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      A Little Improvement


    




    

      1979




      I saw the advertisement in one of the women’s magazines I’d picked up off the newsagent’s shelf, tucked away at the back of the classifieds. There were before and after photographs of women with big noses and droopy tits; there was even a photo of one with no tits at all and then after surgery she was a size D cup. I did not want a D cup – that was the least of my problems – but I certainly would like a nicer nose and my mouth could do with some improvement. If the doctor could really perform magic, he could remove the two large scars down the left hand side of my face.




      ‘You gonna pay for that?’ asked the newsagent. He was staring at me. He could see I was ugly.




      ‘What?’ I replied.




      ‘That magazine, would you like to pay for it or would you like to read it first?’




      ‘Leave her alone,’ said a lady on my right. ‘She’s got every right to look at the magazine to see if she wants to buy it. I do it every time I come into this shop. Go on love don’t mind him, you have a butchers.’




      She was using Londoners’ rhyming slang – butcher’s hook, look. Whilst they were involved in oral combat I wrote the number of the Harley Street Clinic on the back of my hand and put the magazine back. I didn’t have enough money to buy it.




      ‘Thank you very much,’ I said, ‘but I don’t think I’ll buy it.’




      The newsagent scowled at me. I walked out on to the Walworth Road, near the Elephant and Castle in south London. At the nearest phone box I dialled the clinic’s number. When the phone was answered I pushed my money in the coin slot.




      ‘Good morning,’ said a rather posh woman’s voice. She did not come from the Elephant. ‘This is the Harley Street Cosmetic Clinic, how may we help you?’




      ‘I would like some surgery, please.’




      ‘What is your specification?’




      ‘What’s my what?’




      ‘What are you interested in?’




      ‘Oh, I would like my nose done and my mouth and the scars on my face and…’




      ‘Just a moment,’ she said.




      I pushed more money into the phone and found I was talking to another well-spoken receptionist.




      ‘How may I help you?’ she said.




      ‘I would like some cosmetic surgery.’




      ‘How old are you?’




      ‘I am old enough and I’ve saved up some money.’




      ‘Nevertheless, I have to ask, do you require finance?’




      ‘What do you mean?’




      ‘Do you require a loan?’




      ‘No I don’t. I’ve saved up some money.’




      ‘And what is it that you are interested in?’




      ‘Well, there is quite a lot I would like done.’




      ‘You require cosmetic surgery, but for what reason?’




      ‘Because I’m ugly, ugly, ugly.’




      There was a long silence at the other end of the phone. The posh voice had suddenly dried up. It seemed an age before she spoke again.




      ‘Why don’t we make an appointment for you to come in and see Mr Anthony? There is a fifty pounds consultation fee.’




      ‘That’s OK,’ I said. I had saved much more than that.




      ‘How would Thursday of next week at 6.30pm suit you?’




      ‘That is fine,’ I said.




      ‘I take it you have our address. Harley Street runs north from Cavendish Square, which is at the back of the John Lewis department store on Oxford Street.’




      Harley Street was where all the famous doctors had their consulting rooms. I was going right to the top. I put the phone down, happy that one day soon I would no longer be ugly.




      Thursday did not come quickly enough for me. Every day I looked in the mirror at my nose and my mouth; there they were staring back at me. My nose certainly could do with cutting down and the same went for my mouth. Every time I looked at them I remembered the incident with my mother and stepfather when they had refused to buy my school photograph.




      ‘You is ugly,’ Eastman had said. Now, years later, I would have the opportunity to put that right. The scars on my cheek could not be seen in the mirror unless I turned my face slightly to the right. They had faded over the years, but they were still there. They looked like a train track going across and down my face.




      I counted the numbers along Harley Street. The even numbers were on one side and the odd numbers on the other. It was a road that went on for ever. Eventually I found the right one. It was a rather grand house; it didn’t look like a clinic at all. As I paused by the front door, I had a slight touch of nerves. What if I was too ugly and they told me to go away? What if my nose and my mouth were beyond help? I would be stuck for ever with a face I had not chosen and did not want.




      I walked past the door once and tried to peep in. I saw only a large wooden desk facing the street. I turned around and went back; this time when I got to the door I pretended to search my bag for something, anything to give me another opportunity to have a good look. I could not see the person at the desk at all. There were about seven or eight people in front of the desk in a queue. Men, women and some children between the ages of ten and fourteen. Beyond the queue going upstairs was a wide staircase; the banisters and steps were painted in a glossy white paint and a bright multi-coloured carpet ran up the middle. It looked like something out of a Hollywood film.




      The queue gave me comfort that at least I was not alone. I went through the doors and joined it. No sooner had I done so, than others came and stood behind me. Waiting for my turn in the ugly queue, I held my bag with both my hands down in front of me. Because I was so nervous, I swayed from left to right trying to avoid the gaze of those who might be wondering why I needed cosmetic surgery. To my left was a huge waiting room with a beautiful ornate marble fireplace. The fire blazed in it, giving a warm glow. In the centre of the room was a large glass coffee table piled high with magazines of beautiful people in beautiful homes. There were lots of editions of Vogue. There were chairs all around the edge of the room, maybe twenty or even as many as thirty and a huge sofa chair below the window. They were all occupied and there were even people standing between the chairs. They were mostly women, but there was a smattering of men. The women had magazines of beautiful people in their hands. No one was talking to anyone else. They seemed anxious not to acknowledge that other people were in the room. Occasionally a mother would hush her children as if they were in church. Some of the children rolled around on the floor out of boredom and their mothers did not know what to do. As the queue moved up, the receptionist directed each person in turn to the waiting room on the right. When my turn came I said, ‘I have an appointment with Mr Anthony at six thirty.’




      ‘Ah, yes,’ she said ticking me off the appointments’ sheet. ‘Please take a seat and Mr Anthony will see you shortly.’




      I walked into the waiting room with all the others who had gone before me and stood in the far corner to the left of the huge fireplace. Looking round the room, I noticed everyone looked as nervous as I was. The magazines on the table cried out to be looked at, so like the others I picked one up as a welcome distraction. All the models with their perfect noses and nice mouths depressed me, so I replaced it.




      The waiting room was used by several cosmetic surgeons, each of whom had a clinic in a different room in the building. From time to time a nurse or sometimes a doctor would come and call out a name. On the dot of 6.30 Mr Anthony came to the waiting room and called ‘Miss Briscoe’. I stood up quickly, gathered my handbag and walked towards him. He was a very tall man of Mediterranean or possibly Middle Eastern appearance. His skin was dark olive and he had pale grey-blue eyes and tight curly black hair. His broad shoulders filled his suit perfectly and when he shook my hand I knew at once he was the surgeon. His handshake was soft and gentle; it was like putting my hand between sheets of the finest silk.




      ‘Do come with me,’ he said in a cut-glass accent, letting go of my hand and walking back beyond the stairs to a room at the rear of the building. As we entered through the dust green door, a nurse was waiting with a pad of paper. The doctor pointed a long graceful finger towards the seat and I sat down, letting my coat slip off my shoulders. He sat in front of me with the desk between us.




      ‘What can I do for you, Miss Briscoe?’




      ‘I would like to have a nose job and I would like my mouth done and I would like to have…’




      ‘Hold on a minute,’ said Mr Anthony. ‘Let’s just take this slowly, Miss Briscoe, and start at the beginning. Now, what is your name?’




      ‘My name is Constance Briscoe.’




      ‘And, Constance Briscoe, what is your full address?’




      ‘Is my address important?’




      ‘No, it is not important, but we need an address where we can contact you.’




      ‘Well I have a temporary address at the moment and I’m about to go and live in Newcastle.’




      ‘Well we don’t need to get too technical. Why don’t you give me an address where we can contact you.’




      ‘You can usually get me at my father’s address.’




      ‘And what is that?’




      ‘It is 215 Camberwell New Road.’




      ‘Well, there we are. That was not too difficult was it?’




      ‘No sir, I mean doctor.’




      ‘Now Constance, how old are you?’




      ‘I’m old enough, sir.’




      ‘And what are you old enough for?’




      ‘Well, for surgery, sir. I’m old enough to give my consent to be operated upon.’




      ‘And how old is that Constance?’




      ‘I’m over eighteen, sir.’




      ‘Well, what about a date of birth?’




      ‘Well, I’m over eighteen so that makes me an adult, sir, and so there is no problem with the operation.’




      ‘I’ve got an idea, Constance. Why don’t I give you this form and you can fill it out yourself. You need to know that the form will help me help you. Do you understand?’




      ‘Yes, doctor.’




      ‘And no one is saying that you cannot give consent if you are old enough.’




      ‘I am old enough, sir.’




      ‘Good, then there is no problem with you providing your date of birth, is there? Just there where it says name and address and just below that date of birth and occupation.’




      Things were not going well. I had hoped to get off to a better start, but I had got myself worked up for no reason at all. It would be so bad if the doctor said that I had to remain like I was for the rest of my life. I did not wish to remain ugly.




      Look at you, I thought as I filled out the form, ‘You is ugly, ugly, ugly.’ I remembered my mother asking where I had got my nose from – ‘You have not got it from my side of the family.’ Mr Anthony waited patiently for me to fill out the form; not another word was spoken as he wove his silken fingers together.




      By this time I was having difficulty seeing the form, which was only about twelve inches from my face. The tears welled up behind my eyes and they were waiting to fall; when I tried to stop them it just got worse. Large blobs ran down my face and fell splat bang onto my form. My writing became blurred and the form got soggy.




      ‘I thought things were just too good to be true,’ said the doctor as I used the side of my right hand in a swiping motion to remove the tears from the page. Unfortunately, I simply smudged it in three wide strokes that looked like blue rainbows.




      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, as I tried to blow on the paper to assist with the drying of both the ink and the form.




      ‘That’s it!’ said the doctor. ‘You just carry on. You did not want to fill the form out in the first place. Now that I have insisted, you have deliberately set about sabotaging it, and why? Just because you did not want to give your age or your date of birth!’




      ‘Oh no, doctor,’ I said, ‘you’ve got it all wrong, I would never do that.’ I looked up at the doctor and at the same time my nose started to run. Now I’ll never get my operation, I thought. He was laughing. He found it funny. He was not serious at all. Then suddenly I started to laugh as well and we both fell about.




      ‘Why don’t you tell me about that nose job,’ he roared over my laughter, ‘but first I think the nurse had better get you some tissues.’




      The nurse disapprovingly slapped a tissue in my hand and the box of tissues on the desk in front of me. The doctor stretched out his arm and took hold of the top left hand corner of the form.




      ‘I think I know what we’ll do with that, nurse,’ he said in a rather superior voice.




      She had taken her seat behind me and as I turned to my left to look at her, she appeared round the right side of me with a wastepaper bin. The doctor dropped the sodden form in the bin and then took a bacterial wipe from his desk to clean his hands.




      ‘Now,’ he said, still laughing, ‘shall we start again?’




      I was more relaxed now since the doctor had not really got cross with me and the nurse was doing her best to be unobtrusive. Tearing another form from the pad the doctor removed a silver pen from his top jacket pocket and said ‘We’ll start at the top. Right young lady, name, Constance Briscoe, address, we have that, age, over eighteen, thank you, and date of birth?’




      ‘18.5.1957.’




      ‘Thank you, that means you are twenty-two now, Constance. What is your occupation?’




      ‘I am a student.’




      ‘And what do you study?’




      ‘I study all sorts, but I’m going to be a lawyer.’




      ‘Are you, just!’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘Oh well, I had better be careful with what I say. Now what exactly do you want, student lawyer?’




      ‘I would like to have my face done doctor.’




      ‘Well that does not tell me a great deal. What is it about your face that you would like to improve?’




      ‘Well, my nose for a start, my mouth and…’




      ‘And I think we’ll just concentrate on those two aspects first. Shall we start with your mouth? It seems a perfectly acceptable mouth and the same goes for your nose. Now, nurse, mirror please. Constance can you just turn to face me and relax.’




      The doctor got up from his chair and pulled his jacket down and as I watched him he went over to the sink and squeezed some disinfectant onto his hands, rubbing them together vigorously under a running tap. When he had finished he used his elbows and in a sideways movement managed to turn off the running water by sliding the horizontal taps from the side of the sink so that they both met in the middle. Shaking drops from his hands, the doctor pulled a green paper hand towel from the stack at the side of the sink and dried his hands.




      ‘Now Constance,’ he said. ‘Tell me what it is that you would like to achieve?’




      Mr Anthony came and perched in front of me on the side of the desk.




      ‘Look up. That’s it. Now, let me see.’




      Placing his hand under my chin the doctor tilted my head backwards.




      ‘And to the left,’ he said. I moved my head to the left. ‘Yes, I see. Now turn to the right.’




      For a few moments I wondered what the doctor was looking at. It simply could not take that long to look at a nose. I could see quite enough in two seconds flat.




      ‘Nurse,’ he said. The nurse was ready with a Kodak instant polaroid camera.




      ‘Would you like me to switch it on?’ she said.




      ‘Yes, I’ll wait until it warms up.’




      I was beginning to regret this. The doctor had been looking at my nose for what seemed ages and now he wanted to take a photograph of it, as though it was the kind of nose that did not come along too often. The camera flash made me jump.




      ‘Turn to face me!’ Snap went the camera. ‘And the other way, thank you.’ Snap. ‘There’s a bit of flare.’




      As each picture was taken the doctor pressed a button and the picture shot out of the bottom of the camera. He passed it to the nurse, who blew on the photograph twice before she placed it on the desk in what became a line of pictures. After the final photo was lined up, nurse went to the sink to wash her hands and the doctor went back round to his side of the desk. Sitting down he looked from one photograph to the next and then back to the first photograph.




      ‘There is definitely some flare there,’ he said. ‘We can certainly improve that.’




      ‘What is flare?’ I asked. I did not know that I had a nose with flare.




      ‘Look,’ he said turning the first photo round so that I could see it the right way up. ‘See the nostrils. Do you see how they give way?’




      ‘No,’ I said.




      Taking a pen the doctor drew two vertical lines on the photograph from the bridge of the nose to the nostril and then repeated the same exercise horizontally placing a cross at the extremities of each nostril.




      ‘We could take that in,’ he said, making diagonal cuts at the base of each nostril. ‘And here,’ planting a large red cross on the bridge of my nose, ‘we can make this more aes thetically pleasing.’




      ‘How would you do that?’




      ‘We would break this bone here.’ The doctor pointed to the bridge of my nose. ‘And re-shape it here,’ pointing to the bottom.




      ‘Would it make my nose look better?’




      ‘Yes, if you think the operation is necessary, we could certainly improve its appearance.’




      ‘Would all of that hurt doctor?’




      ‘No. You might be a bit sore, but we use what is called twilight surgery.’




      ‘What’s twilight surgery?’




      ‘It’s a feeling or perhaps a sensation of not being asleep and yet not being awake – it’s a twilight period.’




      Looking at the photographs, it was there for all to see: the flare, the ugliness of my nose.




      ‘And, doctor, what about my mouth, can you do anything about that?’




      ‘What do you want to achieve?’




      ‘Well, my lips are not very nice, doctor.’




      ‘Constance, you have to live with yourself. You tell me what is not very nice about your lips. Just one minute, nurse.’




      She obviously knew the routine, because she simply passed a mirror to the doctor, who held it up in front of me.




      ‘Now, Constance, tell me what you see.’




      ‘I’d rather not look, doctor. I know what’s wrong.’




      ‘Tell me then,’ said the doctor, turning the mirror over and placing it glass down on the desk behind him.




      ‘Well, my lips are like rubber. They stick out and my mother said they are too big and I did not get them from her side of the family.’




      ‘Oh, did she really? When did she say that?’




      ‘A long time ago.’




      ‘Are you sure that you want surgery, Constance? You should think about it first and then, if you really are adamant that you wish to have the operation, we can always talk again.’




      ‘I am certain, doctor.’




      ‘Very well, nurse,’ said the doctor.




      The Polaroid was placed in his hand and again three photographs were taken.




      ‘It’s a classic teapot,’ he said. ‘Look at the lip, especially the bottom one. Just under the lip you can see how it protrudes so as to give the appearance of the spout of a teapot. Is this something that bothers you?’




      ‘Yes, it is.’




      ‘And how long has it bothered you?’




      ‘Oh doctor, for as long as I can remember and probably even longer than that.’




      ‘Well we can improve the appearance, but you must understand that this is cosmetic surgery and therefore you should not expect any drastic alterations. Cosmetic surgery is just that, cosmetic.’




      ‘And how much is all of this going to cost, doctor?’




      ‘I don’t discuss money, but you will be informed by my personal assistant. If you wish to have the treatment, just pay the deposit and we will book the rest.’




      ‘How long will it all take to get me looking normal?’




      ‘It really is not a case of getting you to look normal, because you are already normal. It is more a question of getting you to accept your appearance, which, if you want my honest opinion, is perfectly acceptable.’




      ‘Can I have a photo of myself doctor? It’s just that I have never seen myself close up.’




      ‘We have a policy, I’m afraid, of not handing out before and after photographs, but if you want you can always take some photographs when you get home as a keepsake.’




      The doctor took some more details about my medical history and then gave me a consent form to sign.




      ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘there is just one other matter I should mention. Some people of Afro-Caribbean origin get what is called a keloid scar, which means that the scar site is left raised with a slightly shiny appearance. It can be unsightly, but we do not know how your skin will react until the healing process begins.’




      ‘Well, now that you have mentioned it, doctor, what about the scars on my face? Can anything be done about those?’




      ‘I think we should concentrate on what you think are the more obvious aesthetically displeasing aspects of your presentation and maybe revisit the scars on a later occasion.’




      Nurse did the tidying up and the doctor again washed his hands.




      ‘Constance, I have all sorts of patients who visit me. Some I refuse to operate on, because I know just from talking to them that they will never be happy with the outcome of cosmetic surgery. They are just trouble. In your case, you are very young to be as determined as you are for these cosmetic changes. Why not consider the options and maybe in a couple of years’ time, when your face is more mature, come back and we can talk again. Will you think about it?’




      ‘No, doctor.’




      ‘Why not? It is a very serious step to take.’




      ‘I know doctor, but I have thought about it and I would like the operation as soon as possible and if it is possible I would like something done about my scars.’




      ‘What caused them?’




      ‘It was a plane, doctor, the wing caught me across the face.’




      ‘Oh!’ said the doctor, taking a closer look at my face. ‘Are you sure it was a plane?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘The wing, you say?’




      ‘The left wing.’




      ‘And how did you get the second scar?’




      ‘The plane turned and came at me again and that’s when I got the second scar.’




      The doctor examined my face intently.




      ‘Constance, there is just one thing that I would like to ask and please do not take it the wrong way.’




      ‘Sure,’ I said.




      ‘Have you ever seen a psychiatrist?’




      ‘No, do I need to see one, doctor?’




      ‘You tell me.’




      ‘No, I’m fine, doctor.’




      ‘Who was steering the plane at the time it crashed into the side of your face?’




      ‘My mother.’




      The doctor stopped examining my scar and looked me in the face; he was trying to see if I was kidding.




      ‘And why do you think she did that?’




      ‘She does not like me very much, doctor.’




      I got the impression that the doctor was looking into my eyes to detect any sign of madness.




      ‘And how long have you had the scars, Constance?’




      ‘Oh, since I was about twelve, I think.’




      ‘I think that we will have to look at the scars with a little more care, because they are on your face and we have to be sure that they can be improved. Will you leave that one with me and we will look at it again?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘Is there anything else that you would wish to raise before we draw the meeting to a close?’




      ‘Well, you mentioned that I might get keloid scarring. I don’t think I will get it, so that is OK.’




      ‘And what do you base that opinion on, Constance?’




      ‘I had an operation years ago and it did not leave any raised scars.’




      ‘Where did you have that operation?’




      ‘In St Thomas’s.’




      ‘Where on your body?’




      ‘On my tits.’




      ‘And this was when, you say?’




      ‘Oh, I was fourteen.’




      ‘That is indeed very good news that you did not get keloid scarring, but would you mind showing me the scarring just so I can check.’




      ‘Here,’ I said pointing to my left breast in a sweeping motion across the top, ‘and here again’ moving to my right breast in a circular movement across the top of the breast from left to right, ‘and here down the side of my right breast.’ The doctor got out his pen again and opened my file.




      ‘I’ll just make a few notes if you don’t mind,’ he said, drawing a crude pair of tits and criss-crossing them with horizontal and vertical strokes.




      ‘May I…do you think that I could see the area you have referred to?’




      He was very hesitant in case I took offence. I did not mind showing him my tits – at least they looked better than my face.




      ‘Yeah, sure.’




      I unbuttoned my black C&A jumper and undid the top three buttons on my blouse and pulled the blouse open. I had on my bra from East Street market, thank goodness. It was white and had very beautiful pale lilac buds with tiny perforations around the edge. I had only bought it on the spur of the moment. The doctor just looked at my breasts from a distance and thanked me. As I did up my blouse, he went back round to his side of the desk, sat down again and opened my file.




      ‘How did that happen?’




      ‘My mother,’ I said.




      ‘And what did she do?’




      ‘Well she used to pinch my buds and the doctors had to operate to get the lumps out.’




      The doctor did not look up as he wrote his notes. He was suddenly very serious.




      ‘You don’t still live with your mother?’




      ‘No, I haven’t for years.’




      He looked relieved.




      ‘Do you have any other scars?’




      ‘Yes I do.’ I rested my right hand on the desk and pointed to a circular scar on the back of it.




      ‘See,’ I said, ‘no keloid scarring.’




      The doctor glanced over at the back of my hand and using the index finger of his left hand brushed over the scar.




      ‘Yes, it does suggest that you heal very well. Was that caused by your mother?’




      ‘Oh no, doctor, my mother did not do that; my stepfather did. My mother did this one.’




      I pulled up the sleeve on my cardigan, undid the cuff button on my blouse and rolled up the sleeve. I turned my arm over on his desk so that my hand was palm side up and pointed out the scar.




      ‘That is a vertical scar running, shall we say, five inches or thereabouts. What caused that?’




      ‘A knife, doctor, but it has healed very well.’




      ‘Yes, I cannot argue with that. Have you ever told any other doctors how you got these scars?’




      ‘No, doctor, but can you sort them out?’




      ‘No,’ said the doctor, laughing again. ‘Constance you must not be so impatient. I have already said that we will revisit the matter.’




      For the second time the doctor closed my file and yet again he washed his hands, as the nurse sat silently behind me.




      ‘Now, Constance, I don’t think that there is anything else, but if there is please feel free to raise it.’




      ‘No, doctor. I don’t think that there is.’




      ‘Well, it’s been most interesting meeting you, Constance. You do seem very easygoing about your past.’




      ‘Am I easygoing doctor?’




      ‘Yes, and you make me laugh. I am sure that we will meet again and I am sure we can do something for you. Please think about whether you really want to go through with these intrusive operations. Surgery is a very big deal and you should think about it a little more, but I have a feeling that you have already decided. Is that right?’




      ‘Yes, doctor.’




      ‘Well, until we meet again.’ He stood and offered me a silky hand.




      ‘Constance you are not ugly, you only think you are.’




      ‘No, doctor, you are wrong.’




      ‘Nurse will show you out.’




      I could have gone on shaking that hand for ever, but I picked up my bag and followed the nurse back to reception.




      ‘The doctor will be in touch soon,’ she said.




      As I left, I glanced into the waiting room. It was overflowing with people, fat ones, thin ones, old ones, young ones. They all wanted to be beautiful. I was beautiful already. The doctor had said that. Well, almost. I was just going to have a few small adjustments to my face.




      The following Tuesday I got a letter explaining that the cost of the operation for my mouth was just under a thousand pounds per lip! To have my flare removed would cost another fifteen hundred pounds! There was no mention at all about the cost of having the scar removed. The letter suggested that I might consider having just the one lip done and then on a later occasion I could have the other done. The operations and the cost could be spread over a period of years, if that was what I wanted. The doctor could book me into surgery as soon as I definitely decided to go ahead. The cost of the Harley Street consultation would be deducted from the cost of the surgery. In any event the doctor would wait to hear from me, but if there were any other questions I should not hesitate to contact him.




      Sitting on my bed, I realized that I simply did not have that sort of money. I had saved up for a rainy day, but all my rainy day money would not pay for the surgery I needed. The doctor mentioned that I could take out a loan, but that would take me forever to pay off. I put my letter away. I would think about it all later. I was determined to pay the deposit if I could.


    


  




  

    

      2




      No Dreaming Spires


    




    

      1979




      In late September I took an overnight train to Newcastle upon Tyne in the north of England, not far from the Scottish border. I travelled overnight, because it was cheaper. Here was I, a girl whose mother had said she was too stupid to go to university, on my way. I had never felt so free, so happy, but then I thought sadly of the teacher who had befriended me when I was at my lowest – Miss K. She had told me I could achieve anything I wanted. How proud she would have been of me now! I had not seen her since shortly after she lost her leg in an accident in Poland. I had offered to look after her, but she had refused, saying she would only hold me back. She was wrong. Miss K and Miss B would have got on fine.




      I had applied for a single room in a students’ hostel, but the bursar wrote back and told me that I would have to share a room with another student. Some first year students found it difficult to live on their own and so there was a policy of sharing. I would not have found it difficult to live on my own; I had lived on my own and virtually brought myself up for the last seven years.




      The sky was almost black as the train pulled away. It was a Royal Mail train that would stop at every station to deliver and collect post, so I snuggled down to get some much needed sleep.




      I had been so worried about how I would survive financially at university that I had taken time off to work and save before taking up my place. I had previously worked in a hospice in Lyndhurst Gardens, Belsize Park and now I got a job again there doing night duty as an auxiliary nurse. I was known then as Clearie or Clare; it was only later that I found out that the name on my birth certificate was Constance. At the hospice I kept my old name. Belsize Park is a leafy suburb in north London near the top of Haverstock Hill. The hospice was in a large, tall Victorian house. As I walked towards it on the first evening, I passed beautiful warm brick houses on every side and dreamt that one day I would own such a house. It was, as Miss K would say, no more than I deserved.




      Part of my duty on the night shift was simply making the patients comfortable, giving them tea or coffee, filling their water jugs, turning back the beds and giving out bed pans. Sometimes I would take the patients who could walk to the toilet and, if sister and the full-time nursing staff were busy, I would be allowed to take the patients’ temperature and blood pressure.




      One of the jobs that I was allocated was preparing the bodies of the recently dead. Many of the patients who were at Lyndhurst Gardens were in the final stages of life. When it was apparent that a patient in a four bed ward was dying, he or she would have the curtains pulled around their bed. It might sound strange, but I always thought it was a complete pleasure to sit with someone who was close to death. When I was on duty I would hold their hand. I spoilt the ladies. I would brush their hair for them and clean their face and neck. Sometimes I washed their important other bits and put some make-up on them – nothing too obvious, just something to give a bit of colour in their cheeks. It matters to look one’s best. Sometimes I would give their dentures a good wash or scrub with a nail brush. I never worked on the day duty, only nights from eight in the evening to eight in the morning. A very stressful night might include two people dying. Sometimes in the summer we would lose three all in one night.




      Making the dead attractive for their relatives is an art in itself. You must start as soon as life is gone. We were told by Sister that sometimes those final touches can make the difference between a relative accepting death or storing up serious problems for the future. A peaceful looking corpse is one the relatives might think was happy to go, whereas one that looked depressed and unhappy might give the opposite impression. I could always make a lady pretty in death, but it was sometimes more difficult to perform the same kind of magic on the gentlemen. There were not many opportunities to tidy up and make a dead male presentable, though a shave could help. Luckily the men seemed not to die when I was on duty. The only time that I can see in my mind’s eye looking after a dead man was when he had told me that his male lover would be arriving at the hospice shortly and he wanted to look his best. He was so ill that he was quite unable to get up out of bed even to help himself to a drink. He wanted his hair combed with a parting just so and clean dentures. All of his requests were met. I said goodbye to him when I finished my shift, fully expecting him to be there when I returned later that evening. I had gone to his room specifically to tell him that I was off home. At first he had not heard me, his head was turned away from me, looking out of the window. He was so weak he could barely move his head and his shoulders looked like a half closed umbrella with the handle skew-whiff. I whispered a little louder. ‘I’m off now I just came to say “bye”.’ He did not even acknowledge me. His hands were over the sheet and counterpane, which were tucked in tight under the mattress. His arms were thin and mauve and the veins in his hands stood proud and were pulsating madly. ‘I’m off,’ I said again, this time very gently covering his hand with mine. He turned his head towards me.




      ‘Oh Clearie, it’s you,’ he said. ‘Please be a love and pull my curtains.’ I let go of his hand and walked round the bottom of the bed and pulled the curtains. ‘Do you think you could pull me up the bed,’ he asked. When I tried to pull him up the bed, I couldn’t. I went off to find another nursing assistant and between the two of us we managed to pull him up on the undersheet and then propped him against the bed rest. We plumped up the pillows and made him comfortable.




      ‘Anything else?’ I asked.




      ‘Clearie, if you’ve got a moment do you think you could give me a drink?’




      I poured some water into a beaker and put it to his lips. He dribbled and I put a towel under his neck to stop him getting sore. When he was finished I wiped down his face, replaced his beaker and said, ‘See you later.’




      ‘Will you?’ he replied.




      I thought nothing of it until I returned for duty that evening and, as Sister gave the handover reports, she said that he had died. I honestly could not understand why he would die just like that. Of course he looked ill, but not that ill. I was devastated by his death. Our lives had passed each other only briefly and yet his death affected me so badly that I could not bear to go into his room. When I eventually did, I was convinced that he was lying on the bed asking me to fetch him his dentures and brush his hair. It must have been only two days later that someone else was booked into the room. How I resented that. My poor old patient hadn’t been dead long and there was already some other pretender in his room. The night sister said I had a way with patients – sympathetic and caring. I did not feel I was that special, but I knew the patients liked me.




      When I was about to go to university I arranged to go back to Lyndhurst Gardens as often as possible at the weekends. It was an opportunity to earn money to keep me during my three years. I was so used to being on my own, I could not imagine making that many friends in Newcastle.




       




      The Royal Mail drew into Newcastle upon Tyne station in the early hours of the morning. I had made separate arrangements for my rocking chair and television to follow me. From the station I took a taxi with my two metal suitcases to Leazes Terrace. It was still dark and the streets were silent. I wondered what life in this strange place would be like.




      My only other visit had been for an interview for a place in the law faculty. With my three As at Advanced level I felt pretty confident of getting in. One of the professors wanted to know why I had chosen to come all the way to Newcastle, when I could have stayed nearer to home. I paused to think what sort of answer they wanted and, as I could not think what it might be, I simply told the truth.




      ‘I want to get as far away from my mother as I can and I don’t want to go back to her as long as I am here.’




      The professors were a little taken aback. After a whispered conversation they called a third teacher, a Mr Stevenson, to join the interview. He was a round sort of chap, who was clearly a member of the aristocracy or as near as damn it. He kept saying ‘There, there’ and ‘What’ and then he mentioned fine wine and called me a good fellow. At the end of the interview he asked me why I thought they should take me. Again I had no answer, so I said ‘Because I will take you.’ They all started to laugh and I thought that I had blown the interview, but then Professor Clark said: ‘Promise me, Constance, that if we offer you a place you will accept.’ I said, ‘Of course I will’ and Professor Elliot said, ‘I can tell you now we intend to offer you a place.’ I was very happy about that so I said, ‘I can tell you now I intend to accept.’




      Leazes Terrace was not exactly the dreaming spires. It was one of a number of seven storey blocks built in brute concrete. I had to get the porter out of bed, but he was remarkably good tempered, asking me how I liked travelling at night. He suggested that I leave my cases outside his office door, while he showed me to my room. Once I knew where it was I could take my time getting my stuff up there. My room was on the third floor of the mixed student block. It was nice enough, but I really did not know how to share a room with another person and in truth I had no idea how to be a student. The room seemed quite small for two people. My bed was to the left as you entered and the other bed was to the right. Immediately in front of my bed was a decent sized desk and at the bottom of the bed a small wardrobe. It was fine enough. On each landing was a washroom, bathroom and toilet with a huge concrete eating area in the basement. There were dozens of fridges, tables, sinks and cookers stretching from one end of the building to the other. It was very clean and orderly. The cookers were spotless and the fridges clean and fresh. The porter offered me a tour of the building and when I accepted gave me a plan and left me to get on with it.




      After my night journey, I was exhausted. I fell onto the bed and could not remember a thing until the next morning. The bed was tiny: if you turned round in a hurry you might fall off the end. I had never slept in such a tiny bed and the mattress was paper thin. I had left a perfectly good bed back in London to sleep in a tiny bed with a mattress that was paper thin! When I finally awoke, my belongings were waiting to be put away in my allocated wardrobe and my desk. The room was pale green, like the walls of the hospitals I had worked at over the years. I looked out of the window. A grim sea of concrete greeted me.




      I was told that my room-mate, Louise, was a mature student, an ex social worker. I hadn’t really thought about it, but I was probably a mature student too, as I had worked before I came up. I wondered what it would be like to share a room with another person, whom I did not know apart from her name. Did she know that I was black? Would it make any difference? Probably not if she was a social worker. I had already decided not to like her anyway, simply because I had to share the room with her. Maybe I wasn’t so mature! When Louise turned up, I found that we did have something in common. Like me, she had a clear vision of what she wanted to do and how she intended to achieve it. We soon found a way of living together.




      Freshers’ Week was due to begin on Monday. I had no idea what this involved apart from the fact that the brochure said it was not to be missed. Students from all over the country would descend on their chosen university and enjoy three days of socialising. All the freshman students would meet at an array of clubs and future events in the students’ union. When Freshers’ Week started, I had never seen so many people congregate with the sole purpose of having a good time. Newcastle was full of clubs, pubs and violence, but the Geordies were so friendly that they took the chill away from the northern icy temperatures. I was informed by the ticket inspector on the way up that a Geordie could hold his drink. I came to appreciate that this was not always true.




      Meeting so many different people from so many different backgrounds during Freshers’ Week made me feel sad. Everyone appeared to have had a straightforward life. Most of the students had come direct from school and home. Some got homesick. Even amongst the mature students very few had taken time off simply because they needed to earn money. Some had been travelling, others started on a job and then decided they would like a degree and others still had delayed coming because they wanted to have babies. No one had taken time off because of their family circumstances, as I had. Everyone seemed to have normal families. When I was asked why I’d taken time out, I could hardly say that my mother had refused to sign my grant application form. Anyway, that was not strictly true. She had torn it up like confetti and thrown it in the air. I could hardly say that I’d had to earn the right to get a grant on my own account and so had to work for several years to qualify. I did not want anyone feeling sorry for me, or doing me special favours, so the less everyone knew about my background the better.




      At Freshers’ Week it seemed everyone had come up specifically to get drunk. Alcoholic drink had never been on my agenda – the highest I had ever aspired to was Coke. It had never crossed my mind to drink wine or beer, never mind vodka and cider. The students seemed quite happy to mix them and were surprised when I was offered alcohol and refused.




      ‘Why? Are you a Muslim?’




      ‘Muslim has nothing to do with it.’




      ‘Well, are you religious?’




      I thought I was, but that too had nothing to do with it – I did not drink because I did not drink. After the first astonished reaction, people left me alone. No one made a big deal out of it.




      The first year law students were invited to meet one another and the professors. This apparently was a privilege bestowed every year on the new recruits. I turned up at the appointed time in the reception room, where there was a table laid out with an assortment of refreshments: red and white wine, tea, coffee, orange juice, biscuits and cheese. I did not know that you could get so many different types of cheese. There was yellow cheese and a sort of orange cheese, cheese with blue veins, and then there was a flat round cheese with what appeared to be a white leather skin on top. Someone said it was brie. I was sure the cheese with blue veins was mouldy because it smelt so bad, but when we were invited to help ourselves most of the students started piling the mouldy cheese onto their plates together with a large helping of the cheese with the leather skin. There was another cheese that had a thick crusty edge all the way around the outside; it reminded me of the back of my mother’s heels. It did not smell that nice and again it appeared to have blue mould all over the inside. Maybe someone had stabbed the cheese with a fountain pen and then squeezed the ink deep into the heart of the cheese which had then bled. The smell and appearance did not put off anyone except me. I stuck to what I was familiar with, cheddar cheese and cream cracker biscuits.




      I went up to one girl who was quite tall, about five feet eight with shoulder length hair. She had very red cheeks. She wore a grey cardigan/coat that came down to her mid thigh. She seemed sophisticated. I told her my name and as she looked down at me she burped loudly. The girl next to her, who turned out to be called Pauline Moulder, looked round in surprise. The tall girl burped again, this time rather louder and longer. It was like a string of bubbles going through a narrow wet tunnel. We all started to laugh and the tall girl was in hysterics bent double. The other students looked horrified. The first year students were misbehaving. We managed to introduce ourselves. She was Jo. She spoke quite posh and seemed quite jolly, though that might just have been the drink. The evening had hardly started and already she had taken too much.




      The professors swept in and immediately the atmosphere changed. The third year students were very polite, almost humble. I decided to try some small talk with the professor. He was tall and distinguished, rather like a grey-haired George Clooney.




      ‘How are you finding Newcastle?’ he asked.




      ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘it’s too cold and my bedroom is this big.’ I stretched out my arms. ‘There is not enough room to swing a cat.’




      ‘Why would you want to swing a cat?’




      ‘I don’t want to swing a cat,’ I said.




      ‘And why would you want to walk around the room with your arms outstretched?’




      ‘I don’t,’ I said.




      ‘Well, if you don’t want to swing a cat and you don’t want to walk around the room with your arms outstretched, then the room must be ideal!’




      I was to realise this was his teaching method – to make you question every proposition. Pauline sent over a young man called J to give me moral support. He chatted to the professor. J was pretty good-looking, too, in his heavy leather jacket and Doc Marten’s boots. He made a nice contrast to the suave professor. J spoke in a slight cockney accent, with posh overtones. He had probably been privately educated. I suddenly thought that Miss K would have liked J; I think she would have said that the young gentleman had potential.




      Other students gravitated towards us. Professor Ellie, as some of us came to call him, was a big name in academic law. He was an expert in the law of evidence. His looks and brains and sense of humour proved a magnet for all of us. He noticed I did not have a drink and asked if I would like one. I told him that I did not drink and he looked astonished.




      ‘You,’ he said, ‘Miss Briscoe, have chosen to spend three years reading law, yet you tell me that you do not drink. Do you see any inconsistency in those two statements?’




      ‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t think so.’




      ‘Then I shall ask you again at the end of three years.’




      As Prof Ellie moved on to meet and greet other people, I walked with J back to a seat in the bay window and joined Pauline and Jo.




      Jo’s cheeks were red, apple red and it was obvious to those of us in the window seats that the third year students were not happy with us at all.




      I sat with what seemed to have become our group, drinking orange juice. I introduced myself.




      ‘I’m Constance,’ I said. ‘Constance Briscoe, and I’m from London.’ The others introduced themselves. Jo was a local girl, she lived in Newcastle with her parents. Newcastle was not her first university. She had apparently studied medicine at Oxford, but she was such a wild child that she was invited to leave the university and to consider reapplying when she was older and more equipped to cope with life as an undergraduate. She proved to be clever, very clever and quite the most articulate person that I had ever met. She was also very kind and sincere. You could rely on Jo. She became a good friend of mine.




      Pauline was a good laugh. She was older than the rest of us, nearly thirty. She had previously worked on a newspaper and she had a husband and two children. She had always wanted to study law. She too was clever, but not in Jo’s league. She was quite rough-spoken and always had a fag in her hand. Always dressed in jeans, she was quite small, like me, and plump but not tubby. Her hair was black and cut in the equivalent of a short back and sides. She had small features and the darkness of her hair gave her an almost Spanish look. She was quite attractive, but seemed unaware of it. She also was someone you could rely on.




      All of us had taken time out, even J. He looked young, though, and had that sort of ‘I’ve never shaved’ baby skin. His nose was too large for him to be really good looking. He had a centre parting and hair flopping down to the side and layered from the fringe to the back of his head. I did find him attractive. I could see some of the girls in the year above us casting ‘I could fancy you’ looks at him. Unfortunately he had a girlfriend back home in Welwyn Garden City and he spoke of her a bit too often and went back to see her most weekends.




      Having done something before we came to university gave us a common bond that made us just a little different from those students who had come straight from school. I was happy with my new found friends. I don’t think that I had ever had so many friends in my entire life. We started going to parties as a group. Pauline and Jo lived locally and J was in Leazes Terrace, though in a different house from mine. We met up easily. My old flat in 19 Sutherland Square and my mother were things of the past. I had promised myself that I would never speak again to my mother. I was sure that I would keep that promise.




       




      Once term began we got down to work and although the classes started at 9am most days we all managed like dutiful freshers to get in on time. Our group of friends widened to about eight or ten students. The second week of term we all went to the pub. I had never been into a pub before. Everyone knew that I did not drink alcohol. I ordered lemonade in a half pint glass. Some of my group asked if I had ever been drunk.




      ‘Of course not,’ I replied.




      ‘Never ever?’




      ‘Never in my life.’




      This reply prompted swift action and they laced my drink with vodka, but I was able to detect it straight away. On other occasions they would try gin, but again I knew what they had done. I hated all the attention. In the end I decided to order my own drinks and that put an end to it.




      The term got off to a good start. I quite enjoyed my subjects, although I was now so comfortable in bed that I had some difficulty in getting up. It was not that I was not organized. I was. But the fact was, now that my bed-wetting days were behind me, there really was no reason why I could not stay in bed for ever. Life was quite orderly. I knew exactly where I had to be and what I was doing during term time. I quite enjoyed land law. Professor Clark was my hero – listening to him was always interesting, if sometimes confusing. I managed to get to grips with land law between 1285 – 1837. Law of Property Act 1925 was supposed to make things simpler to understand. It did not help me at all and I got confused with fee simple and fee tail, not to speak of entails and conditional fee simple. I had to admit I was completely lost for the whole term. Professor Clark said I should not worry. Most students found it difficult to start off with and it would become clearer with the passage of time. When we moved on to wills and intestacy I was on much firmer ground and settled down to become quite good at land law.




      I found administrative and constitutional law rather dry subjects. We first-year students did not have any choice in what we studied: there was a set syllabus to give us a good general grounding. I was in Group B of my land law seminar and for my first piece of work I got 13 out of 20, which was not bad for a subject I struggled in. Contract and tort (which is basically wrongs against others which can lead to claims for compensation) I found easier; they were the kind of law that could crop up in everyday life. Our first lecture in contract was quite interesting. It introduced us to the function of contract in society, traced from feudal times to the beginnings of modern contract law.
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