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      Monica Dickens MBE (1915–1992) was the great-granddaughter of Charles Dickens. Expelled from St Paul’s Girls’ School, she was then sent to a finishing school in France, before returning home to life as a debutante: ‘The deb scene and the dances were absolute agony. I would look at the waiters and the maids at balls and know for certain that they were having a better time than I was. So I wanted to belong with them, down there where there was a bit of life.’ She then spent two years as a cook and general servant, which she wrote about in her first book, One Pair of Hands (1939). The book, published when she was twenty-four, was a bestseller and established her reputation as a writer. During the Second World War, Dickens trained as a nurse and again successfully recounted her experiences in One Pair of Feet (1942). In her career she wrote over fifty books for both adults and children, including the Follyfoot series, and for twenty years wrote a much-loved column for Woman’s Own. She was also involved with the NSPCC, the RSPCA and the Samaritans.
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      One Pair of Feet, first published in 1942, has retained such freshness and appeal that with this new edition another generation of readers will be given the chance to be informed, amused and occasionally maddened by it all over again. Monica Dickens was propelled to literary fame with the runaway success of her first book, One Pair of Hands, which came out in 1939 when she was just twenty-four years old. It describes her life as a cook-general at the bottom of the pecking order in English upper-class households in Knightsbridge and gets much of its bite from the fact that although she herself came from the upper class and had even been presented at court as a debutante, she chose to go into service, and her accounts of petty tyranny and malice straddle both the ‘upstairs’ and the ‘downstairs’ worlds. One Pair of Feet returns to the same genre but on a different terrain, that of a public hospital during wartime, where Monica Dickens trained to become a nurse. Inevitably, the book, while still humorous and irreverent in tone, has many sombre notes, and gives a fascinating view of a society on the cusp of great social change, and a health system on the eve of the foundation of the NHS.

      Monica Dickens was the great-granddaughter of Charles Dickens. But although this fact is referred to in every description of her, she made little mention of it, except later in life in relation to her charity work. She was born in London in 1915 into a prosperous family. Her father, Henry Charles Dickens, was a barrister, and her mother Fanny (née Runge) came from a distinguished German family. Monica was expelled from St Paul’s Girls’ School for throwing her school uniform off Hammersmith Bridge, and it was her rebellious spirit that prompted her decision to go into service, which must have seemed rash to her family and friends but in literary terms was a very shrewd move.

      One Pair of Hands was followed by a semi-autobiographical novel, Mariana, published in 1940, and One Pair of Feet in 1942, which was released as the film The Lamp Still Burns the following year. Between 1939 and 1992 she wrote some thirty books for adults and thirteen for children, including the famous Follyfoot series. She also wrote numerous magazine articles and a regular column for Woman’s Own that ran for twenty years, so she was one of the most prolific and popular authors of her generation. Her wide readership and frank opinions, wittily expressed, made her an influential figure in public discourse in the 1950s.

      In 1951 Dickens married a US naval officer, Roy O. Stratton. The couple moved to America and adopted two children, but she continued to write, and to set her books in England. Her growing support for humanitarian causes informed much of her subsequent writing. Work with the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children inspired her novel Kate and Emma (1964), and many of her books for children, especially those about horses, evidence her concern for animal welfare. She was involved with the Samaritans in London, which was the basis of her acclaimed novel The Listeners (1970) and she helped to found the first American branch of the organisation. After her husband’s death in 1985 she returned to England, where she lived in a cottage in Berkshire and continued to write until she died, on Christmas day, 1992.

      One Pair of Feet is the third book in this long, creative career, written when Dickens was just twenty-seven and more interested in observing the personal habits, fashions, and love-lives of her colleagues than in discussing the big political issues of the day. This is a large part of its appeal. Even the war stays firmly in the background, though it is always present, and was indeed the motivation that prompted her to apply for a career in nursing: ‘One had got to be something; that was obvious. But what? It seemed that women, having been surplus for twenty years, were suddenly wanted in a hundred different places at once… Men’s jobs were open to women and trousers were selling like hot cakes in Kensington High Street.’ Should this seem rather serious and worthy, she quickly qualifies her intentions in a much more frivolous vein:

      
         

        The Services? I didn’t think my hips would stand the cut of the skirt and I wasn’t too sure about my legs in wool stockings… Nursing? The idea had always attracted me, even in peace-time, but I suppose every girl goes through that. It’s one of those adolescent phases, like wanting to be a nun. It was reading Farewell to Arms, I think, that finally decided me, though what sort of hospital allowed such goings on, I can’t imagine. However, that was the last war. Then I saw Madeleine Carroll in Vigil in the Night, and that settled it. I was going to be a nurse in a pure white halo cap, and glide swiftly about with oxygen cylinders and, if necessary, give my life for a patient…

      

      Needless to say, the practicalities of nursing as described in One Pair of Feet offer few opportunities for ‘swiftly gliding about in a pure white halo cap’. The experiences that communicate themselves most forcefully in the book are the crashing fatigue and the senselessly rigid hierarchy within the hospital. Nor do many of the patients she describes prompt a desire to self-sacrifice.

      The relationships with her colleagues and patients are inevitably constrained within this hierarchy. Dickens has retained her youthful rebelliousness and pulls no punches when describing, for example, the absurd system whereby a junior nurse may not directly address a doctor, but instead must convey information via her ward sister, or the almost sadistic obsession with uniforms, inventories and timetables that some sisters impose on the ward nurses. The contradiction between personal life and the demands of the job is an important strand running through the book, not least when she has to make the decision about whether to continue her nursing career.

      The structure of the book is episodic, as Dickens moves from ward to ward, each with its own strong characters – ward sister, patients, fellow nurses – and new dramas unfold and are resolved within a couple of chapters. Although there is no strong overarching narrative, after a while the book acquires the compulsive quality of a soap opera as Dickens’s friendships and enmities with the other nurses and patients take on a life of their own. The tone is of a confiding and funny older sister letting us into her secrets; the scenes of ward life, gruesome medical procedures, snatched cigarettes (all the nurses, including Dickens, seem to smoke) and ghastly food are horribly evocative.

      One of her particular skills is sketching vivid recognisable characters who come to life with a few well-chosen words and observations: ‘She looked like one of those potatoes that people photograph and send to the papers because it bears a curious resemblance to a human face.’ Her gossipy, confessional commentary never leaves us in any doubt about her own feelings and judgements regarding the people in her narrative, but she is disarmingly self-deprecating and humorously candid about her own shortcomings as a nurse, for instance when she responds to a surgeon’s command ‘Fetch me the proctoscope!’ by dashing away and returning with the coat of the bewildered night porter.

      Just as fascinating as the accounts of hospital life are the descriptions of the nurses’ off-duty activities. Because of the war, great numbers of young men and women, soldiers and nurses, were dislocated from their familiar environment and out and about searching for love and romance on rainy nights in dismal pubs and dance halls far from home. Her account of breaking out of the nurses’ hostel late at night to cycle down muddy lanes to a dance miles away must seem quaintly innocent to young women today: ‘Chaps have got to be very cracking indeed to be worth bicycling through the rain for, even downhill.’ On the excruciating humiliation of sitting around the edge of the room waiting to be asked to dance she comments: ‘I wished I were a man. I would then have had a drink and gone home.’

      There are many examples like this where it is evident that she is keenly aware of gender inequalities but accepts them. This is, after all, a book from an era that preceded the feminist challenge to the status quo. For example, the rigid gender demarcation between doctors and nurses is not questioned (though there is one woman doctor in the hospital, who gets little sympathy from Dickens) nor is the fact that, unlike doctors, nurses could not get married without giving up their profession. Towards the end of the book is a harrowing account of a young woman who is admitted following a botched abortion:

      
         

        Poor Irene had wanted that baby, but had allowed herself to be persuaded by her young man to visit someone that a pal of a fellow he knew swore by. Before I was a nurse, I was not in favour of legal abortion. Now I think that anything would be preferable to some of the ghastly things that are perpetrated outside the law. If women could see what some of their sex have to go through in consequence, nightmare old women in basement flats would lose their trade. Irene would lie turning her peaky little face from side to side, watching the women with their babies. She wouldn’t be able to have one now.

      

      In her ambiguous attitude towards the predicament of women, she is very much of her time, aware of inequality, but accepting it as given. There are also several instances of what would now be called racism that strike a discordant note for a modern reader: she does not hesitate to call someone a ‘nigger’ or to describe a Jewish patient as ‘keening like the lost tribes of Israel’. But within the context of the book, these usages seem not so much offensive as dated. Class distinctions that now seem obscure and old-fashioned also permeate the book, as when she describes ‘people who have guaranteed subscriptions at libraries and get their groceries from Harrods and give tennis parties with one court and eight people.’

      Monica Dickens described herself as a writer who set out to entertain rather than instruct, yet this makes the text all the more affecting and endearing. For a present-day reader there is something quite poignant in her unawareness of the radical transformation that would soon sweep through the nation’s health provision with the founding of the NHS, and the huge social changes that would blow away much of the deference and social hierarchy that she chafed against but took for granted in her writing. One Pair of Feet is not just a spirited and entertaining account of the training of a hospital nurse in wartime but a fascinating glimpse into a time and a culture so recent and yet so utterly changed.

      Marina Lewycka, 2013 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              CHAPTER ONE
            

          

        

      

      One had got to be something; that was obvious. But what? It seemed that women, having been surplus for twenty years, were suddenly wanted in a hundred different places at once. You couldn’t open a newspaper without being told that you were wanted in the Army, the Navy or the Air Force; factory wheels would stop turning unless you rushed into overalls at once; the AFS. could quench no fires without you, every hoarding beckoned you and even Marble Arch badgered you about ARP.

      The Suffragettes could have saved themselves a lot of trouble if they had seen this coming. Men’s jobs were open to women and trousers were selling like hot cakes in Kensington High Street.

      I could not make up my mind what to be. A lot of fanatics rushed into the most uncongenial jobs they could find, stimulated by a glow of self-sacrifice that lasted until the novelty wore off or the cold weather set in, but it seemed to me that, provided that it was just as useful, it was no less patriotic to do something enjoyable. At first sight, the choice seemed so enormous that the trouble was to decide what not to be, but a closer inspection revealed so many snags that in the end the trouble was to find something to which I had a hope of sticking.

      The Services? I didn’t think my hips would stand the cut of the skirt and I wasn’t too sure about my legs in wool stockings. Besides, I’ve never been much good at drilling and all that. My school reports used to say: ‘Not amenable to discipline; too fond of organising,’ which was only a kind way of saying: ‘Bossy.’ I might have been a success as a general, but not as a private.

      The AFS? I did try that for a while, but at the beginning of the war there was not much doing and I got discouraged with sitting all day in the back room of a police station knitting and eating sticky buns with six assorted women and a man with a wooden leg. At the end of a week, we all knew each other’s life histories, including that of the woodenleg’s uncle, who lived at Selsey and had to be careful of his diet. Messenger Dickens had once been down to Roehampton to fetch the Commandant’s handbag and a small tube of soda-mints from the shelf in her bathroom.

      A bus conductress? The idea appealed, but what about the questions of flustered old ladies, up for a day’s shopping and an egg mayonnaise tea on the fourth floor? Anyway, although money is lovely to handle, they say that everything you eat afterwards tastes of coppers.

      The WVS? I once accompanied six evacuees down to Exeter. Never again. They punctuated their questions with a piercing ‘Eh?’ or ‘What say?’ One of them had impetigo, and when we arrived, they all wanted to go straight back to Dalston East.

      I worked in a canteen for a while, but had to leave after a terrible row with Mrs Templeton-Douglas, who could never subtract one-and-ninepence from half-a-crown. I sold some of her jam tarts for a penny instead of twopence, thinking they were the throw-outs we had bought at the back door of the ABG.

      The Land Army? One saw oneself picking apples in a shady hat, or silhouetted against the skyline with a couple of plough horses, but a second look showed one tugging mangel-wurzels out of the frozen ground at five o’clock on a bitter February morning.

      Ministries and Bureaux? Apart from the question of my hips again (sitting is so spreading), they didn’t seem to want me. Perhaps it was because I can only type with three fingers and it always keeps coming red.

      The Censor’s Office I knew was in Liverpool, and I’d been there once.

      Nursing? The idea had always attracted me, even in peace-time, but I suppose every girl goes through that. It’s one of those adolescent phases, like wanting to be a nun. It was reading Farewell to Arms, I think, that finally decided me, though what sort of hospital allowed such goings on, I can’t imagine. However, that was the last war. Then I saw Madeleine Carroll in Vigil in the Night, and that settled it. I was going to be a nurse in a pure white halo cap, and glide swiftly about with oxygen cylinders and, if necessary, give my life for a patient and have my name on a bronze plaque in the hospital corridor. I wasn’t going to be a VAD either, I was going to start training and be a real probationer. I had heard that VADs never get beyond the charing stage and that however long they work in hospital it doesn’t count as any training if they want a nursing job after the war. We were being tactfully prepared at the moment for a long war, and I thought I might at least emerge from it with some letters after my name and an enamel badge on my bosom. Provided, of course, that I could pass the exams, but having had all my meals for a month with a trained nurse when my sister was having a baby, I didn’t see that they could be so difficult, if conversation was any guide to intellect.

      Once the idea had taken root in my brain, it flourished there. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was that this was the one thing I really wanted to do. Perhaps it had been my métier all along and it had taken a war to disclose it. I was not discouraged by people who told me that the first year, at least, would be unrelieved drudgery. I had weathered two years of being a cook-general, and knew that there were no lower depths to be plumbed.

      I wasn’t particular what hospital I joined, provided it was somewhere that could take me straightaway. A decision loses its charm unless you can act on it immediately. It’s like buying a new hat; you must wear it at once or not at all. I wrote to several hospitals and some answered and some didn’t, and the nicest reply came from the matron of the Queen Adelaide Hospital in Redwood, a town about fifty miles north of London, famous for being the home of a certain sort of sausage pie, probably delicious locally, but disappointing in a cellophane wrapper on station buffets. A doctor I knew had been House Surgeon at this hospital and had recommended it if only for the fact that the bath water was always hot.

      Miss Sarah P. Churchman (Matron SRNCNB) had asked me for references, so I dictated one or two to friends with solid-looking surnames, saying how reliable and intelligent I was, with a gentle sympathy of manner that would make Florence Nightingale look like an SS Guard at Dachau. Sarah P. wrote again, still pleasantly, asking me to go down for an interview. She sounded deep-bosomed and motherly, beloved of all nurses and patients and the confidante of doctors in their matrimonial troubles. I prayed that she would like me.

      Once when I was loitering at the bookshops in the Charing Cross Road, I had bought a ninepenny book called Sister Fairchild’s Manual for Nurses. I hadn’t really wanted it, but I had been so long at the stall reading the old volumes of the Strand, that the proprietor, a man with sinister pock-markings, had begun to hover. I had bought the first book that came to hand to pacify him while I finished the last instalment of Lady Bracken’s Ball. Remembering it now, I took it with me in the train to Redwood to find out what demeanour befitted a nurse.

      That ninepence was well spent. It’s a wonderful book, thick as a Bible and full of illustrations of nurses in high caps and birds’-nest hair doing strange things with kettles and primitive gas jets. I stopped looking out of the carriage window at the different effects that the inhabitants of Watford had made out of a sliver of back garden and settled down to ‘The Ethics of Nursing. Qualities required of the New Probationer. She must be a woman of intelligence,’ I read, ‘healthy physique, perfect temper, obedience, punctuality, cleanly habits, able for hard and exhausting work both mental and physical.’ I didn’t see that I was any of these things, so I went on to ‘Dress’, which told me that rustling petticoats, squeaking shoes and jingling chatelaines were out of place and that outdoor wear should be neat, modest and not likely to excite comment. I was wearing a navy blue Burberry, low-heeled shoes and a hat that had once been quite a saucy sailor on the back of the head, but was now harmlessly turned up at the back and down at the front. I seemed to be all right there and went on to learn that one should never sit in the presence of superiors and that conversation with them should be limited to essentials, personal matters and opinions being kept in the background. I wondered en passant, what I should do if Sarah P. offered me a chair, leaned her deep bosom confidingly on the desk and said: ‘Now tell me all about yourself!’

      Then my eye was caught by: ‘A Nurse’s duties to herself’, and I read with horror that: ‘passing her life amid scenes of sorrow, suffering and the results of what she has been taught to consider sin, she tends to become morbid, introspective and cramped. She must, therefore, off duty, seize every chance of relaxation in any sphere unconnected with her work.’ I shut the book hastily, before I could get melancholia, and divided my attention between the greening country and the morning paper.

      I was nervous, no doubt about it. I did so want to be a nurse, and I was frightened of the alien atmosphere of hospital. The smell alone makes you feel an outsider and everyone is always so much too busy to be bothered with you.

      The train swung round a curve and I saw the miscellaneous architecture of Redwood Court: crenellations, spires, bastions, curly white balconies and fake Tudor outbuildings, all jumbled together in a dip of the rolling park, like oddments in a schoolboy’s pocket. Then a spur of trees rose between us and in a moment we were drawing into the station, for there are no suburbs on this side of the town.

      Up till now, I had known Redwood simply as a place that one passed through on the way to somewhere else. One only stopped there to buy a paper, or a genuine Redwood pie, or because Aunt Ethel was car-sick, or perhaps to lunch at the Rowan Arms in case there might not be anywhere farther on. Now, as I came out of the station, asked my way, and struck off up the High Street, I viewed it with more attention. If I got my wish, this might be my world for the next three years – stifling thought. Every inch of this pavement, every shop, and perhaps even some of the faces thronging by me, might soon be only too familiar. I should know by heart each vase and cabinet in the window of this antique shop, every signed photograph of unknown artistes in the window of that hairdresser. My feet would wear a path round the counters of this Woolworth’s, and how many cups of coffee might I not drink at the ‘Blue Lady Café. Morning Coffee, Light Luncheons, Dainty Teas. Meet your friends’?

      It was quite a long walk to the hospital and by the time I reached the gates I was determined to be accepted. I was not going to have come all this way and have had this uphill walk for nothing.

      To visualise the geography of Redwood, you must imagine the hill on which the town is built as a rather squat pudding and the town as a sauce which has been poured over and run down the sides. A currant in the sauce has remained sitting right on top of the pudding and this is the Queen Adelaide Hospital. The side from which I approached it is the business part of the town, where the shops and cinemas and traffic lights are. The sauce has run thickly here, and collected in lumps, but down the other side, it slips into the pattern of residential Redwood: Victorian at first with large sombre houses in shrubby gardens, then brighter and more modem, a whole network of little streets of semi-detached paradises that you can own if you will only join the such-and-such building society. Beyond this, the custard has dripped on to the green plate of Suffolk plain in scattered properties that are not quite country houses, yet not of the town. They are inhabited by people who have guaranteed subscriptions at libraries and get their groceries from Harrods and give tennis parties with one court and eight people, who have to spend the afternoon protesting that they would really much rather sit and watch.

      Between the business and the residential, two other streams of life run down from the hospital: on one side the long straight rows of mouldering plaster houses, where dressmakers live and little drapers’ shops sell everything on earth except what you want, and women with piled up hair let rooms. On the other side, an untidy slum rackets cheerfully down to the very park wall of Redwood Court, which consequently is crowned with spikes and broken glass. Halfway down the hill on this poorer side there exists, for no apparent reason, an arty colony, full of little converted slum houses with blue doors, and women with corduroy trousers and hairnets and big dogs on leads, and grubby men in sandals. How and why this odd little collection got here is a mystery, for Redwood is anything but artistic, but they all seem quite happy and do mimes and plays that nobody else will produce, in a rather smelly basement theatre.

      Over all this then, broods the hospital, and the sight of it as I breasted the hill and crossed the road to the main gate did nothing to put me at my ease. Illness is ugly enough, Heaven knows, without its headquarters emphasising it. Surrounded by iron railings, it stands back from the road in a gravel space, large and square and grey, with symmetrical oblong windows and a slate roof from which tall iron chimneys pour dark brown smoke. The human etcetera, like the glimmer of a nurse’s cap at a window, or a man in a white coat crossing the gravel, or the geraniums in the window of the porter’s lodge, seemed insignificant beside the shadowy massif. I went in at the gate, past an assortment of cars and an ambulance, drawn up with tails to the railings, and stood uncertain on the open space. Like most hospitals, it is impossible to find the way in. The main door is tight shut and says ‘NO ENTRANCE’, another says: ‘ORTHOPAEDIC CLINIC, OUTPATIENTS ONLY’, and another ‘X-RAY. NO ADMITTANCE WITHOUT A GREEN CARD’. At last, in a corner I saw a notice that whispered: ‘Enquiries and Visitors’ and I made for it, flattening myself in the doorway to let a blanketed stretcher go by. I came to a sort of glass ticket office, which must have been built round the vast man who sat palpitating inside. His blood pressure seemed terrifying, but I supposed the hospital knew about that.

      I had to show him the Matron’s letter before he would believe that I had an appointment with her. He seemed sceptical, and I imagined that he too adored Sarah P. and had constituted himself her bulldog to keep off annoyance. Following the direction of his short pointing arm, I went down a corridor, turned a corner and was immediately lost. He had promised me I should see a flight of stairs with a green door at the top, but instead, there was an archway, with a choice of three passages beyond. I plunged down one of these at random, meaning to ask the way, but never actually summoning the courage. I wandered for ages up and down stairs and along stone corridors past doors behind which Heaven knew what was happening and which opened now and then to let a preoccupied, unapproachable figure dash in or out. Sexless hands on the walls pointed the way to wards with names like ‘Grace Annie Sprock’ and ‘Herbert Waterlow’, but I was too worried to wonder who these people were. I was beginning to wish I had pretended to be a cripple and made the porter take me up in the lift, when, pushing through some swing doors, I suddenly found myself in a ward full of beds. A clamorous woman with great shoes bore down on me.

      ‘I’m in charge here,’ she cried. ‘You can’t come breaking into the ward like this. Who do you want to see? You can’t see them now.’

      I thought of bursting into tears and saying: ‘I’ve come to see me Mum,’ but as I looked up at her, my eye was caught by the fantastic, equine length of her false teeth and I could think of nothing else. I stared.

      ‘You can come back on Wednesday,’ she was saying. Today was only Monday, and I thought how awful if I really had wanted to see me Mum. Still gaping, I was being shooed backwards by her apron and great feet, until eventually, I bumped into the swing doors and recovered my speech.

      ‘Please,’ I stammered, ‘I want to see the Matron. I can’t find the way.’

      ‘Good gracious!’ Her eyebrows shot up and so did her top lip, revealing a sweep of shining orange gum. She turned and clicked her fingers at a scurrying girl. ‘Nurse Rogers! Show this – er – show the way to Matron’s office and come straight back. Quickly, Nurse. You’ve got plenty of work to do here without jaunting over half the hospital.’

      Nurse Rogers ducked her head and scuttled through the doors without looking to see whether I was following. I kept her in sight with difficulty. As I turned into a passage, she would be just disappearing at the far end, and up the stairs; all I knew of her was her back draught. At last I found her waiting for me on one leg outside a door that was, as promised, green, and said ‘PRIVATE’ across the top.

      ‘Here,’ she panted, already poised for flight, ducked her head again and was off like a water-rat. I hoped that I should never be sent to that ward. I should never stand the pace.

      When I had recovered my breath, I knocked on the green door and waited, wearing a polite face. No answer. I knocked again, still politely, and then a bit louder. Perhaps Sarah P. was deaf. These dear old bodies often are. At last, I opened the door just far enough to put my head into the room, leaving my body still politely outside. There was nobody there. It was a chintzy room with a lot of photographs and a vase of Michaelmas daisies in the grate. An ordinary drawing-room, except for the large flat-topped desk that faced the door. As there was no one in the passage, I ventured in, and wandered round looking at the photographs: groups of nurses mostly, dating from the Crimea, or visiting Royalty with wide hats and waistless coats and bouquets. I inspected the desk for anything scandalous like dope or a forged death certificate, but there was not even a hypodermic syringe. I wandered out again and leaned against the wall in the passage, wondering whether I had come at the wrong time or even on the wrong day. Supposing she had been expecting me before. She would never take me now; Sister Fairchild had harped a lot on punctuality. Still, having got so far, I was determined to see the Matron if it meant propping up the wall till night-time. I waited nearly an hour, patiently at first, then restless, then aggrieved and was just beginning to feel really sorry for myself when I was brought bolt upright by a clack-clacking on the linoleum at the end of the corridor.

      The figure that approached was like a plucked boiling fowl. This couldn’t be the Matron – not with that corrugated perm, those horn-rimmed spectacles and that scrawny neck poking out of the high collar of her black dress. Why, she was quite young – well, not old enough to be a Dear Old Body, anyway. True, she wore no apron and she was slowing down, but this couldn’t be Sarah P. Churchman. Where was the bosom, where the dewlaps and the benevolent, understanding smile? She paused with her hand on the door-knob, cleared her throat efficiently and said: ‘Yes? What is it?’

      I told her what, and she said: ‘Come in. You’re early,’ and went into the room, her back managing to convey that I should have opened the door for her.

      She looked sparer than ever seated behind the big desk. Her face was very lined and the thick, distorting lenses of her spectacles made expressionless marbles of her eyes. She had obviously led a life of great rigour and was determined not to allow anyone else the indulgences that she had missed. I felt very soft and stupid, and forgot all about the Fairchild code of manners. I didn’t think she would take me. She seemed vaguely scornful and only acknowledged my answers to her questions by writing scratchily with the back of a relief nib. She didn’t even say: ‘I’ll let you know,’ or ‘I’ll write,’ or any of the things with which people usually conclude an interview. She simply said: ‘Very well, thank you,’ cleared her throat again and swinging open a ledger, busied herself with some accounts. I plodded out over the thick carpet, started off despondently in no particular direction, and, surprisingly, found myself almost immediately back at the bulldog in his glass kennel. I realised now why he had been so sceptical of my appointment. Sarah P. was obviously not much of a one for callers.
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      Of course, as soon as my hopes had been realised, I had qualms. These were increased in the Buckingham Palace Road, where I bought my uniform. The stockings were so very thick and black, the collar so very high and hard, the striped dress so very like a 1920 Kodak Girl advertisement. I tried the whole thing on at home, and took it off again quickly, before anyone could see. It made me look like one of the Noah family – as if I ought to be on a stand. Perhaps I would pass among a lot of others all dressed the same, and the cap might help. The shop had told me that I would be shown how to make it up at the hospital, but at the moment, it was just a flat linen semicircle that bore no resemblance at all to a Madeleine Carroll halo.

      Sarah P. Churchman, orderly as a calendar, would not take me until the beginning of the month, so I had a few weeks to fill in before my incarceration. Following the current craze, I collected scrap-iron. I borrowed a barrow and a small hairy pony called Tiger from the local mews, and went from house to house annoying people. I usually managed to call at an inconvenient time: people were either out, or in the bath, or cooking the dinner, but even so, apart from a man who abused me for being a propagator of infernal machines, the response was soon too great for the pony. People began to unload boilers and bedsteads and garden rollers on to us, and poor Tiger just took one look and sagged at the knees. His union wouldn’t allow it, he said, and I had to hurl the things feverishly on to the pavement again before he lay down in the shafts.

      Then the Borough Council lent me a motor dustcart, complete with two dustmen called George and Arthur. George was waiting to be called up. He was young and earthy, with fair hair that sprang out in front of his cap like coiled wire. Arthur was older and more staid, the home philosopher type, who liked a kipper to his tea, and would trundle out quiet sagacities over the bones. We went round to all the residential hotels of Bayswater. Labyrinths of cellars under the pavement yielded tons of stuff that had been accumulating since accommodation was sold out for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee. George and Arthur were just as keen to ferret it out as I. I suppose it was a change from cabbage stalks and tea-leaves wrapped in sodden newspaper.

      At the Grand-Carlton, watched from behind the lace curtains of the lounge by mouldering old ladies, George kept staggering up with cistern after cistern, plug and all. Although they had been rusting there for years, they were in good shape, unused as far as one could see, and afterwards when we were knocking off for tea and hot pies at Andy’s Café, we tried to fathom the mystery of the Seven Cisterns in a Cellar. Perhaps the owner of the Grand-Carlton had once come into money and had planned lavish expansion, beginning with the plumbing. In the first flush of enthusiasm, he had ordered these seven cisterns before the Will was proved, and when he found that he would not, after all, be able to build anywhere to put them, he had hanged himself with one of the chains, and his relations had not the heart to sell the cisterns. A ribald cousin called Cyril had suggested erecting one as a tombstone, but had been frowned down. Or, said Arthur, someone might’ve bought ’em cheap at an auction and put ’em by for a rainy day. He had a great uncle who would buy anything if it was a bargain and whose wife had left him when he came home with a mechanical bar-room piano that broke into the Lily of Laguna every time an underground train passed underneath the house.

      After a few days, Arthur let me drive the lorry and even work the lever that tipped our load on to the dump. I could have gone on doing this for ever, but Redwood called and I had to leave off and start trying to get my hands clean again. We got a little paragraph in the local paper saying that we had collected ten tons of scrap-iron, and I got a furious letter from a man in Porchester Terrace, who said that the old bath I had removed from his cellar was his air-raid bunk.

      I arrived at Redwood station on the evening of September 30th and didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t walk up the hill with my luggage, I couldn’t see any buses, and I didn’t think it would look right to sweep up to the Queen Adelaide in the dowager Rolls-Royce that seemed to be the only available taxi. I asked about buses and everyone told me something different, so eventually I decided to take the Rolls and get out before I got to the hospital. Perched on the worn beige whipcord, my nose almost touching the paper carnations, I clung on to the strap, tense with apprehension. It was drawing so near – the agony of being plunged into a new world, of being stared at and criticised, of only learning the right things to do by doing the wrong ones first. All too soon, we were at the top of the hill, and I must get out and be a nurse or else go home again and never know what it was like. The iron gates towered above me as I went through, and I felt very exposed as I lugged my suitcases across the gravel and presented myself at the glass box.

      The blood pressure seemed worse. Surely more veins flamed round his nose now than before.

      ‘New nurse?’ he panted. ‘Wrong door. Nurses don’t use main door. Round to your right.’ He motioned with his arm and then leaned back, exhausted, against a notice board. I slunk away, thankful that at least I had not arrived in the Rolls. Following the grey wall of the hospital, past all the doors with their different prohibitive notices, I came at last to one larger and heavier than the rest, with a great lock on it.

      ‘NURSES’ HOSTEL’, it said, but it might just as well have said ‘GAOL’. A smaller door within the big one was ajar, but I didn’t like to go in. I rang. Nothing happened, and I knocked with the same result. I was beginning to feel unwanted, when I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see two nurses arm in arm, wearing red cloaks over more convincing replicas of the uniform that weighted my suitcase. They stopped giggling to give me a silent stare as I stepped respectfully back, then they pushed open the little door and went giggling inside. I followed them and stood in a dim, square hall, trying to make out what sort of a place I was in. Dusk had drifted in from outside and there was no electric light to chivvy it out. Instead, dim blue bulbs made the ghostly twilight of a photographer’s dark room. Evidently this was their way of saving blackout material and I wondered if the bedroom lights were the same.

      Before me, the lights made fading pools down the polished wood of a long corridor, and on my left, stairs turned upwards into obscurity. The two nurses had gone this way and looking after them, I saw a blur of face hanging over the banister at the top.

      ‘I say,’ said a very young voice, ‘did you want something?’

      ‘Well, yes, I – er – I mean, I’m a new nurse. I’ve come.’

      ‘Oh, bad luck,’ she said depressingly. ‘Still, I suppose you want to find your room. I wonder where they’ve put you. Half a mo – I’ll come down and look on the board. You go and make the coff, Con,’ she called back as she came downstairs, ‘I shan’t be a jiff.’ Everything with her was an abbreviation. Striking a match by the notice board, she searched for the number of my room. ‘Presuming the Ass Mat’s remembered.’

      The who?’

      ‘Assistant Matron; old Fanny Harriman. Mad as a hat.’

      Nevertheless I was prepared to like her for having the same name as my mother. It was only later that I discovered that Fanny is a derisive applied to any Sister. Seeing my name on the list gave me a thrill of belonging, and removed some of that feeling of having come on the wrong day. The nurse led me down the long blue tunnel of the corridor. ‘There’s hardly anyone about now,’ she said. They’re not off dute. Here you are, here’s your boud.’ She opened the door and sniffed. ‘Furniture pol. They only clean your room when you first come here. Makes a good impresh,’ she said and disappeared.

      The light was not dazzling, but at least it was not blue. When I had climbed on a chair and removed the green shroud from it, I could see quite a lot. Thank goodness, anyway, one had a room to oneself. I was dreading getting up at six o’clock, but it would be impossible in company. It’s bad enough to have to see one’s own face at that hour, let alone anybody else’s.

      The décor of my little home was simple. Wardrobe, black iron bed on wheels, chair and dressing-table with swing mirror that overswung itself and reflected only your stomach. Behind the cupboard door there was a long list of rules, starting with ‘Nurses must throw open their windows and turn their mattresses before going to breakfast,’ and ending with: ‘No nails to be driven into walls,’ and ‘trunks and boxes to be sent to boxroom and not kept under the bed.’ That was to stop anyone flitting in the night. I felt rather harassed and homesick, did a little desultory unpacking, sat down on the bed and brooded, read the rules again and wondered whether I ought to tell anyone I had come.

      Then the noise began. At first it was just an odd shout, a heavy tread, a door banging. Soon it had swelled to a crescendo of voices, door-slamming that made my mirror swing farther each time, and tramping feet that could be nothing else but the nurses coming off duty. My door burst open and a fat girl with a shiny face filled the doorway. Her apron bulged before her as if it held all the family washing.

      ‘Oh, hallo,’ she said. ‘Are you a new Pro?’ I supposed I was.

      ‘D’you know how to put on your uniform?’ I thought so.

      ‘D’you know how to make up your cap?’ I didn’t.

      ‘Well, you’d better come along and I’ll show all of you together.’ I was relieved to hear that there were other new girls besides me. It made me feel less inferior, but when we met, in the fat girl’s bedroom that smelt of cheap powder and tea-leaves, I began to feel inferior again. There were three of them, two Welsh and one Yorkshire, called Gunter. They had all been nursing before – the Welsh girls at a maternity home in Caerphilly, and the other one at some hospital unspecified. She was completely silent, but managed to convey the impression of knowing a lot. Whenever our fat instructress, while she was sewing a specimen cap, told us some rule or point of etiquette, the Welsh girls would say: ‘Yes, we know. Like at Caerphilly,’ and the dumb one would nod and drop her heavy lids, as if it were an old story. I wanted to ask a lot of questions, including: ‘When do we eat?’ but when the senior nurse asked if we had had supper, the others all said they had, so I did too.

      I looked hideous in the cap she made up for me, because she would try it on right down over my eyes. The others didn’t look too bad; they had more curls or something, and the Yorkshire girl was hideous anyway, with or without a cap. Afterwards, she and I went out for a silent walk. At least, I went out for some air and she loomed beside me and stuck, like some large dog on a string. The air on the hill was cool and fresh. ‘I like the night,’ said Gunter. ‘It’s more quiet than the day.’ With which simple truth her conversation ended and we returned in silence through the little door and were parting halfway down the long corridor, at the door of my room, before she spoke again.

      ‘I’ll call for you on the way to breakfast,’ she said. ‘You and I’ll be friends, shall we?’

       

      Thump – crash! ‘Six o’clock, Nurse!’ – crash! as the door shut again. Whoever it was had given me the shock of my life. I thought I had only just gone to sleep – a heavy, weighted sleep from which awakening was unbearable. I lay for a while, stunned, unable to believe that my night was at an end. So this was what it was like to rise at six!

      Only the thought that Gunter might be upon me before I was dressed, forced me out of bed and into my clothes. My fingers were still numb with sleep and fumbled with the studs and buttons that caged me in. Remembering one or two astringent remarks from Sarah Churchman on the subject of make-up, I washed my face and let it shine on. Now for the cap. The more I fiddled with it, the more shapeless it became. I pushed it forward, I tipped it back. One way I looked like a half-witted waitress, the other like a half-wit. It was all very well for Madeleine Carroll; she had probably had hers made up by Adrian, not by a girl with fingers like half a pound of sausages. A door banged and feet hurried past my room. In a sudden panic that I was late, I left the cap to its own devices, rocking insecurely somewhere on the top of my head, and trod into my respectable black shoes. No time to wait for Gunter, even if I had wanted to, but when I opened the door, there she was, waiting outside like the Rock of Ages, with her heavy jaw slightly dropped and her eyes like lead coins.

      Nurses were coming out of doors all along the corridor and we followed the stream away from the entrance hall, through a door and up endless flights of stone stairs. Gunter climbed like a stayer, but I felt exhausted for the day. In the dining-room, there must have been about fifty nurses, gathering round the three long tables like a flock of white birds. It’s a funny thing that whatever nurses may look like individually, en masse they make an oddly pure effect, like a billowing flight of doves, that belies their conversation.

      Someone shoved me into a place and we all stood behind chairs while a pretty little Sister with a tired face said Grace. The tables were covered with green oilcloth and set with crockery that looked as if it ought to have GWR on it. The empty table across the end of the room had a tablecloth and napkins; evidently the Sisters breakfasted later. Breakfast was strong tea, a brittle bit of bacon with the rind on, and as much bread and margarine as you could eat. And could some of them eat it! The doorsteps that they got through at an hour when my stomach was only just stirring in its sleep, were staggering. Gunter told me she could never fancy marge from a child, so she ate her way solidly through three hunks of dry bread. I looked at the other nurses and wondered whether I should ever be able to tell them apart. Thank goodness, they took no notice of us new girls. They just ate and drank and passed the bread up and down the table and said: ‘Sugar, please,’ more like pigeons now than doves. Opposite me, the two Welsh girls were talking away, unawed, about Caerphilly, with which Redwood evidently compared unfavourably.

      Degrees of seniority were marked by the number of red stars you wore on the bib of your apron. At my table, they had none, at the table beyond, they all had one and beyond that, two. At a smaller table in the bay of the window, sat a dozen awesome girls with no less than three stars and special caps to boot. Among the two-pips, I spotted the abbreviating girl of the night before. She looked young and fresh, like a baby waked up for its bottle. She was talking to a girl who stood out from the others, not from particularly striking looks, but from an enviable air of not belonging to the herd, of looking at it from outside and probably laughing at it. I didn’t think I liked her.

      When Sister called the roll, she paused at my name, which sounded as odd as one’s own name always does in public. ‘You go to William Forrest Ward, Nurse,’ she said. Gunter was destined for Herbert Waterlow, which was a relief. After Grace, I went into the corridor with the mob, which dispersed in all directions, while I stood lost. Someone grabbed my arm. It was the girl I had noticed at breakfast. She had straight fair hair, like clear honey, and a bony face, plain but attractive.

      ‘Come on,’ she said; ‘you’re on my ward.’ She caught up someone on the stairs and they went down talking, while I followed behind like a servant. I felt terribly shy going into the ward and thought that the eyes of all the beds were upon me. I hardly dared look to see whether they were male or female eyes, and I was relieved to find that in spite of William Forrest, it was a women’s ward – that was slightly less unnerving. I felt all hands and would have felt all feet too if my dress had not been long enough to shelter them. The others stood about for a moment yawning and calling good-morning to some of the patients, then we took off our stiff cuffs, rolled up our sleeves and began to make beds. That is to say, Nurse Richardson (square, with a healthy crop of black hair on her upper lip) took one side of the bed and did miraculous things like mitreing corners and whipping draw sheets in and out under obediently raised bottoms, while I, on the other side, fumbled and muddled, tore my nails and was convinced that I should never make a nurse.
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