. I should know. My brother’s best friend, Patrick and I
fight like cat and dog, yet since I’ve been here, he’s written me
every month. There’s something to be said for the old cliché...
absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

Pemb looked at her watch, “Talking about
absence, if we don’t get a move on we’ll be locked out. Come on.
Cyril locks the gates at ten. It’s five to. I’m on duty at six.”
She started to run from the fairground closely followed by the
others.

“Damn and blast!” puffed an exhausted Gilly.
There in front of them the lodge door to the Nurses’ Home was
securely locked.

“I can’t breathe. My heart’s about to burst.
I’m going to die.”

“Give up the fags, then,” remonstrated
Kirb.

“What do we do now?” asked Carrie.

“We have to climb the fence,” complained
Pemb. “Come on, it’s not so high on the corner.”

They ran to where Pemb suggested and
struggled to scramble over the wooden fence, which was rickety in
the extreme from other nurses’ illicit entries and exits. All
seemed to be going well until Gilly, the last, reached the top of
the swaying boards, which relinquished her weight with a
splintering crack and the whole panel came down throwing her on the
grass beside the others who collapsed in helpless laughter. Gilly
with clothes askew unsteadily got to her feet and clutching her
grazed knee did a circling dance whilst intoning blasphemies Carrie
had never heard.

“Holy Mary, mother of God, Jesus Mary and
Joseph...”

“Ssh! You’ll wake the dead,” urged Pemb.

“It’s dead we’ll all be if Sister catches
us,” warned Kirb, stilling Gilly’s dance by clamping her hand over
her mouth.

“Now what?” whispered Carrie.

“If we’re lucky the laundry window will be
open,” murmured Pemb, “This way.”

It was obvious it was not the first time Pemb
had been locked out as she led the way across the garden, round the
vegetable patch and to the laundry window, which was open just a
tiny crack. Pemb winkled her fingers underneath and tugged at the
window. It made a scraping and a whistling sound as she pulled it
up. They stopped and waited, anxious in case someone would hear.
All was still.

Pemb was the first in, over the sill onto the
sink and down onto the flag stoned floor followed by Kirb. Next
came Carrie who helped Gilly. The four of them stood like naughty
schoolgirls. Pemb found her voice first.

“Right girls, take it in stages. I’ll go
first, wait five minutes, Lew you follow, then Kirb and Gilly.”

“Why do I have to go last?”

“Because you’re the noisiest,” Kirb hissed.
“If anyone will get caught it’s you, therefore it’s better if we’re
away and out of sight.”

“Oh thanks very much! See how put upon I am,
Lew?”

“Button up,” whispered Pemb, “Your voice
carries like the wind. A bell on every tooth you’ve got.”

Gilly closed her mouth with a pop, like an
overgrown goldfish and made a face. There was a hush. Pemb
disappeared up the stairs first. A few moments later, Carrie, her
heart thumping vanished up the black stairwell towards the dimly
lit staircase and corridors. When she reached the second floor she
was somewhat disorientated and paused trying to work out at which
end of the corridor her room was situated. She was helped by the
fact that Pemb stuck her head out of her door and waved. Carrie
scuttled along to her own room. Fingers shaking she fiddled with
her key and managed to open the door but not before Hawtry had
poked her nose out to see what the racket was. She glimpsed Pemb’s
blonde hair vanishing into her room and picked out Carrie’s fiery
red tresses. So, the new girl was a friend of Pemb. That wasn’t a
very wise choice. Hawtry closed the door a fraction to see who else
would materialise on a night walk.

Carrie hurriedly changed for bed. She waited
for what seemed an eternity before Gilly pushed open the door and
closed it firmly, leaning against it with a huge sigh of
relief.

Attacked by a fit of the giggles they
collapsed on their beds and laughed until they were exhausted.

“I can’t laugh any more, I’ve got pains in my
tummy,” whimpered Carrie.

“Me too,” agreed Gilly.

They looked at each other and erupted again.
But this time there was a warning knock on the wall. So, suitably
chastened they made for their beds and were soon asleep.

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Working it out

 


Senior staff quickly noticed that Carrie was
fast to learn and turning into a great nurse. They moved her from
Auxiliary status to a full Probationer. She showed initiative.
Sister Toomer had noted her enthusiasm whatever task she was set,
no matter how menial, and Carrie’s honest approach to her work and
newfound friends made her popular amongst the other nurses.

“I’m done for,” sighed Carrie, “Off duty now;
Sister Toomer wanted me to do a double stint but I’ve had nearly a
week of double duties so, I had to decline, besides I need to write
a letter home.”

“Lucky you,” grumbled Gilly, “I had no
option, work tonight or lose my Saturday off. Well, I’m not going
to do that for man nor beast.”

“Or Sister Toomer.”

“Or Sister Toomer,” agreed Gilly.

“What’s this about Sister Toomer?” boomed the
unmistakable tones of the feared Sister.

“Nothing, Sister. Just singing your praises
as always,” flattered Gilly.

“I hardly think that’s the case,” judged the
Sister, “Just be certain you’re not late on duty. Remember gossips
find the time passes quicker than they think,” and so saying she
marched off down the corridor much to their relief.

Gilly frowned, “She’s right. I’d better
scoot. See you later.” And she trotted after the disappearing
figure of the Sister.

Carrie made her way to her room. She took off
her uniform and hung it up carefully before making her way to the
bathroom. Hopefully, she could have a long, hot soak and then she
thought... maybe she would write two letters home.”

Carrie had no longer settled in the warm
water when there was a fierce knocking at the door.

“Don’t spend all night in there. There are
others who need to use the bathroom as much as you. And I need it
urgently.”

It was Hawtry. Normally Carrie wouldn’t have
taken much notice and enjoyed her bath but there was something in
the nurse’s voice, which indeed suggested urgency so, reluctantly
Carrie called out, “Give me five minutes and I’ll be out.”

Carrie didn’t linger. She did what she had to
do, thoroughly and speedily, and true to her word, five minutes
later she was out and towelling herself dry. At that moment Carrie
promised herself that when money would allow she’d put in a proper
bathroom at home. She wrapped her wild hair now wet and looking
deceivingly more manageable in a towel, donned her dressing gown
and cleaned the bath.

Carrie padded barefoot from the bathroom and
tapped on Hawtry’s door, “All yours, Hawtry.”

It was as if Hawtry had been anxiously
waiting as the door opened immediately and she came out of her
room. She looked pale and drawn, managed to mumble her thanks and
scurried to the bathroom. Carrie watched her go. She didn’t look
well and as Hawtry moved up the corridor Carrie noticed a few spots
of blood drip and stain the polished wood floor.

“Ah! A period,” thought Carrie and inwardly
sympathised. But she wasn’t entirely correct.

There was a howl, reminiscent of a large dog
in pain. She could hear stifled sobs of anguish and hesitantly
tapped at the bathroom door.

“Hawtry? Hawtry are you all right?”

The sobs became muffled and Hawtry tried to
answer but her voice wavered like a bleating nanny goat.

Carrie became more alarmed, “Hawtry! Do you
need help?”

“Just piss off and mind your own business,”
came Hawtry’s pinched nasal twang.

“Sorry, I was just concerned, that’s all.
There are blood spots all down the corridor to your room.”

“Nothing to do with me. Just clear off and
mind it.”

Carrie couldn’t force Hawtry to speak with
her so she shrugged and returned to her room. Half an hour later
she heard the bathroom door open and the sound of scrubbing. Carrie
opened her door a fraction and saw Hawtry on her hands and knees
mopping up the blood spots with a rag, which was so bloody, it
looked like it had been used in a slaughterhouse. Carrie softly
closed the door not wishing to alert Hawtry and incur her wrath
again, but she was curious as only Carrie could be. She waited
until she heard Hawtry return to her room and the door close, then
she softly but swiftly made her way to the bathroom and opened the
door. She gasped in incredulity at the smears of blood daubing the
sides of the bath and the congealing mess on a towel dropped on the
floor. Too late she heard a sound behind her. It was Hawtry who
stared at her like a rat up a pump, carrying fresh rags. They stood
like that for a few minutes. Hawtry’s face was an ashen yellow. She
looked ill.

“Here let me help you with that,” asserted
Carrie and took the rag from the frozen faced Staff Nurse. Carrie
chattered lightly as she cleared away the offending remnants of the
blood, “Goodness, you must have a humdinger of a period to make
this mess. You must feel absolutely rotten. Why don’t you go and
lie down? I’ll clear this up and bring you a nice hot water bottle.
That will ease the discomfort. My Aunty Annie used to swear by it.
A couple of codeine and a hot milk drink should do the trick.”

Hawtry said nothing. Carrie turned and saw
that the Staff Nurse’s eyes had filled with tears, obviously not
trusting herself to speak, Hawtry nodded and returned to her room.
Carrie watched her go before returning to scrubbing at the mess of
blood, which spattered the floor and bathroom. Carrie had been at
the Maternity Unit for long enough to know that this was no
ordinary period. This was something much more serious. She also had
her own experience to go by and her suspicion was confirmed when
she saw an empty bottle of ergot in the waste paper bin. She lifted
the lid of the adjacent lavatory pan and saw the globule of tissue
and blood clots floating on the water. What she saw was more akin
to an abortion and a self-administered one at that. It was strange;
according to the other nurses Hawtry didn’t have a boyfriend. Had
she suffered a similar fate to Carrie?

Carrie finished cleaning up the bathroom and
corridor before scurrying to the kitchen and putting on the kettle.
She filled her hot water bottle, made a milk drink and carried both
to Hawtry’s room. She knocked hesitantly on the door.

“It’s open.”

Carrie was just going inside when Kirb turned
into the corridor and looked with surprise at Carrie’s disappearing
figure. Surely, she wasn’t going into Hawtry’s room? Someone needed
to speak with her. Carrie would have to be warned about Hawtry.

Hawtry was in bed with the curtains pulled.
The bedside light was on but even in that weak light Carrie could
see the senior nurse’s sickly pallor.

“Here, drink this. It will make you feel
better. A nice hot drink used to make my toes curl. And pop this on
your tummy. There’s nothing like a bit of warmth for soothing the
cramps.”

Hawtry gratefully accepted the drink and hot
water bottle. Her eyes filled with tears, “Why are you doing this?”
A malicious glimmer crept into them, “A nice piece of gossip for
you and your friends... now you’ve got something on me,” she added
spitefully. But Carrie was not to be rankled. She’d dealt with and
dispatched better than Hawtry in her young life.

“No. I thought I could help, that’s all. What
passes between us will go no further... I’m not here to judge but I
know what you’ve done.”

Hawtry looked at her suspiciously. “Just what
do you think you know?” Her pinched face became more haggard.

“Let’s just say. I know you’ve experienced
the pains of Hell but whoever gave this to you could be in serious
trouble.” She pulled out the empty bottle of ergot from her
pocket.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
lied Hawtry.

“Fine. If that’s the way you want it. But
remember, don’t judge everyone by your own standards.” Carrie moved
back to the door. “Put my hot water bottle in the kitchen when
you’re finished with it.” Carrie’s palm was on the handle she was
just about to open it when Hawtry stopped her.

“Stop, please. Don’t go... I’m sorry,” she
added reluctantly.

Carrie turned back. “You don’t have to tell
me anything. But life here must be very lonely if you refuse to
open up with anyone.”

Hawtry snorted, “That’s what got me into this
mess. I know everyone hates me.”

“Maybe they wouldn’t if you gave them a
chance.”

“Too much water under the bridge now. Too
late to change.”

“Not necessarily. I won’t pressure you but if
you need to talk, you know where to find me.”

“You’ll keep this just between us?”

“Of course, everyone’s had a bad period at
sometime, haven’t they?”

“Thanks.” The word came out with difficulty.
Hawtry wasn’t used to kindness in any shape or form and when Carrie
closed the door after her, Hawtry dissolved into tears.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


The Farm Revisited

 


“Come on, wuss. It’ll be fun. I don’t think
you’ve had any fun in almost a year, not since Carrie left,” Thomas
insisted.

“He’s right,” added Ernie helping himself to
another slice of bread and butter. “You could do with a bit of
lightening up. Your face has been miserable for too long. Go on;
enjoy yourselves. It isn’t like there’s a dance every week. It’ll
give me a bit of time to catch up on a bit of cleaning. The place
is a disgrace since Carrie left. She won’t thank you come Christmas
when she comes home. May not even come back again if she sees the
filthy state you’ve let the place get into.”

“He’s right, John. Besides, what would you
rather, the village dance or clearing up the house?”

“No contest, even with my two left feet. But
only if you’re sure...?” he said looking questioningly at
Ernie.

“Go on with you. No need to soft soap me. Go
and get yourselves spruced up. I’ll clear away.”

“I haven’t fed Trix,” protested John as his
cousin dragged him up from the table.

“I’ll see to it. Where is she?”

“Out by the barn the last time I saw her.
I’ll give her a call.” John opened up the porch door but before he
could call out there was a scurrying of flat feet and Bandit had
scuttled in flapping his wings warming them by the kitchen
fire.

“That duck has got to go. Thinks he’s human,
he does,” smiled John as the bird settled on the rag mat. “Trix!”
he shouted out and the soft tempered collie padded in joining
Bandit in front of the fire. They made an incongruous pair,
especially when Bandit hopped onto Trixie’s back. The old farm dog
didn’t bat an eye as she placed her head on her paws to snooze in
the warmth.

“Go on, be off with you,” ordered Ernie. The
two young men clattered noisily up the stairs. Ernie grinned.
Perhaps tonight would be a turning point for John and he’d open his
heart to someone other than Carrie. At least that’s what Ernie
hoped.

Half-an-hour later Thomas and John were in
the kitchen dressed in their Sunday best. John pulled awkwardly at
his collar, starched to perfection but it was chafing his neck.

“I feel like a plucked chicken prepped for
the oven, over stuffed and over dressed,” grumbled John.

“Here,” said Ernie coming to the rescue, “Pop
a bit of Vaseline on the collar and it won’t rub your neck
raw.”

“Useful tip,” remarked Thomas. “Can I have
some? Don’t think I’ve worn this since going through
immigration.”

“Help yourself,” offered Ernie, “And then be
off with you or you’ll only make the last dance.”

“That’s the important one,” winked Thomas.
“Say, do you think Megan will be there?”

“You sly fox. Is that who you’ve set your
sights on?”

“No, no. I just don’t want to tread on
anyone’s toes, that’s all. I know she’s always been rather smitten
with you,” Thomas pointed out.

“For goodness sake. Listen to the pair of
you. Just get out there and have a good time. We’re not talking
marriage here. It’s only a dance,” remonstrated Ernie and the two
young men sauntered out of the house, laughing and teasing each
other before climbing into the cart, which Ernie had prepared. He
lit the lamps on the side of the carriage and watched the glowing
lights swing rhythmically from side to side as the wagon made its
way down the hillside to the village.

Ernie returned to the kitchen and his eye
caught the letter on the mantelpiece addressed to all three of them
in Carrie’s writing. “Well, I’m blessed!” he exclaimed. In all the
fuss he’d forgotten to tell John about the letter’s arrival. But
there would be plenty of time for that tomorrow. Ernie placed the
kettle on the range. Even though the letter was addressed to all
three he knew John liked to be the first to open his sister’s
missives. But Ernie was curious and keen to hear Carrie’s news, so
no harm would be done, he’d simply steam it open and John could
still think he was the first to read it.

“Ieuchy dewriath!” he exclaimed as the hot
water vapour nearly scalded his fingers. He rescued his mittens
from his pocket and popped them on to complete the task. The flap
peeled up easily and Ernie carefully extracted the letter. He
eagerly scanned the contents. He could almost hear Carrie’s voice
as he read about her antics with the other nurses. It seems she had
made some good pals. He could picture perfectly each and every one
of them such was her gift with words. This would be put to the test
when any of them visited with Carrie, which Ernie was sure would
happen at some point.

“I miss you all and Trix and Bandit but I’m
really loving it. As soon as I’m able I’ll apply to a good teaching
hospital. Birmingham comes highly recommended. That’ll be a change
from Wales. A really big city, I’m told, and what’s more, Pemb is
going to apply with me, two probationers together. Oh John, you’d
like Pemb. She’s got just the same sense of humour as us and she’s
so pretty, lovely snowball blonde hair and curves to match. She’s
one of twins, although her sister has stayed at home and elected to
go into service at a big house in Merthyr. There you are Thomas,
we’ll have to introduce you to her sister. Sounds like I’m
matchmaking. I’m not really; I just want you to meet her. I know
you’ll like her as much as I do.

Thank you for your last letter. I’ve read and
reread it a hundred times so I almost know it off by heart. Miss
Price would be proud of me. After all, I never could learn that
blasted poem about daffodils I got lost after the first four
lines!

You haven’t mentioned anything about Hendre
for a while. Is there any more news from the solicitor? And what
about Mr. Lawrence? How is he faring? Is the aid package you’ve
worked out together holding good?”

“Aye, my lass, it is. I wondered when we’d
come on to Mr. Lawrence,” twinkled Ernie. “Although, I don’t think
your brother will be too keen to know you’re thinking of him,” he
murmured aloud.

“In fact, I hope you don’t mind, John but I
thought I might drop Mr. Lawrence a line, after all, it’s been some
time now and he was kind to me before I left and I was less than
courteous.”

“That you were my girl; that you were,” mused
Ernie. “Like I said, your happiness is in your own back yard but
you’re too stubborn to see it.” Ernie eagerly continued with the
letter until Trix raised her head from her slumbers dislodging
Bandit from his precarious perch. A throaty rumble grew in her
throat and she let out a bark.

“Esgyrn Daffyd, Trix, you frightened the life
out of me. I almost dropped the letter on the coals. Surely, the
boys can’t be back. They’ve only been gone an hour.” He stared hard
at the dog. “Why am I talking to you? It’s not like you can answer
me. Having a granddad’s moment I am.” Ernie jumped again as a loud
knock echoed into the kitchen. Ernie hastily replaced the letter
and resealed it placing it back on the mantel. There was another
insistent knock.

“Coming!” shouted Ernie as he scrambled to
the door. He didn’t see the gust of wind catch the envelope and
carry it to the greedy devouring fire.

Ernie unlatched the porch door to see the
figure of Michael Lawrence standing there.

“Sorry to disturb you but I wonder if I might
have a word?”

“Certainly, certainly. Come in.”

Michael followed Ernie’s portly figure into
the cosy warmth of the kitchen.

“Sit down, sit down, do. Would you like a cup
of something? Kettle’s just boiled.”

“Why thank you. Tea would be nice,” Michael
replied as he eased himself into a kitchen chair.

“What can we do for you?” Ernie enquired. “Is
there something wrong at Hendre?”

“No, no. Just the opposite. Thanks to your
help the farm is once again flourishing. No, I came on a personal
matter.”

“Yes?” Ernie was curious.

“I received a letter from Miss Llewellyn,
today.”

“Oh yes?” Ernie tried to keep his voice
casual, so Carrie had finally put pen to paper. That was a good
thing.

“It was a pleasant surprise after all these
months. But, the thing is, I’d like to respond but she neglected to
put her address at the top of the page and I wondered if you could
supply me with it?”

“Certainly, certainly. I have it right here.”
He reached up for the letter but of course the fire had eaten it.
“That’s strange...” He looked around but could see no sign of it on
the floor. “Oh no!”

“What?”

“When I answered the door it must have
tumbled into the fire... The back draft from the porch,” Ernie
explained.

“I’m sorry. Do you have a record of it
anywhere else?” Michael obviously didn’t realise the implications
of what had happened.

“Er yes... yes. I’m sure it’s here somewhere.
The Maternity Unit is in Aberystwyth, Carradog Road I believe.”

“And the Nurses’ Home?”

“Um... Bronglais. It’s called Bronglais.
She’s in room 29.”

“Is that in the same road?”

“What?” Ernie was distracted. He was
wondering how he could explain to John what had happened to
Carrie’s letter.

“The Nurses’ Home. Is it in the same
road?”

“Er yes, I believe so.”

“Are you all right? There’s nothing wrong is
there?”

Ernie blustered as he poured water from the
kettle into the teapot but he was not concentrating. Michael
Lawrence’s words were drifting in and out of his head, odd words
echoing in his mind.

“I must say I was surprised to hear from her.
She even apologised for our last meeting and thanked me for the use
of the butterfly brooch, which she felt had helped with her
confidence. In fact, she says she was sorry she appeared to throw
my gift back in my face. I’d like to send her that brooch. If
she’ll have it... Ernie watch out!”

Too late! Ernie agitated by the thought of
the consequences of facing John, Ernie misjudged pouring the
scalding contents of the pot, which cascaded over his hand. Michael
Lawrence was on his feet. He wrested the pot from Ernie before it
was dropped and dragged Ernie to the kitchen sink where he pumped
water vigorously.

“Here, hold your hand under there, while I
sort this out.”

“Butter,” said Ernie, “There’s some butter in
the pantry.”

“Nonsense. Old wives’ tale. Butter will make
it fry. You don’t want your hand cooked,” retorted Michael.
“Thought you’d know that.”

“Contrary to expectations I don’t know
everything,” returned Ernie.

“Keep your hand in the water till the sting
has eased. Have you got any dry dressings?”

“First aid box in the cupboard under the
stairs.”

Michael rummaged amongst the stored boxes and
cases until he spotted the tell tale red-cross box.

Ernie was soon sporting a clean lint dressing
and bandage to cover his raw and enflamed wound.

“Will you be all right? Can I get you
anything, call anyone?”

“John and Thomas are at the village dance.
First time out in many a month. Don’t bother them, I’ll be
fine.”

“What about the doctor?”

“Na, na. I’m sure your ministering will have
put things right.”

“What we really need is some lavender oil but
the scald may even be too sore for that. I suggest you get yourself
to Dr. Rees in the morning.”

“Yes, well, we’ll see how I am later. Thank
you, Mr. Lawrence for all your kindness.”

“Please call me Michael. Tell me, Ernie. How
do you think Miss Llewellyn would react if I were to pay her a
visit?”

“I couldn’t possibly say. But if she’s
written to you she’s hardly going to shut the door in your face,
now is she?”

“I suppose not.” He paused reflectively
before moving to the door. “Thank you. Thank you. Mind you take
care of that hand now.”

“I will and thank you again and if it’s any
use I think, in her heart, young Carrie will be more than pleased
to see you. But I didn’t say so,” Ernie winked at Michael who
smiled delightedly.

“You think so?”

Ernie nodded. Michael Lawrence stepped back
into the night a new spring in his step.

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


The dance

 


Thomas and John were having an excellent time
at the sixpenny hop. They sat in a group with Gwynfor, his sister
Megan, their cousin Dilly and another old school friend, Brian
Davies. Thomas noticed with envy the way Megan was looking at John
and wondered how he could get her to look at him with the same
interest.

“Come on, Megan, have this one with me. I’ll
polka you off your feet,” and into my arms thought Thomas
silently.

Megan looked at Thomas and giggled, “Dancing
feet I’ve not got; at least not this sort of dancing. My training
is in ballet, and tap, on my own. If you don’t mind me stepping on
your corns and bunions I’ll give it a whirl.”

“The only corn I’ve got is in the field and
the onions are in the vegetable patch,” grinned Thomas.

“You’ll regret it boyo,” added Gwynfor. “She
may look dainty...”

“Go on with you,” she chuckled, “If John sees
how easy it is maybe he’ll give me a dance later.” Megan eyed him
affectionately but John was totally oblivious to her charms
muttering, “Aye, I’ll dance with you once I see how Thomas fares.
Broken bones I can do without.”

Thomas whisked Megan to her feet with a whoop
and shout. All heads at the dance turned in their direction. Megan
was easy on the eye and her lustrous hair swirled as she turned on
the dance floor held close by Thomas who was obviously utterly
captivated by her. She danced beautifully.

Thomas danced her into the middle of the
floor and lifted her aloft, despite her screams of protestations,
and slid her back down to the floor brushing her lithe body gently
against his. Megan swung her head towards him as their faces almost
touched and he felt the butterfly kiss of her sweet breath on his
lips and she knew instantly how he felt about her. As her feet made
contact with the ground she straightened her dress and in a show of
apparent unconcern caught his hand and ran them both back to their
seats where she flopped feigning exhaustion.

“That’s me absolutely pooped!” she murmured.
“When I’ve recovered it’s John’s turn.”

“No, no, Megan fach. I’m not a dancer unless
it’s a square dance in a field with the sheep and Trix.”

“I’m not taking no for an answer,” Megan
persisted shaking her burnished conker coloured tresses.

“You may as well give in, wuss,” said
Gwynfor, “A proper little madam she’ll be if she can’t have her
way. Your ears will drop off with the battering they’ll get.”

The group laughed together. Megan stole a
look at Thomas. He was hurt. That much she knew, but her heart was
set on John and she’d not take second best if she could help
it.

Dilly and Brian took to the floor with a slow
foxtrot while Gwynfor and John retreated to the bar for a ladle of
cider to fill their mugs.

“One for me too, please,” pleaded Megan.
“I’ve a thirst like a dredger.”

“I’ll get you one, Megan,” offered
Thomas.

“It’s all right, my brother will see to it.
Thank you, though,” she added a little more graciously and fastened
her attention on the dancers clapping her hands delightedly.
Thomas, saddened and chastened, stared into his ale and wondered
how he could win Megan to his side.

Gwynfor slopped the cider into John’s glass,
“I’ve been meaning to ask you wuss... about Carrie.”

John inclined his head to listen, his heart
racing at the sound of his sister’s name. He knew what was
coming.

“You being the man of the house with your da
gone an all. Would it be all right if I wrote to Carrie?”

John took a deep breath, “Course wuss, have
you got her address?”

“Megan’s got it somewhere, those two keep in
touch. I’d like to visit her too, if she’d let me. When’s she
coming home?”

“She was talking of making it for Christmas.
But you know Carrie; she’s a mind of her own like Mam. Strong
willed and stubborn.”

“Are you saying she wouldn’t take to me?”

“No, no,” John blustered. “Just don’t want
you to get your hopes up. Take it steady would be my advice.”

“Course you know Megan has picked you
out?”

“No... No. It’s fun she has with all of
us.”

“You’re blind, John Llewellyn. My little
sister talks of you like no other.”

“What about Thomas?”

“What about him?

“He’s smitten with her I know.”

“I know and she knows, I think, but it’s you
she’s after.”

“I’m not ready for anything like that, p’raps
you could dissuade her.”

“Her affection’s locked on you as tight as a
tick. She’ll take some dislodging.”

John took a swallow then drained his glass
and proffered it for more. Gwynfor duly obliged, saying sadly, “Let
her down gently, wuss. We’ve been friends long enough.”

John faced the dance floor and eyed up the
girls of the village sitting in a giggling gang. He thrust his
glass at Gwynfor, empty once more and walked across the floor
dodging the dancers and stood in front of the group. He stretched
out his hand to one of them who smiled shyly. Her friends tittered
and egged her on, “Go on, Jenny.”

Jenny stood up hesitantly and took his hand.
They moved to the dance floor and joined the throng. John gave her
his undivided attention and Megan looked on enviously.

Thomas watched the proceedings with interest
and when Megan caught his hand to drag him back on the floor, he
went willingly, even though he knew the reason she was in his arms
was to catch John’s eyes but he didn’t mind. He was grateful for
any crumb of affection Megan chose to give, whatever the
reason.

The village girls chattered and whispered
amongst themselves, as they eyed their friend who was enjoying
John’s focused gaze. Gwynfor edged back to the seats where Dilly
and Brian flushed from all their dancing had collapsed. “Who does
she remind you of?” he questioned, gesturing to John and young
Jenny on the dance floor.

“Hair like Carrie’s she’s got. Fiery, wild
and in a tangle.”

“That’s what I thought. A bit of a safety
factor p’raps?”

“Perhaps,” murmured Brian. “Although, how he
can involve himself with that lot, God only knows. Sillier than a
sack full of sisters they are.”

“Or a cow in curlers,” added Dilly. They’re
always giggling. Over nothing. She may have hair like Carrie but
that’s where the resemblance ends.”

“Looks like he’s enjoying himself,” observed
Brian as John swung Jenny around in the middle of the floor until
she fell against him in a tumble of laughter. He brought her across
to the group.

“This is good,” said John. “First fun I’ve
had in months, no years,” he corrected himself. “We must do this
again. When’s the next dance?”

“Not for a month,” answered Dilly. “But
there’s a slide show on at the Hall next Friday.”

“Slide show? I thought it was a film?”
replied Brian.

“Friday is the slide show. Something about
magic I believe, but on Saturday they’re showing a proper film from
Hollywood.”

“Then we’ll go,” said John. “Are you up for
it, Jenny?”

She swallowed incredulously before sighing,
“I’d love to.”

“Right. I’ll meet you outside Segadelli’s at
seven. You’ll be there?”

“I’ll be there.”

“And now, I’ll have the last dance and walk
you home. If that’s all right?”

Jenny inclined her head submissively as John
led her back out for the last couples’ dance of the evening. He
tapped Thomas on the shoulder, “Wait for me by the cart, will you,
wuss? I’m walking Jenny home.”

“And you‘re walking me home, aren’t you,
Tom?” interjected Megan.

“Certainly, if you want me to,” smiled Thomas
who took full advantage of Megan pressing her body into his and he
gently nuzzled her neck. Megan arched her back as she allowed his
caress but her eyes were bright with hurt and she closed them
tightly to prevent the tears from spilling out.

***

John walked Jenny home. His manner changed
considerably as they progressed down the lane.

“So are we to go to the film or the slide
show?” she eventually managed to ask.

“What’s the film?”

“It’s supposed to be good. A real thriller by
Alfred Hitchcock, The Lady Vanishes.”

“And who’s in it?”

“Margaret Lockwood and Michael Redgrave. Do
you still want to go?”

“Why not?” He gave her a perfunctory peck on
the cheek and waved cheerily as he made his way back to the cart
and Senator waiting outside the hall.

Thomas was already astride the passenger
seat.

“Thought you’d be a while yet,” called
John.

“Not with Gwynfor keeping us company. I left
her at the corner.” He paused as John climbed into the driver’s
seat, “Jenny... I’m surprised.”

“She’s as good as another.”

“What about Megan?”

“What about her?”

“She’s keen on you. I’d give anything to have
her look at me like that.”

John took the reins and ordered Senator,
“Walk on.” He glanced at his cousin, “Megan is Carrie’s best
friend. I wouldn’t mess with her and sweet as she is, she’s not for
me. It would ruin the friendship between our families. But you,
you’re taken with her. You have my blessing. Are you going to the
film on Saturday?”

“Aye. A whole gang of us I believe. And
you?”

“Meeting Jenny at seven.”

“Roll on Saturday.”

John smiled. Jenny would serve his purpose
quite well. He’d ensure that Megan would take more notice of
Thomas. Whatever it took.

A shooting star travelled across the night
sky and Thomas quietly made a wish, as the cart rumbled along the
rutted track beneath the jewelled ceiling. “Hardly need the lights.
I’ve never seen the sky so bright,” observed Thomas.

“A lover’s ceiling.”

“That it is,” agreed Thomas. He was excited,
yet filled with the fear of trepidation that his happiness depended
on John’s non-interest in Megan as a girlfriend.

The cousins fell quiet as the cart rounded
the track of the hillside to Gelli Galed where welcoming lights
shone through the velvet black of the night.

“Ernie’s up late,” mused Thomas.

“Probably waiting up for us. A bit of an old
woman he is, sometimes.”

“Maybe, but we couldn’t do without him.”

“No. Part of the furniture and fittings now,
he is.” John pulled up in the cart, “I’ll see to Senator. You go in
and tell the tale. That’s what he’ll be wanting.”

Thomas laughed and jumped down. He was happy
enough tonight. He vowed that somehow he’d make Megan fall in love
with him.

He clattered onto the porch and into the
kitchen where Ernie was asleep in the chair, his hand bandaged up
like a mummy.

“Jawch, Ernie! What have you done?”

Ernie roused himself and squinted in the
gentle light from the paraffin lamp.

“Thomas! There’s a fright I had. Dreaming I
was...”

“Never mind that. What have you done?” he
reiterated.

“Scalded myself, my own fault. Not
concentrating, see?”

“Is it bad?”

“Bad enough. I’ll pop in to Dr. Rees in the
morning. Too late to bother anyone now. How was the dance?”

“Great. We met up with a gang. Going to the
pictures next week, if that’s okay with you?”

“Why shouldn’t it be? And who is it, may I
ask, that’s set a sparkle in your eyes?”

“Megan...”

“Carrie’s friend?”

“The same.”

“Good, good...” there was a barely
imperceptible pause before Ernie continued, “And what about
John?”

“He walked one of the village girls home,
Jenny, Jenny Davies.”

Ernie raised an eyebrow in surprise, “Met
someone then. That’s good.”

“Not as good as it could be,” replied Thomas
honestly. “Megan has taken a fancy to John. I’ve no illusions about
it. She’s only seeing me to make an impression on him.”

“And John?”

“He went after Jenny to shake Megan off and
give me a chance. He knows I like her.”

“It may work out. We can hope,” said Ernie
philosophically. “What’s this Jenny like?”

“Funnily enough, from the back it could be
Carrie.”

“Why?” Ernie’s eyes narrowed in alarm.

“Hair just like her.”

“No,” interrupted John as he pushed open the
door. “No one has hair quite like Carrie. Hers is
unmistakable.”

“Maybe so, but it’s as unruly as hers and a
similar red gold,” observed Thomas.

“That’s where the similarity ends. What are
you trying to say, cousin?” barked John defensively.

“Nothing,” replied Thomas wondering at his
cousin’s sudden hostility. “I’m just saying that’s all.”

“Right. Well, I’m off to bed,” muttered John.
He hadn’t even noticed Ernie’s hand and Ernie knew better not to
mention Carrie’s letter. That could wait until morning. There’d be
fireworks soon enough then, he was sure.

John pounded up the stairs and Thomas turned
apologetically to Ernie. “Sorry, wuss I don’t know where that came
from.”

“Don’t worry. There’s a lot on his young
mind.” He smiled weakly, “Get yourself off to bed. It’s an early
start tomorrow.”

“I’d forgotten. Early load of grain to the
mill. Night, Ernie.”

“Night. I’ll just put this one back in the
yard and let Trix out.”

“That duck thinks he’s family. He’ll quack a
different tune when we have him for supper one night.”

“Not if you don’t want to incur Carrie’s
wrath you won’t,” warned Ernie.

“Only kidding. Besides he’s probably as tough
as leather, the amount of time he spends in here warming his
wings.”

Ernie laughed, “I told Carrie that would
happen. See you in the morning,” he called and stepped out into the
star rich night.

***

Thomas awoke with a start to angry voices
travelling up the stairs. He rubbed his eyes blearily and looked at
the clock. Five forty-five. What on earth could be happening this
time of the morning? He slipped on his dressing gown, lifted the
latch on his bedroom door and tiptoed to the top of the stairs.
John was certainly venting his fury and the recipient of his
lashing tongue was Ernie.

“What a stupid, nincompoop thing to do. How
could you let that happen? Carrie’s letter for God’s sake. You know
how important it is to me. You KNOW,” he shouted.

“I’ve said I’m sorry and I’ll apologise no
more. An accident it was when a gust of wind took it into the
fire.”

“Aye, when Michael Lawrence came
calling.”

“John bach, the man was being neighbourly,”
Ernie didn’t feel that now was the time to impart the real reason
for his visit.

“We don’t even know what it said,” John was
close to tears, “You silly, silly man. Why didn’t you tell me a
letter had come?”

“I put it by there as I always do, pride of
place on the mantelpiece but what with all the excitement forgot to
mention it.”

John continued to bluster and fuss until
Ernie raised a hand and murmured quietly, “Enough. I’ll no more
listen to your bad mouthing and bad temper. Yes, it’s a shame the
letter’s gone but you’re wrong. I do know what it said.”

Thomas opened the kitchen door and asked
tentatively, “Whatever’s wrong? It sounds like the end of the
world.”

John didn’t hear. He was staring at Ernie
with a strange haunted look on his face. “You know what it said?
How? You know I like to be the one to open them,” he accused.

“Yes, but it was addressed to all three of us
and with you going off to the dance I couldn’t help myself. I
wanted to hear her news too.”

“I don’t understand what all the fuss is
about,” interrupted Thomas.

“Cwat lawr,” hissed John, “Don’t
interfere.”

“But if a letter’s gone missing and I’m one
of the addressees then it’s just as much my business as yours.”
There was a pause and John white faced and tight-lipped just
managed to stop himself from saying anymore. If he did, he knew
he’d regret it later. He realised he was being unreasonable but he
just couldn’t help himself. He turned away from Ernie’s steadfast
gaze and Thomas’ questioning eyes. He was giving too much away. He
eventually broke the silence, “You’re right. You’re both right. My
outburst is unwarranted... Sorry, Ernie, I’m not myself this
morning. Too much of a good thing last night makes it hard to rise
the next day.”

“Go on with you,” said Ernie kindly. “It was
what you both needed,” and he added a little more carefully, “A bit
of female company and good friends having fun is the ticketed
medicine.”

John turned back forcing a smile, “Quite
right. Quite right. So tell me, what did she have to say?”

The moment passed and breakfast was served
and eaten as Ernie recounted as best he could remember Carrie’s
antics at the Nurses’ Home and the fair. He noticed the hostile
look, which crept into John’s eyes at the mention of the young
geography student who had been at the fair and the fact she’d
written to Michael Lawrence. Ernie was certain John needed to know
this to be able to get on with his own life.

“Seems like she’s having a good time,” said
John begrudgingly, “And not short of suitors, she’ll be spoilt for
choice now Gwynfor’s joined the queue.”

“Oh?” queried Ernie.

“Asked for her address and if he thought it
would be okay to visit her.”

“And what did you say?”

“Told him to go ahead but not to get his
hopes up. You know Carrie,” John added sheepishly.

“I doubt whether Carrie’s thinking of
settling down. She’s a bit young yet. Just enjoying making new
friends that’s all. We mustn’t read anything into it. Besides
nurses aren’t allowed to marry,” mused Thomas. “But it sounds like
she may have found someone for you in the Jean Harlow blonde. What
did she call her?”

“Pemb. Wonder what that’s short for?”
pondered Ernie.

“No matter, you’ll have to tell her about
Jenny,” prompted Thomas.

“Aye, I will,” said John dismissively. “No
more gossiping or we’ll be late with the grain.”

“On my way,” chirped Thomas as he finished
the last of his breakfast.

“Not without dressing first, or they’ll think
we’re a haircut short of a shilling,” observed John. “I’ll get the
wagon ready.”

John pushed aside his plate and left the
unsettled atmosphere. Ernie looked after him thoughtfully as he
began to clear away the dishes. It would be difficult for John to
accept anyone into his sister’s life and that boded trouble for the
future.

“Don’t take it hard Ernie,” offered Thomas
sympathetically. “You know what he’s like where Carrie’s concerned,
very protective of her.”

“Aye, I know,” murmured Ernie but he knew
John had to move on from his obsession with Carrie. He prayed that
this Jenny may do the trick but he doubted she would.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Opportunity

 


Carrie treated Hawtry with more kindness
after the recent bathroom encounter and true to her word she said
nothing to anyone else. Her friends were not so charitable and even
pestered her about it.

“Don’t know why you want to give her the time
of day,” criticised Gilly, “She’s just an old bitch.”

“And a thief,” added Pemb.

“She’d be the first to do you down if she
could.” Kirb joined in the annihilation of Hawtry’s character.

“All right, I know she’s not got the sweetest
of tempers,” responded Carrie.

“Sweetest of tempers!” exclaimed Gilly,
“She’s as rough as a badger with a growl to match.”

“Like a rasp,” agreed Kirb.

“All I’m saying is, she may have had a tough
time of it and that’s why she’s like she is,” defended Carrie.

“Huh! So she has to make sure everyone else
has a rough time too. I’m sorry, Lew but you are just too kind.
We’ll have to re-educate you,” continued Gilly.

“Or call it quits,” persisted Carrie.

“Have it your own way,” retorted Gilly, “but
don’t expect us to see the devil as an angel in disguise!”

“Leave it alone, Gilly. Let her make up her
own mind. All I’ll say is Hawtry’s lucky if she’s got one person on
side,” said Pemb.

“Or she knows something we don’t,” obsessed
Gilly.

“I’m saying nothing,” smiled Carrie knowing
that her remark would further infuriate Gilly who went sounding off
in an epiphany of blasphemies punctuated by a coughing fit, which
reduced the rest of the group to laughter.

“Look at the time! I didn’t realise it was so
late,” screeched Kirb. I’ve got to shift or I won’t make night
duty. Why didn’t I have a nap instead of being drawn into your
pyjama party?”

“We all have choices,” said Pemb sagely.

Kirb pulled a face and made for the door,
which she yanked open, “Catch you tomorrow.” Kirb backed out of the
door and directly into Hawtry who appeared to be on her way to the
kitchen.

“Mind your step,” snapped the Staff Nurse.
Kirb made another face, mouthing, ‘Told you so,’ and headed back
for her room.

The door closed again.

“Do you think she heard?” whispered
Gilly.

“Do you think she was listening?” queried
Pemb.

“Too late to worry now,” rejoined Carrie.
“I’m off for a nightcap. Anyone else want one?”

“No thanks. Best get my head down. Early
shift tomorrow,” replied Pemb. “Night both.”

“Good night,” called Gilly as Pemb headed off
after Kirb, before she turned to Carrie, “If she did hear we’ll all
be for it, except maybe you. That woman can make life very
unpleasant. Oh God! Piss pot duty here I come.”

Carrie smiled, “Do you want a drink?”

“No, better not. My bladder’s not up to it. I
need a good night’s sleep.”

“I’ll try not to disturb you, is it all right
if I leave the light on a while, I want to read my post.”

“I’ll bury my head under the pillow,”
murmured Gilly in a long-suffering tone.

“Go on with you, you’ll be out like a light
by the time I come back and be zedding away.”

“I don’t snore,” protested Gilly.

It was true that she didn’t but Carrie still
enjoyed teasing her on that, “All I can say is heaven help any
husband you have. It won’t be alarm clocks he’ll be needing but ear
plugs.”

“Get on with you!” laughed Gilly
good-naturedly batting her with a cushion.

Carrie laughed and tiptoed off to the kitchen
so that her efficient feet wouldn’t clatter on the wooden floor.
She was ambushed by Hawtry who was hiding behind the kitchen
door.

“Oh! You made me jump!” cried Carrie, “What’s
the problem?”

“I wanted to say, thank you,” muttered Hawtry
begrudgingly. Kind words were difficult for her.

“You heard,” said Carrie matter of
factly.

“I heard,” Hawtry affirmed. “And...” she
continued slowly, “I may be able to help you.”

“I don’t understand...” faltered Carrie.

“A notice came round all senior staff today,”
Hawtry paused.

“Yes?” prodded Carrie.

“The teaching hospital at Birmingham has
three places. I know you’re interested and we’ve been asked for
recommendations. Sister Toomer has put your name forward and I’ve
seconded it.”

“What about Pemb? She’s been here longer than
me and it’s her dream too.”

“She was mentioned. One place has gone.
There’s two left. I can swing it for you, if you want.”

Carrie didn’t know what to say; she knew
chances like this came rarely, usually once every couple of years.
She felt a churning in her stomach as she struggled to find the
right words whilst busying herself with putting some milk in a pan.
Eventually she spoke.

“Thank you Hawtry. I know you mean well. I’ll
just wait and see. There’s bound to be lots of competition.”

“Maybe not,” Hawtry replied, “Just be
prepared.” With that the thin-faced nurse left Carrie alone in the
kitchen to ponder over the implications of what she’d been
told.

Carrie made her drink and returned quietly to
her room where, as she’d predicted, Gilly was now fast asleep. She
undressed as quietly as she could and pondered over the letters in
her possession. Usually, she received one a month from John and the
rest of the crew at Gelli Galed and always looked forward to
reading their news. Occasionally, there’d be one from Megan but
this time, this time there were five, and three in hands she didn’t
recognise. She placed John’s letter to the back of the pile and
opened Megan’s first which was full of the news of the village
dance and her disappointment at a local girl, Jenny, finding favour
with John. Carrie was cross that Megan seemed to be using her
cousin Thomas to try and make John jealous. Tom didn’t deserve
that. Carrie hoped Megan would come to realise that Thomas was
indeed a much better proposition than John. She tried to remember
what she knew of Jenny. She had seemed nice enough at school. They
always compared notes on their hair, she remembered. Both
sympathised with each other over their unmanageable locks.

Carrie looked at the postmark of the next
letter written in a formal hand with neat small writing, which was
postmarked in Aberystwyth. It read,

***

“Dear Carrie,

May I call you, Carrie? Lew reminds me of an
old schoolteacher I once had, but there the resemblance ends. She
was nothing like you.

I hope this letter reaches you, as all I have
done is think about you and your friends since the Saturday night
of the fair and wondered if you would be willing to come out with
me one night to the pictures, perhaps? Or maybe even bring a friend
with you?

I know that you work hard and change shifts
often, so all I can say is that for the next month I shall be at
Mary’s teashop in the High Street on Friday afternoons at three
o’clock. I hope sometime to see you there. Friday I don’t have any
lectures and usually use it for private study. If it’s difficult to
arrange meeting me then you can always leave a message for me with
Gladys who manages the shop. She’s very kind to all of us at the
university, possibly because she is walking out with my friend,
Joshua.

I look forward to hearing from you or even
better seeing you.

Yours respectfully,

Lloyd (Osmend)

There was a PS in a different hand, which was
scrawled at the bottom, ‘For God’s sake, put him out of his misery.
J.’

Carrie assumed this must be his friend
Joshua. She smiled to herself, feeling very flattered. Lloyd Osmend
the geography student. Yes, he was very pleasant. His hair reminded
her of her own father’s, blond with a quiff at the front, which
fell over his eyes. And he had a lovely smile, which lit up his
whole face. She decided she would think seriously about taking him
up on his offer, although she had originally thought that Pemb was
the one he was interested in but Pemb appeared to have teamed up
with another of Lloyd’s friends, James, the tall dark one.

The next two letters were postmarked Crynant.
The first was a stiff formal letter from Gwynfor who clearly had
trouble writing and expressing himself. He rather clumsily was
trying to ask her permission to write regularly to her with a view
to courting her when she returned home. He talked of their long
standing friendship and his desire to make it something more
permanent.

Carrie sighed and pursed her lips, dear
Gwynfor, he was a friend and a good one. They’d played together
throughout their childhood but Carrie had never seriously thought
about him romantically even though she’d allowed herself to be
taunted by family and friends that Gwynfor was to be her intended.
She was loathe to hurt him and wondered how best to turn him down.
That would be a hard letter to compose.

Carrie turned her attention to the next
letter penned in beautiful copperplate handwriting. Who could this
one be from?

She took a sharp intake of breath when she
read the name at the bottom of the page, Michael Lawrence. He’d
replied to her even though she was sure she hadn’t put her address
at the top. Her heart began to thump as she read his words. She
could hear his cultured tones and see his face clearly as she
avidly scoured the letter.

An excited churning began to bubble in her
tummy and try as she might she could not suppress the smile, which
rose to her lips. She read the letter twice more before deciding to
clamber into bed. John’s letter remained unopened at the side of
her bed as she tried to quell the excitement building within her.
Her thoughts scrambled uncontrolled through her mind as she willed
sleep to come, but the clock’s hands clicked slowly around the dial
for almost two hours before she finally succumbed and drifted off
into the world of dreams.

She was woken next morning by Gilly
frantically scrabbling through her closet looking for her belt,
which she seemed to have misplaced. Carrie’s eyes blinked open
still drowsy from her slumbers, “Whatever’s the matter? Sounds like
I’m sharing with the farmyard goat with all the bleating, scraping
and tutting.”

“Sorry, Lew. I can’t find my belt. I could
put my own leather one on but you know what a stickler Sister
Toomer is. I’ll pay for that with a dose of more late shifts I’m
sure.”

“Borrow mine,” offered a yawning Carrie. “I
need it back this afternoon,” she continued.

“No problem. If you haven’t found it for me
I’ll grab one from Edna. She still owes me half a crown from last
month.”

“How does the laundry maid owe you half a
crown?” queried a puzzled Carrie.

“Long story.”

“Then save it for later. I’m pooped,” and she
buried her head under the covers while Gilly flapped a bit more
before disappearing with Carrie’s belt, which she cursed was too
tight for her.

The sudden silence in the room, rather than
sending her back to sleep, served to wake Carrie even more.
Muttering one of her Aunt Annie’s favourite expressions she
remonstrated with herself, “This won’t knit the baby a bonnet.” She
swung her lissom limbs out of bed and padded to the door and peeped
out. Nurses were scurrying down the corridor, late for duty, whilst
others had stuck notes on their doors begging not to be disturbed
or to be woken at another time. She popped on her dressing gown and
heavy lidded trotted to the kitchen with her cocoa encrusted mug to
wash it and make a cup of tea where she encountered Hawtry once
more.

“Morning, Lew. Have you thought about what I
said?”

Carrie had to admit that she hadn’t but that
she appreciated what Hawtry was trying to do for her.

Three junior nurses wanting to make a cup of
tea before their duties interrupted them. Hawtry sent a warning
signal to Carrie with her eyes and said primly, “Leave it with me,”
before exiting the kitchen. Carrie was too tired to stop her and
took her tea back to bed where she read her remaining letter. She
was surprised there was no mention of the dance but he did tell her
that her last letter had ended up in the embers of the fire.

Carrie reread her mail and promised herself
that once she was washed and dressed she would set about answering
them, all of them, although she wasn’t quite sure what she was
going to say to Michael Lawrence. But, she did know one thing. His
letter had disturbed her and sent her tummy into convulsions and
little pinpricks of tremulous excitement had gone rippling through
her body.

She went off for a bath although she knew the
water would be nearly cold by now. Hopefully, it would wake her up
and bring her to her senses, Michael Lawrence, for goodness sake,
what was she thinking of?

Ablutions finished, Carrie skipped down the
corridor to her room. She flapped around trying to get warm. Her
mother had always told her to dry her hair thoroughly before going
out but Carrie didn’t have time. She knew she’d regret it later but
just prayed she wouldn’t catch a cold. Carrie had made up her mind
she would drop a note in to Gladys at Mary’s tearooms before she
changed her mind.

She dressed quickly before the shivers really
set in and then in a firm round, neat hand she wrote,

***

“Dear Lloyd,

I would be happy to go to the cinema with
you. My next night off is a week Tuesday. I’m afraid I can’t make
the teashop this Friday as I am on duty but if Tuesday is
inconvenient then I will be able to make the rendezvous at Mary’s a
week Friday at three p.m.

Yours sincerely,

Carrie Llewellyn.

***

She carefully sealed the letter and placed it
in her pocket before selecting paper and pen to write her usual
letter home. Once that was completed she dashed off a note to
Megan, warning her to take more care of Thomas’ heart. She finished
the letter in an upbeat mood describing the young university
student whose eye she had caught. She hoped that Megan would tell
Gwynfor so that when her letter arrived for him, as it would once
she had written it, it would help to soften the blow.

It was a tricky letter to pen, as she cared
deeply for Gwynfor but only as a friend. She would have to choose
her words carefully.

***

My dear friend Gwynfor,

Thank you for your letter. It was kind of you
to write. I always like to hear the news from Bronallt as I do from
home. Of course, I would welcome any letter you may wish to write
but it seems impractical for you to come and visit especially as my
shifts are all over the place and I couldn’t guarantee seeing you.
I would hate you to have a wasted journey.

I am nothing, if not stubborn, which you know
only too well having been friends all our lives, but I would not
want you to get your hopes up regarding a future with me. For one,
I feel I am too young to think seriously about settling down and I
am more than determined to have a career and mean to progress up
the nursing ladder. As you know, currently nurses are forbidden to
marry and I would not want to lose my job. I am working hard at
making a new life for myself and loving every minute of it.

Please don’t think harshly of me as I know it
has been expected by both families that we would eventually unite
the farms in marriage and I love you dearly as a friend but I
cannot see myself as anyone’s wife and my feelings for you are that
of a friend and not a lover.

I look forward, as always, to seeing you and
the gang back together again and we will speak further at Christmas
when I hope to get home, duties permitting.

I am sorry not to have given you the answer
you want but I know that out there is someone who will be perfect
for you.

I hope this won’t spoil our friendship and in
my heart of hearts feel that this letter was prompted more by
family expectations than by your own wishes.

Please take care and give my love to everyone
at Bronallt.

Your friend,

Carrie Llewellyn.

***

Carrie looked through the letter again and
made a slight adjustment inserting ‘good’ before ‘friend’ in her
closing words. Pleased with it, she sealed it in an envelope and
addressed it carefully.

She glanced at her watch. No time to write to
Michael now if she wanted to catch Gladys at the teashop and get
back to Bronglais in time for her ward duty. She didn’t know what
to write anyway. She grabbed her outside coat and locked her room.
Next stop was the teashop.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Taking chances

 


Carrie entered the quaint little tearooms and
took in the cheery atmosphere. She noticed a group of university
students with their Aber scarves laughing and joking together. She
thought she recognised one of them from the night at the fair but
she wasn’t certain.

A waitress came over to her with her order
pad raised “Yes? What would you like?”

“Pot of tea for one and a toasted tea cake
please.” The waitress scribbled it down but Carrie stopped her
leaving, “Excuse me, could you tell me which one is Gladys?”

“Over there by the cake counter with the
blonde hair. Do you want to speak to her?”

“Please,” affirmed Carrie.

“Glad,” called the waitress, “Someone to see
you.”

The waitress went off with the order and
Carrie looked around at the chintz wallpaper and curtains, the
fancy plates decorating the walls, china ornaments adorning the
shelves, the crisp red check tablecloths with mahogany ladder-back
chairs and cottage cushions, the glass cake stands with their lace
doilies and the whole oldie worldly feel of the place.

A bosomy, well made up, platinum blonde
sauntered across. She had a distinct wiggle in her step and looked
as if she had walked off the set of a Hollywood film. Her sweater
clung to her ample breasts and a belt cinched in a tiny waist,
which accentuated her hourglass figure. Her red pouting lips broke
into a smile and Carrie noticed she had one tooth chipped at the
front.

“Yes love,” her voice was warm and expansive.
“How can I help?”

“You’re Gladys, friend of Joshua?”

“Yes?” a hint of suspicion entered the
waitress's voice.

“I want to leave a message for his friend
Lloyd, if that’s all right?”

The waitress’ demeanour instantly changed and
she became friendly once more. “Are you one of the little nurses
he’s been going on about?”

“I don’t know, maybe. We met at the
fair.”

“Yes, Carrie something ... Of course you are.
Your hair gives you away.”

Carrie wished she’d tucked it away under a
beret or hat. She hadn’t dried it properly and it was wilder than
ever, more akin to Moses’ burning bush she thought, as her cheeks
began to turn pink.

“Oh, don’t mind me. I’d be happy to pass a
message along. What do you want me to say?”

“Could you give this to him, please?” She
took the letter from her pocket and handed it to Gladys as her tea
and bun arrived.

Gladys meandered across to the students and
had a quiet word with the student Carrie felt she’d seen before.
She passed him the letter. Much to her embarrassment, he waved
maniacally at her and called out, “Lloyd will be mad. He decided to
stay in and study. Wait till I tell him you were here.” He strode
across and stuck out his hand, “Peter, Peter Gilbert. At your
service.”

“Don’t mind him, love,” apologised Gladys.
“He’s a real ladies man but he won’t step on Lloyd’s toes. He’s too
chivalrous for that. Moustache or no moustache.”

It’s true; Peter had very dark hair,
piercingly blue eyes with a wicked twinkle and a dark, military
looking moustache. He gave her a broad wink, “I’ll see Lloyd gets
this.” He patted his pocket, now safely harbouring her missive.
“Tell me how’s that Irish friend of yours?”

“Gilly?”

“Is that her name?”

“It’s what I call her. She’s fine.”

“If she’s ever up for a foursome, give me a
shout,” and he wandered back to his friends who were watching the
proceedings with interest.

Carrie flushed self-consciously and drank her
tea with a greater speed than she would normally, even when on duty
with little time to spare. She hastily finished her teacake and
left as quickly as she was able, escaping outside to the fresh sea
air.

A seagull chuckled overhead. At least it
always sounded like laughter to her. She hurried along the High
Street, turned up the hill briskly. The town clock chimed. Carrie
would need to put a spurt on if she was to get back, change and
grab a quick cup of tea before work.

She ran up the steps to the Nurses’ Home and
bumped smack bang into Pemb.

“You better move it,” warned Pemb. “Sister
Toomer‘s looking for you.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, thought you could tell me. I
have to see her at six. I can’t think that we’re in trouble. Can
you?”

Carrie shook her head, “I’d better go and
brush this lot. I’ll never get it under my cap, else.”

“No,” Pemb eyed her critically, “Your hair
does seem to have a mind of its own, and at the moment it looks as
if it’s disagreeing with you. There’s some Vaseline in the
bathroom. Try smoothing a small dab on your hands and just running
it over your hair. It may help to tame it. Don’t use too much or
it’ll look like greasy rats’ tails.”

“Thanks, I will. Is Gilly back?”

“Not seen her.”

“Damn! She’s got my belt. Have you got a
spare?”

“Sorry, Lew. Got to scoot. Have to be on the
ward in...” she checked her fob watch, “Now!” and she bolted on
towards the Mat Unit.

Carrie cursed under her breath. How could she
possibly go on duty and see Sister Toomer if she wasn’t dressed
properly? There was nothing for it she’d have to improvise, both
clothes wise and verbally if challenged. She didn’t want to get
Gilly into trouble.

Carrie scuttled along the corridor to her
room and changed frantically out of her daywear into her uniform.
She practically ransacked Gilly’s half of the wardrobe hunting for
the lost belt. But wherever it was, it was not to be coaxed out of
its hiding place.

All Carrie could find was a bright red
leather one, which clashed with her uniform and hair, but not
wearing one made her look inefficient and unkempt. She prayed no
one would notice but knew that was an impossibility. She scurried
out to the bathroom, cap in hand and took Pemb’s advice with the
Vaseline. She was surprised to see that it actually helped. So
that’s how Pemb always had immaculate hair. She’d remember that
trick. She raced down the corridor and out of the building
colliding with Gilly, fag in hand, on the steps. There was a
frantic scramble as the two, switched belts all of which was
observed by the fearsome Sister Toomer who pounced before Carrie
had a chance to flee to the wards.

“Nurse Llewellyn, Nurse Gilhooly,” she
boomed.

“Yes, Sister,” they chorused standing to
attention.

“In my office, both of you, at six, in full
uniform,” she stressed the word, full.

“Yes, Sister,” they replied in military
style.

“Don’t be late. And I should put that
cigarette out if I were you,” she said accusingly to Gilly before
marching off. Gilly stamped on the offending item but not before
Carrie noticed a burning smell.

“Gilly!” she shrieked, “Your cape’s
smouldering. You’ve burnt a hole.”

“Holy Mary Mother of God,” she blasphemed as
she batted it out, “I’ll go to Hell for all my sins. What’ll I do
about this?”

“Borrow a cape, and find your belt. If
there’s time I’ll darn your cape. I’m good with a needle.”

“Thank Christ for that. I quarrelled with one
years ago.”

“And you better get to Confession. You need a
clean slate,” giggled Carrie. “See you later.”

Carrie had no more time to lose and she
practically flew into the Unit and the ward.

When she arrived Hawtry was pinning up a list
on the corkboard. A cluster of nurses had gathered. One of them
pointed at her, “That’s her. She’s only been here five minutes.
It’s not fair. Favouritism that’s what it is. I’m going to
complain.”

Hawtry smiled meaningfully at Carrie before
leaving the rest of the nurses, like gannets, devouring the
contents of the list.

Carrie had no idea what they were talking
about and pushed her way through the throng to see for herself.
There was a short list of nurses for interview for three places at
a Dudley Road Teaching Hospital in Birmingham. Carrie’s name was
first.

“What gives you such preferential treatment?”
asked one nurse snidely.

“Leave her alone,” said another. “She’s
worked hard since she’s been here. It’s well known she does a
sterling job.”

“Getting on the right side of Toomer.”

“Yeah, and Hawtry to name a few.”

“Did I hear my name mentioned?” boomed the
voice of the respected but fierce sister as she moved through the
melee of nurses. “Ah, I see. The list is up. A good list too. All
nurses had the opportunity and these ten have earned their chance
to be on it. The final three will be decided by an interview
process. Anyone any objections?” she bellowed.

“No, Sister,” came the subdued response.

“Then get about your business, quickly,” she
roared.

The nurses scattered quickly, including
Carrie.

“Not so fast, Llewellyn.” Carrie halted in
her tracks. “I’m glad to see you’ve found your belt. I’ll see you
at six.”

“Yes, Sister.” Carrie’s heart was beating as
quickly as a sparrow. She could hardly keep the lid on her bubbling
enthusiasm. What an opportunity; what a chance. She had to ensure
she wouldn’t blow it. She took extra care to complete her duties
properly. She knew she was being watched and judged. She waited
anxiously for six o’ clock.

 



CHAPTER NINE

 


Laughter in the rain

 


Carrie stood proudly outside Sister Toomer’s
office alongside Pemb, Kirb, Gilhooly and six other nurses. All
four friends had made the list. Gilhooly fiddled with her new belt
gleaned from Edna the laundry maid who it seems was a betting woman
and owed Gilly for an ill placed bet on the horses. She was the
first in and after checking over her uniform she went in before
Sister Toomer, Matron and a representative from Dudley Road
Hospital. The rest waited in agonised silence outside. Ten minutes
later she was closing the door and screwing up her face.

“How did it go?” whispered Carrie, but she
was not to know as her name was called next. She smoothed her
skirt, straightened her back and head held aloft sailed proudly in
before the panel.

“Sit down, Nurse Llewellyn,” invited
Matron.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“I expect you are surprised to be included on
this round of interviews?”

“Yes, I am,” she replied honestly.

“Mm. You have talent, of that I’ve no doubt,
and you have now turned eighteen. You’re part way through your
midwifery training. However, I feel that this is not the direction
you wish to pursue. Is that correct?”

Carrie was uncertain what to say but followed
her heart and what she knew her mother would advise and told the
truth. “Yes, ma’am. I am enjoying my time here but I am set on a
career in general nursing. I hope then to find my niche and
specialise.”

“What field do you think that may be?”

“I’m not certain, but general nursing will
give me ample opportunity to find out.”

“You do realise that you would be required to
finish your midwifery course?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“This, however, shouldn’t be a problem. I’m
assured that should you be selected, you can complete an
accelerated course at Birmingham. Does this interest you?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Carrie’s heart was thumping so
loudly she felt sure that all in the room could hear it. Her knees
were feeling shaky. She could hardly stop her hands from
trembling.

The representative from Birmingham spoke
next, “Nurse Llewellyn would you tell me why you think you should
be selected for one of the offered places?”

Carrie took a deep breath and struggled to
keep her voice even. “I’m a quick learner and greedy to learn more.
I don’t shirk my duties, whatever they are. I feel I can hold my
own amongst the other nurses. I was lucky enough to be moved up
from auxiliary to probationer after commencing here. My mother
taught me to be honest and reliable. I am both and I know have
staying power.”

“I can vouch for that,” certified Sister
Toomer. “She’s punctual, works hard and is good with people,
patients and staff alike, an excellent communicator.”

“Able to act on her own initiative? In a
crisis?”

“I’m confident, she is,” affirmed Sister
Toomer.

“You come well recommended. Do you have any
questions?”

Carrie had a million but didn’t feel she
could vocalise them all, “When would the placement begin?”

“After Christmas, January 3rd. We have newly
qualified nurses moving onto other hospitals and will be ready to
take on thirty new recruits.”

“I thought there were only three places?”
Carrie asked before she could stop herself.

“This isn’t the only place we’re recruiting
from. There are other places to visit around the country. Anything
else?”

“Yes,” she swallowed hard, “Although, I value
and welcome this opportunity, in fact it is my dream, I feel that
there are many other equally good student nurses who also deserve
the chance.”

“Meaning?” questioned Sister Toomer fastening
her dark eyes resolutely on Carrie and making her feel distinctly
hot.

“It’s just that I’m the new girl on the block
and there are many others who have been waiting longer than me. I
wonder if it’s quite fair that I should be picked above them.”

“Do you have any doubts? About your own
capabilities? Your own ambition? Are you up to the job?”

“I’m up to it. I’m more than capable and can
nurse as well as any other.”

“Then I should keep quiet before you talk
yourself out of it. I doubt whether the other nurses would be as
charitable.”

“Yes, Sister. Thank you, Sister.”

“Very well. We have your reports in front of
us. Is there anything further you wish to add?”

“Yes, Sister. Just that I’m proud to be
considered and would be even prouder if selected. I wouldn’t let
anyone down.”

“Thank you, Nurse Llewellyn, you may go.”

Carrie smiled good-bye and left the room
holding her proud bearing. Gilly was waiting outside as another
nurse was called in.

“Well? How did it go?” asked Gilly.

“I was just going to ask you.”

“Oh tosh! I just told them the truth,”
answered Gilly.

“Which is?” pressed Carrie.

“I’m happy here. I’ve always wanted to be a
midwife. I want to complete my training, go back home and possibly
work on the district. I love babies and big bellies. Plan to have
one myself some day.”

“The belly or the baby?” laughed Carrie.

“You mean you can have one without the other?
What a surprise.”

“So you’ve counted yourself out?”

“That I have. Gives someone else the chance.
Someone who really wants it. Come on let’s grab a cuppa. I’m dying
for a fag. You can tell me about yours. The others’ll be ages
yet.”

“Good luck, Pemb,” whispered Carrie, “You
too, Kirb. See you back at the block. Damn, I forgot to ask when
we’ll be put out of our misery.”

“I’ll do that,” promised Pemb, "Now scoot,
you’re making me nervous.”

Carrie and Gilly impishly scuttled away. “I
feel like celebrating,” said Gilly.

“Why? What’s there to celebrate?” puzzled
Carrie.

“Oh, I don’t know,” murmured Gilly
mysteriously. “I just have a good feeling about a few things. It’s
my Celtic intuition.”

“What? What do you know?” coaxed Carrie.

“Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no
lies,” avoided Gilly. “All I’m saying is you best check your pigeon
hole at Bronglais.”

Carrie couldn’t imagine what she meant, but
she played along anyway. “It can’t be a letter from home I’ve just
had,” she quickly calculated, “Four from there.”

“Ah!” nodded Gilly knowingly. “You’ll have to
wait and see then.”

“Duw, gellwch yn fod yn broblem fawr.”

“Now, now - you know my Welsh is limited to
swear words and numbers.”

“I said, God, you can be a big problem. In
other words, you’re infuriating.”

“All part of my charm,” Gilly smiled. “Now,
do you fancy going into a teashop in Aber or are we saving our
pennies and having tea at home?”

“With all this intrigue going on?”

“The Nurses’ Home, it is then. Race you. Last
one in makes the tea,” and with that she sprinted away leaving
Carrie to dash after her calling, “You’re not playing fair.
Cheat.”

The two friends scrambled along the road but
as Gilly reached the steps she doubled over gasping for breath.
Carrie flew up the steps and in through the door shouting,
“Winner!” She turned back and saw her friend, sitting at the bottom
her head in her hands. “Gilly?” She ran back to her, “Are you all
right?”

“Can’t seem to get my breath,” she wheezed.
“I’ve got stitch and my lungs feel as if they’re about to
burst.”

“It’s not another ruse so you can leap up and
run past me indoors?” But one look at Gilly’s face and Carrie knew
her friend was really suffering. Gilly abruptly turned her head
away and violently coughed up a huge amount of phlegm. Carrie
noticed there were a few specks of red in the regurgitated mess.
“Here, lean on me. Let’s get you inside.”

Gilly gratefully allowed herself to be pulled
up and she leaned on Carrie as they negotiated the steps. Once
inside Gilly rasped, “Check your pigeon hole. I’ll wait.”

“No,” insisted Carrie. “Let’s get you to bed.
I can check that any time.” Gilly tried to protest but Carrie took
no notice and helped her up the stairs and to their room where
Gilly flopped on her bed.

“I’ll get you some water.”

“And a cup of tea.”

“In a minute, here sip this.” Carrie poured a
glass of water and gently moistened Gilly’s lips. “Do you think you
can manage to get to the window?”

“Why?”

“The fresh air will help.” Carrie struggled
with the metal catch and pulled up the sash. Gilly limped to the
window ledge, stuck her head out and took a huge lungful of air
before retreating back to her bed.

“I’ll put the kettle on, won’t be a
minute.”

“If I don’t die of the cold first. That
wind’s enough to freeze the nose of a polar bear,” complained
Gilly.

Carrie ran to the kitchen. Luckily the kettle
was still warm and it didn’t take long to heat up. The shrill
whistle piercingly announced the water was boiling and Carrie made
a big brew. When she returned to their room with the tea things she
was horrified at what she saw.

“You stupid idiot,” she yelled. “What do you
think you’re doing with that?”

“Smoking it,” came the glib reply.

Carrie wrested the offending cigarette from
Gilly and vigorously stubbed it out. “This is what’s causing your
wheezing. No wonder you’re short of breath. If God intended us to
smoke he’d have put chimney pots on our heads. How can you be so
foolish? You silly, silly woman.”

“Ah, but you love me really,” responded Gilly
amiably.

“Yes, we all love you. That’s why we don’t
want you to go killing yourself with these.”

“No harm done. If they were dangerous they
wouldn’t be legal. Come on, Lew; don’t be such a spoilsport.
Everyone smokes, Clarke Gable, Bette Davies. All the big stars. If
it was bad for them wouldn’t they be stopping it too?”

“One day they’ll be putting warnings on these
things,” and Carrie snatched the rest of the pack and crushed them
into the bin.

“What do you want to go and do that for? They
were to last me till payday. That was my last packet and I’m not up
to popping out for some more.”

“No. And you won’t be again, if I have my
way.” Carrie shook her head, her face full of concern.

“Don’t look so serious. You’ll be putting
warnings on men's underpants next.”

“What?” Carrie was bewildered by the change
in conversation.

“Warning. Poking can seriously damage your
health. Do you think that would help them keep their trousers
on?”

Carrie couldn’t help herself, she laughed and
sat down by her friend, “Sincerely though, you’ve got me
worried.”

“Oh tosh, worry about yourself first.”

“Gilly, I know what I saw.”

“You saw nothing.”

“I did. There was blood in your sputum. You
have to get checked.”

“And if I’m ill, I can’t work. I’ll lose my
job. My family depend on me. You don’t understand.”

“And what if the coughing is more than
damaged lungs? You’ll be infecting other people. It’s
irresponsible.” A light dawned in Carrie’s eye. “That’s why you
want to stay here. If you were selected you’d have a medical. You
can’t afford to do that.”

“Because I’d lose my job and my family would
lose the bread winner,” finished Gilly.

“I can’t believe that. There must be some way
we can get help.”

“You can’t tell anyone. Not a soul. You
promise me.”

“But what if it’s...” Carrie took a breath,
“What if it’s TB?”

“I’ll cross that bridge, if and when I come
to it.”

“Gilly,” Carrie tried to reason with her,
“You have to do something. I can’t forget what I saw.”

“And I’m asking you as a friend, to let it
go. There’s no point in pursuing this conversation, go down and
check your pigeon hole.”

Carrie knew it was impossible at the moment
to make Gilly see sense. They were both as stubborn as each other.
Carrie needed to think and sighing deeply she went downstairs to
see what all the fuss was about but before closing the door she
added, “It’s not the end of the matter. Whatever you think.”

It was with a worried frown she approached
the letter rack in the foyer and there was a hand delivered letter
in a small, neat script, which she recognised as belonging to
Lloyd. She opened it with mixed emotion and scanned the contents.
So the cinema date was on and not only that, it was to be a
foursome. Peter Gilbert had persuaded Gilly to accompany him.
Carrie raced back up the stairs. She flung open the door, “You
can’t go out with Lloyd’s friend if you’ve...” She stopped. Gilly
wasn’t there. She peered down the corridor and then ran to Pemb’s
room and knocked. No answer. She headed for the kitchen but as she
passed the bathroom, showers and toilets she heard a chesty
wracking cough and the sound of someone retching. She tapped on the
door, “Gilly? Gilly are you in there?”

There was a scuffling and Gilly opened the
door, looking blanched. “Lew, I need help,” she finally stuttered
before collapsing on the floor.

Carrie knelt at her friend’s side before
urgently shouting out, “I need some assistance here. Anyone?
Please!” A nurse quickly appeared and lent a hand. Carrie looked up
it was Hawtry.

“Let’s get her back to your room. What’s the
problem?” Hawtry said efficiently, taking charge.

“I’m not sure,” Carrie said hesitantly, “I
just know she’s not well.”

“She doesn’t look it. Not that colour. We’ll
call one of the doctors to see her.”

The two of them lifted her up and half
carried and half dragged her back and lay her on the bed.

“It’s not...” Hawtry stopped, “Anything like
I had, is it?” she continued.

“No, no,” Carrie protested, “Nothing like
that. Some sort of chest infection I think.”

“All the more reason to get her checked.”

Carrie eased Gilly’s head onto her pillow and
looked searchingly at Gilly whose eyes fluttered open. She nodded
and whispered, “Do it.”

Hawtry commanded, “You stay with her and I’ll
get help.”

Gilly caught hold of her friend’s hand, “Not
Hawtry! Didn’t know the old bitch had a soft side.”

“She’s not a complete dragon,”

“Missing a tail, is she? Or is it just the
fire breathing breath,” she joked and then coughed again.

Carrie grabbed a towel and Gilly spat into
it. The blood was frothy and red, blood from the lungs. “Gilly,
Gilly, Gilly,” Carrie repeated, “Why didn’t you say something? We
all just thought you had a smoker’s cough.”

“Easier not to,” murmured Gilly. “Cat’s out
of the bag, now. No double date for us on Tuesday.”

“No, not unless there’s a miracle.”

Minutes later, Hawtry returned with Doctor
Caldwell. Taking his stethoscope he examined Gilly, “Diminished
breath sounds, bronchial breathing, tracheal deviation and coarse
crackles, what does that sound like to you Staff Nurse?”

“It could be pneumonia or TB.”

“Or any number of lung disorders. An X-ray
should confirm it. What else do we need to do?”

“Take a culture of her sputum?” offered
Carrie.

“Good, Nurse. How do we do that, Staff?”

“Three early morning sputum smears on three
different days. Prepare the specimens on a slide stained with acid
fast dye.”

“Well done. I needn’t tell you how urgent
this is,” he decreed, “We need to get her get her X-rayed and put
her in isolation. What do you think an X-ray will reveal?”

“Could show cavitation, calcification, nodes
in upper lobes.”

“Correct.”

“How do you know so much, Staff?” asked an
amazed Carrie.

“My speciality, Chest. I’m hoping to move
back into that area.” She turned to Carrie and added quietly, “My
fiancé died of tuberculosis. Four years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

She became brisk and efficient once more.
We’ll both have to be tested, as will all other nurses and patients
who have been in contact with her. That’s if the worst happens.
But, remember not all forms of TB can be passed on.”

“My grandmother on my mother’s side had TB,”
said Carrie. “She was made to climb a mountain and drink her own
urine. It worked for her.”

“Old wives’ tale, Nurse. Your grandma must
have had the constitution of an ox; a strong immune system, with a
bit of luck that’s been passed on to you. Right! To the Septic
Block now,” he ordered.

Gilly, Hawtry and Carrie were whisked away to
the Septic Block with speed and efficiency. Carrie stared at the
ward’s hygienic but boring surroundings. Every wall was clinically
white and the floor highly polished. Gilly was made as comfortable
as possible. Carrie sat on her friend’s bed and took her hand.

“What happens now?” asked Carrie in a hushed
tone.

“You’ll have to go out with both of them,
Lew. I don’t think I’ll be better in time for the pictures,” smiled
Gilly.

“You may not be out yourself, but don’t worry
too much,” said Hawtry. “You’ll have a skin test. That’ll examine
your immunity. Treatment has come a long way this decade.”

“That’s if she’s got it.”

“That’s if she’s got it,” affirmed
Hawtry.

“How do I get a message out, to let the
others know what’s happening?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“How come you can get out?”

“Been through it all before. I’m immune so
it’s not a problem.”

“Can I give you a note?” asked Carrie
grabbing a piece of paper.

“Sorry, nothing must leave the block. It’ll
have to be a verbal message, or I can write a message for you.”

Carrie took Lloyd’s letter from her pocket.
“Here’s the address. Can you explain what’s happened and tell him
I’ll be in touch as soon as I can. You can leave a message for him
at Mary’s teashop. With the manageress, Gladys.”

“I know the one. Consider it done. You better
get yourself something to do, play cards, anything. You’ll go mad
stuck in here.”

“Thanks, Hawtry.”

The thin-faced nurse nodded cursorily and
left the two friends. Gilly was stretched out on a bed, her eyes
were closed and she was breathing in rasps. She murmured, “Who’d
have thought it? Hawtry has a heart. I thought she was the original
ice maiden. What have you done to her, Lew? She seems half sensible
now.”

“Nothing. I just gave her some time when she
wasn’t feeling too good. Seems she appreciated it... You know
everyone deserves a chance. If you expect someone to behave a
certain way, they generally do. My old school teacher used to
say...”

“Oh please, get off your soap box. I’m not up
for a lecture now.”

“It’s not a lecture,” Carrie stubbornly
reprimanded, “But wise words. If you have high expectations of
someone they’ll generally live up to them. Hawtry is tough and
people treat her accordingly, expecting her to be mean and so she
is. If you give her the time of day she’ll surprise you. At least,
I think so.”

“Yes, yes, yes... Now shut up so I can get
some sleep.”

Carrie removed her cap and shook out her
spangled curls. She sat at the table and picked up the cards and
began to deal out the deck for a game of Patience. It was going to
be a long night.

 



CHAPTER TEN

 


Fast changes

 


Ernie’s hand was getting better. Thanks to
Michael Lawrence’s quick action there would be no long-term damage.
Dr. Rees had changed the dressing and designated Ernie to household
duties until he was completely better. Thomas and John could manage
the farm on their own. John was also feeling even more guilty about
his outburst after seeing Ernie’s injury and did his best to put
things right.

Saturday night had come round and the two
cousins were busy sprucing themselves up and enjoying the usual
male banter, which acted as a precursor to a night out.

“If it’s a woman you’re out to catch you’d
best go easy on that stuff,” chortled John as Thomas slapped on
some cologne. “She’ll think you’re trying to mask something
nasty.”

“Or she’ll float away in my arms mesmerised
by the sheer power of the perfume.”

“If she can breathe. You don’t want to give
her an asthma attack.”

“And what about you? I don’t notice you going
lightly on the stuff,” rejoined Thomas.

“Maybe I know something you don’t.”

“Like what?”

“Like she has a poor sense of smell. Remember
when Jenny stepped in fox dung and trod it all over school?
Everyone noticed except her. She suffered all the usual cracks and
still didn’t catch on.”

“Aye, I remember something about it. What
about when Angela Jennings got stuck in the chair?”

“We laid bets the chair would break.”

“It certainly didn’t look too happy when we
pulled it off. Stress marks it had. She had a rear and a half. What
happened to her?”

“Family moved to Pontypridd, I think.”

“I thought we were going to need a hacksaw to
get her out.”

“Are you two still clowning about up there?”
shouted Ernie, “If you don’t get a move on you’ll be late.”

“I can’t find my collar studs,” returned
John.

“In the pot on the dresser in the spare
room.”

“What are they doing there?”

“It’s where you left them,” replied
Ernie.

“Oh aye, not myself I was.”

“Well, I don’t know who you were then,”
laughed Thomas.

“Oh ha! Ha!”

“Come on lads, Senator’s ready and waiting,
all kitted up. It’s nearly quarter to seven.”

“All right, all right. Don’t fuss! Where’s
the Vaseline?”

“Where you left it.”

“Yes, but where?”

“I’ve got it,” yelled Thomas. “Come on, wuss.
Let’s hit the road. Ladies watch out, you don’t stand a chance. How
do I look, Ernie?” he asked as he trundled down the stairs.

“A proper gentleman that’s for sure.”

“Let’s hope some of that stink wears off on
the ride down. Overpowering it is, isn’t it, Ernie? Megan will pass
out.”

“Go on with you. You both look fine. Have a
good time.”

Ernie waved them off as Senator started his
march down the hill. He returned to the kitchen and sat there
thoughtfully, a troubled look on his face. The prickling of a
premonition was forming in his mind and he knew something had
happened to Carrie. He tried to rescue the pictures, which
accompanied the feelings but they were proving elusive. Something
was wrong. He was sure of it, but he seemed to know that Carrie was
all right although she was in some way affected by someone else’s
plight. He struggled and tussled with his thoughts but could see
nothing conclusive. He switched on the wireless and fiddled with
the tuner. The BBC World Service was broadcasting its news and it
was full of gloom. Britain was now on the brink of war with
Germany. The Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain had appeased
Chancellor Hitler once too often and had given a stern warning not
to invade Poland. It seemed that Germany was amassing its troops
for just such an event. If so, what would happen then?

Ernie shuddered to think. The Great War had
been a war to end all wars and everyone had said, ‘Never again.’ He
remembered the trenches, the mustard gas attacks and friends who
had died in vain ‘going over the top’. What would it be like for
the young men today? He wondered how they would manage. It was
likely that all young men could be called up. Farmers had usually
been an exception but if there were older folk and women to run the
farm then they could quite easily call on Thomas, Gwynfor and maybe
even John. ‘Best face that devil when it snarls,’ he thought and
put the kettle on to boil. He opened the kitchen door and Trix
padded in closely followed by Bandit and the two settled in front
of the fire at Ernie’s feet, who closed his eyes and allowed
himself to drift away on a sea of dreams.

***

John and Thomas anchored the cart in the
square and sauntered across to Segadelli’s store where Jenny was
waiting shyly, in a neat primrose dress and green double-buttoned
coat. Thomas noticed with sadness that Megan was not alone and had
big brother Gwynfor for company. So, no loving walk back home with
her tonight. He smiled a little too brightly, “Gwynfor, Megan. Has
anyone seen Brian or Dilly?”

“They said they’d meet us there,” came her
prompt response. “They’re keeping us a place in the queue.”

John took Jenny’s hand and smiled at her. She
looked up at him and beamed. She really had a rather comely smile
he noticed. Pretty cupid bow lips and a smattering of freckles
across her nose like Carrie. She wasn’t at all bad looking. And
with a surge of earnest enthusiasm, which surprised even him, he
began to chatter about his week and ask her what she had been doing
since the dance.

Megan reluctantly allowed her hand to be
taken by Thomas as they walked along in silence. They reached The
Hall where Dilly and Brian were standing near the front of the
queue and who waved frantically. There were groans and jeers of
“Get in line,” as they took their place alongside their
friends.

“P’raps it’s unfair and we should go to the
back,” whispered Jenny.

“Nonsense,” replied John. “They’d all do it
if there was someone they knew saving them a place.” Inwardly he
quite liked what she had said, it’s probably how Carrie would have
felt.

There was a bit of foot stamping and hand
clapping as they waited for the doors to open and they all got
pushed forward in the rush as people tried to get to the payment
booth and purchase their tickets.

“Here’s the money for mine,” offered
Jenny.

“No,” insisted John. “I asked you out. If you
like, you can buy the ice creams.” She nodded trustingly and with
her heart all of a flutter stepped into The Hall where John led her
to the back row. Gwynfor flopped into the seat next to him.

“You were right, wuss,” he whispered.

“What?”

“Carrie. She just wants us to be friends.
Says she’s too young to be serious about anyone and nurses aren’t
allowed to marry. She’s promised we’ll talk at Christmas.”

“Right. Sorry about that. I did warn
you.”

“I know. Guess I’ll have to set my sights on
someone else. Jenny hasn’t got a sister has she?” he murmured.

“No, she’s the only girl with five brothers.
You’ll have to look elsewhere.” John felt a feeling of relief that
his sister had acted accordingly. It just might be that she
wouldn’t be serious about anyone, perhaps not ever.
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