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Partl

The catis fed, mother's asleep

My pen'srefilled again.

Six weeks I've had this clumsy form
Blunt tool with just one aim

Cares not we're female two yearson,
Seehowit starts? "Dear Sir"!

Make no mistake, my Dearest Sir
Iam Joan Grace,anurse

Joined up for warinlate Fourteen.
Resigned before the end.
Resigned? Was told I had to go.
Youshall not shed menow.

"Please note successful claims will have shown, to
The satisfaction of this office that

Your disability was caused or made

Worse by your Great War service". Answers, please --

Youdon't want answers, you want proof
There's prior cause in me.
Some craven lines between yourlines -

-Youcannot have, Isay:
Injustice means my pain mustbulge
Out of your boxes now.

Perhaps, in previous peaceful France

Night fighting air-bombers blighted wards?

Of course they didn't! Their deadly repetition
MeantIwasstrong and helpful, now can't sleep or smell.

It wasno scalpel slippery, it was shrapnel spinning
Tore Nurse Trent's hand into tendon and jelly

Now my hand's not holding, helping or gripping
Reporting these symptoms, I was treated for insanity.



Part 2 At the Tribunal

CHAIRMAN:

AsIamchairofthistribunal, may
Nurse Grace bring her evidence tobe heard.

JOAN:

Voluntary Aid Detachment

OrV.A.D. for short

Thelads would crack thatit stood for
The "Victim Always Dies".

Mere willing helper, not anurse
Still sent offto the front

A Casualty Clearing Station:
KnownasaC.C.S.

Webellowed over near-miss shells
We did each other's jobs.

The Padre closed morelads thanme
The norm for C.C.S.

That day we choked on Mustard Gas
Still clinging to their clothes

Somuch we wore our masks ourselves
Begoggled C.C.S.

Nurse Anne, six hours, face raw, threw hers.
Should not have joined, we laughed
Ifyoucan't take a joke, well that
Thatwasmy C.C.S.

CHAIRMAN:

Nurse Grace, Ijudge awards of pensions, so
Anecdotes and charming tales arelegion.
Simply, was your ulcer made worse or caused
Byyourwar serviceinthe V.A.D?

JOAN (HEAD):

Shift done, we drag tobed our achinglegs.

Some modest gifts upon the bench left by
Mended men, gone up theline to fight. A

Rose, apencil, chocolate bars. The pencil-chap,
Iseehimnow, cried out inbombingraids,

"Don't be afraid nownurse!" while he shook like
Aleaf. To Anne, Isay, 'this deadly place

Where allis wrong, can it be wrong to feel
Soright? We will not come this way again.'
Anne welled up so: could only cough. Poor Anne.



CHAIRMAN:

Perhaps you're deaf, Nurse Grace? Your ulcer must
Bebornbefore, or born of this Great War?

JOAN:

You cannot know the carnage without end

They kept on coming, cramming every ward
Bedsbetween beds, beds outin the rain

The Big Push on the Bosche battered us the more
Anugly underlining of my universalignorance

Tonot know what needed tobe done

Transfixing me in terror, turning me to stone
Impatient death dodged round me, damning all I tried.

JOAN (HEAD):

Tap tap
Tap tap.

JOAN:

Bed sheets torn forbandages, blunted needles used again
Idecline the food,don't drink,least I have tobe excused.
Eating just for energy, existing not alive

Inastanding stupor, deep sleep a wistful dream.

Letters, lots ofletters, but might well be from Mars
Saying don't speak with soldiers unless matronis there.

Only slowly gaining skills to spot when death

Slips tween the sheets to squeeze out the last of life.
On faces, Ipick out a particularpallid shade, or
That twitch, or those tightened pinched-in nostrils.
And the chill, not the cold of cheerless night

But the cunning cold, the stealthy cold of death.

CHAIRMAN:

Insigning form 3548,
Yousaid you'd serve abroad.

JOAN:

Iwent to France todosome good, not peer

Beyond life's rim. For when you know they won't
Survive, you post yourselfbeside. Become

Their mother, sister, wife. In role assumed

You say and hear the things the two alive

Could never hope to find. After six months
Ihadtorest. Hospital bed this time.

Iturned tostone andIcould not feel mybody

Was told Iwasn't normal, and treated for insanity.

JOAN (HEAD):

Tap tap



CHAIRMAN:

No Insanity on the report,
Just "vague symptoms ofillness".

JOAN:

My life was then made
Unhappy by the matron.

CHAIRMAN:

The matron says you were difficult
And utterly devoid of tact.
Indiscreet. Exaggerated things.

If we could goback toyourulcer -

JOAN:

Yearsofservice and Inever
Received a gratuity.

JOAN (HEAD):
Tap tap
Tap tap

CHAIRMAN:

No-one whoresigns is given a gratuity.
You said youresigned "tonurse your sister,
Whoisinverydelicate health."

JOAN:
Iwastold tosignthat.
JOAN (HEAD):

Tap tap
Tap tap.

CHAIRMAN:

Here, clearly in form 22,

You say you were not suffering
Any disability due to

Your military service.

That was your chance

Tosayit

Wasitnot?



CHAIRMAN:

The x-ray shows your ulcer
Pre-dates the war sonow

We cannot grant you a pension
Doyou have anything to say?

JOAN:

Then youmust wish tohear
WhatIthoughtI'd neversay-

Forced into framing my most fundamental secret

My medicine meansIhave the words to say

My menstruation's stopped, you've denied me motherhood
A desert of despair down where there should be joy

Your petty form can never pay
What you gladly rent from me
Don't call me mad, or try toshirk
Responsibility.

Just admit you owe us too much
Andletmerestinpeace.

Part 3 Inthe Street

JOAN (HEAD):

Out into the shouting street,

Out, outinto the air

Shake free oflurking demons
Dragging me back there.
Youlook askance at my uniform?
Reminds you of the war?

I'm gladitdoes, I hopeitdoes

Of what we did before.

CLERK (SPOKEN):

Madam, madam, please stop, please. I was the clerk in there and I had to follow you out.
Your face. Your face, your voice, when the chairman tapped his pencil.

JOAN (HEAD):

The pencil.
The chairman's pencil.

CLERK (SPOKEN):

Irecognised my sister's face in yours, miss. She was a V.A.D., she came back to her job at
thebutchers. But she can'tlook at raw meat. She's all alone and she can't stand it.



JOAN:

We sleptlikelogs that night. I woke
To gasping Anne, the mustard gas
Had wormed inside and poisoned her
Choked now with clotted blood.

I'd seen them cut below the lump
Soplaininmen's tough necks.

Pale Anne, where should I cut your throat
And what was there touse?

Iknew to call, keep calling out
"Haemorrhage! Haemorrhage!"

The sharpest thing in that bare place.
A pencil. Apencil.

Toolate.

CLERK (SPOKEN):

Then you know what she feels like. Can you help her?
JOAN (SPOKEN):

Who canhelpus?

CLERK (SPOKEN):

Maybe you can help each other.

JOAN:

CanitbethatIcanreachinside
And find where Imight be?

Digpast thisanger? WhatifI
Find anger'sallIam?

Anger contained by self-control
But control could not save

Anne'slife. Control could not make
Me the perfect child.

Nor could that perfect child
Put ma and paback together again.

CanItake this step,
This step from theice of "I"

In to the warmth of "us"
The holdingus? Imust.

Imust.
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