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      When my grandmother, Phyllis Macdonald-Ross, finally retired from nursing back in 1995, my grandfather badgered her to finish off the book she’d started in the late 1960s about her journey to become a nurse. She had no ambition to publish, nor any thoughts of doing so; it was just a body of work to pass on to the Queen’s Nursing Institute, and perhaps for her family to enjoy in later years. Phyll would be the first to admit that she’s no writer, but she spent the next decade or so doggedly typing out her experiences of those early days of nursing, of her drive to succeed, of her dreams of caring, of her passion to tend the sick and needy, because, as she says in her original introduction, ‘The book may be the means of some young man or woman deciding upon nursing as their career.’ Completed, she put it away in a drawer and subsequently forgot about it.

      Then in 2010, a television production company got in touch and asked if she would talk about her war experiences for a documentary they were making for Channel 4 to mark the seventieth anniversary of the Blitz. Sitting down to watch the finished programme, Blitz Street, I was stunned not only to hear what Nan had to say, but at just what she had witnessed and lived through during those nine long months of the Blitz that began on 7 September 1940.

      Typical of their generation, my grandparents had never really talked of their war, of what they did, what they saw, or indeed what everyday life was like for them. So I asked Nan more about it and, although she still didn’t say much, she did surprise me by digging out her memoirs.

      As I began to read through the roughly typed pages, I was more and more amazed. I had no idea. Was this young woman I was reading about, the one standing with her fellow trainee nurses listening to Prime Minister Chamberlain announcing that Britain was at war with Germany, or rushing about Casualty dealing with the horrific consequences of the first night the Germans dropped their bombs on London, really my grandmother? And was the young, handsome man who asked her to marry him before being sent off to war really my grandfather? They couldn’t have been. They were just boring old Nan and Pop, who liked watching Crossroads and Nationwide, going to church a lot, reciting poetry, playing the piano, as well as all things Scotland. I couldn’t believe the life they had led as early twentysomethings.

      And the more I read, the more I came to realise just what a remarkable woman my nan is, and how her story is all the more remarkable for what she had to live through during the war of 1939–45. She, like the rest of the men and women of Britain, treated each day as another gift and just got on with things, enjoying life while she still had it. They called it the ‘Blitz spirit’. Perhaps it has been lost now, but the memory of that spirit lives on in the words and deeds of those who survived and those who died.

      I was enthralled, and genuinely moved too, by the things Nan had to endure during the four years of her training in the East End of London. But more amazing than that were the details of my grandparents’ blossoming relationship, of how they met, fell in love and married, all against a frightening background of continual air raids. I was totally captivated. And that was when I knew I had to get her story out to a wider audience.

      Nan wasn’t convinced. These events had occurred nearly seventy-five years previously, and, inevitably after such a long period, her memory for precise dates wasn’t always accurate. However, her recall for names, places and key events is as vivid today as it was when she was swotting for her hospital final in 1941.

      ‘Why would anyone want to know about me, dear?’ she said, but in the end I convinced her that people would, and she trusted me to take her memoirs away to get them ready for press.

      I hope no generation has to experience the fear of waking to air-raid sirens ever again, of hearing the dreaded whistling of the bombs as they fall closer and closer, of feeling the world explode around them, of seeing their homes and communities turned to rubble and dust, of finding their neighbours, friends, even families gone for ever. But we must never forget what happened and what people endured. And how people like my grandparents kept calm and carried on, learning a new profession, going to work, finding the will to play, to sing, to dance, to make love, to marry, to defy the tyrant Hitler and put two fingers up to death.

      So now, in my grandmother’s ninety-fifth year, a year that also happens to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Blitz, I am delighted to present her story. I hope I have done it justice; I hope that I have done the memory of her friends and family and colleagues, as well as that of her beloved late husband Alistair, justice, too.

       

      I. D. Roberts

      Somerset, February 2015

       

      For a book of this kind there must be a reason. And it is this: I feel there is need of a work that will enlighten those who are thinking of entering the nursing profession as a calling. It has many heartaches, quite a lot of kicks, but for those who feel they want to give something back in life, it has the uplift and the intense joy of something accomplished.

      The book may be the means of some young man or woman deciding upon nursing as their career. Should this be so, I for one would feel the task of writing this more than justified.

      If I were asked at this moment in time, would I choose the same career again, I would not hesitate in saying, ‘Yes. A thousand times yes.’ It is not a well-paid task, but the joy of doing a worthwhile job such as nursing produces an inward happiness that all the wealth in the world could not buy. If you enter in the right spirit you will not be disappointed; not only that, others will live and give thanks because of you having passed their way.

       

      Phyll Macdonald-Ross

      Cheltenham, February 2015
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London, April 1941

      There is a familiar rat-tat-double-tat on my bedroom door, and I turn to see Mac’s chirpy round face peering in.

      ‘You off now, Phyll?’ Her big brown eyes ran up and down my uniform as I clasped my cloak around my neck.

      ‘I’m just going to pop down to Sydenham to see my parents,’ I said, turning back to the mirror and pushing my hair into shape.

      ‘Do they know you’re coming?’

      Mac was ever eager to accompany me, especially to visit my parents. There was always a possibility of some of Mother’s home-made cake on offer.

      ‘No,’ I said, ‘I just want to see them before we transfer to Claybury. We may not get the chance to travel through the city for some time, you know.’

      ‘Oh, rot, Phyll,’ Mac scoffed, closing the door and slumping her heavy frame down on my bed.

      ‘Ever the optimist,’ I chuckled, adjusting my cap.

      We’d been told that as a respite from the relentless air raids a selection of the medical staff were being posted out of London to the peaceful countryside of Essex. And I can’t tell you how the buzz of excitement was running up and down the corridors of Hackney Hospital. Yes, we all felt slightly guilty at the thought of abandoning our friends and neighbours in the little community around Homerton High Street, but so many of us were exhausted, some even to the point of hysteria, living day to day with the dreaded anticipation of the air-raid siren and then enduring the wait for that chilling whistle of falling bombs. And all of this while still having to go about our duties, dealing with an endless parade of the sick and injured.

      ‘How do they like Sydenham?’ Mac said. ‘Bit of a change from the seagulls and sand of Dovercourt, I’ll bet.’

      ‘I’ll say. Father misses the sea so much. And as for Mother…’ I trailed off.

      Poor Mother. She’d suffered so much with her nerves of late. Dovercourt, sleepy little Dovercourt Bay on the Essex coast, had taken such a pounding, what with the Germans targeting nearby Harwich, that my mother was at her wits’ end. Father managed to secure a transfer with his Customs job and they’d found digs with one of my aunts in the suburbs of London. But how Mother missed her home.

      I checked the fob watch that was pinned to my breast. ‘Gosh, Mac, I’d best run if I’m to catch my train.’

      ‘Well,’ Mac said, puffing her cheeks as she pulled herself up off the bed, ‘Eddie and I are off to the pictures. There’s a late show of The Philadelphia Story.’

      ‘What, again?’ I said, holding the door open and letting Mac out ahead of me. ‘That’s the fourth time this week.’

      Mac turned at the threshold and gave me a wink. ‘He’s a dish, that Cary Grant,’ she beamed. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘I haven’t managed to see it past the second reel. There’s always a bloody air raid.’

      ‘Olive MacKenzie,’ I hissed, looking to my left and right, ‘language!’

      ‘Oh, balls,’ Mac grinned.

       

      Evening was rapidly approaching as I turned out of the gate lodge and picked my way along the debris-strewn High Street, glancing back over my shoulder every few paces to see if a bus was coming. There was so much destruction all around now, nothing but broken bits of people’s homes, some little more than half a wall with the frame of a window still intact. Bomb craters full of foul water sat where once buildings had stood, and the ground was littered with rubble and timber, parts of furniture, buckled prams, even children’s toys. I just couldn’t imagine how long it would take to clear up.

      I could never get used to it, although I was finding it increasingly hard to picture how the street had looked two years earlier, when I had first arrived here. That was when the world was still at peace, with no idea that war was waiting like a lurking thief just around the corner. Were we to live like this for ever? I thought. Yet the hospital still stood proud, remarkably undamaged, like a beacon of hope to the East End.

      It wasn’t long before I spotted the familiar red of my bus, its headlights just two slits in their blackout cowls, weaving its way towards the temporary stop up ahead. I climbed to the top deck and sat down in my favourite seat, the bench at the very back, next to the stairwell.

      My mind drifted, and I stared blankly out into the dusk. Twilight was already lengthening the shadows.

      ‘London Bridge,’ the conductor shouted, jolting me out of my daydream. I glanced at my watch. It was just six o’clock and I knew that there was a train to Forest Hill at seven minutes past. I skipped down the stairs and off of the bus, and dashed towards the station entrance.

      ‘Hold up, miss,’ a policeman said, blocking my way. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I’m catching the train to Forest Hill.’

      ‘Sorry, love,’ he said. ‘The line’s been bombed.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘You’ll have to catch a bus at the Elephant,’ he added.

      For a brief moment I stood there nonplussed. What elephant?

      ‘Only two stops on the Underground,’ the policeman smiled.

      ‘Yes. Thank you. I’ll do that.’

      At the Elephant and Castle I joined a long queue of coughing and sneezing workers waiting for the no. 12 to Forest Hill Station. I was just thinking about how nice it would be to see my parents after such a long time, and on my birthday, too, when the atmosphere was cut by the sudden wail of the air-raid siren. I looked up to the skies. It was a clear night, and already the searchlights were criss-crossing in readiness for the bombers. But there was still no sight or sound of the enemy aeroplanes.

      A car toot-tooted by and an ARP warden blew his whistle shrilly, stepping off the pavement, shouting after it.

      ‘Oi! You bleedin’ idiot. Get off the road!’

      But the car sped on. I was standing watching as it shot up the street, when a hand touched my shoulder.

      ‘Run along, miss,’ the warden said to me, ‘into the shelter.’

      I turned and followed the rest of the people from the bus queue back towards the Underground station. The crowds, though hurrying, weren’t panicking. This was such a regular occurrence these days that people had grown accustomed to – some, like that motorist, even blasé about – air raids.

      People streamed into the entrance from all directions, some just in the clothes they stood in, others, more prepared for a long stay, clutching blankets and food parcels in their arms. The whine of the sirens continued as I shuffled into the station, through the ticket area and down the packed escalators to the platforms.

      Already the passageway and platforms were crammed with people, as well as the tracks down the tunnels themselves. They were mostly civilians, but there were a few khaki uniforms dotted about and I even spotted a sailor worming his way through the throng, a bulky kitbag strung over his shoulder. It was stuffy down there and smelled like mouldy bread.

      I picked my way along the platform, carefully stepping over outstretched limbs, catching the eye of a few people, giving them a soft smile in return. I realised that my uniform gave people a small amount of comfort, knowing there was at least one nurse amongst them in the shelter.

      As I sat on the cold, hard floor, clutching my overnight bag to my breast, I wondered how long the raid would last and cursed myself for deciding to make this impromptu visit to my parents in the first place. But that was a silly thought: it was too late now. I sighed and leaned my head back against the tiled wall, preparing myself for a long wait.

      Suddenly the faint drone of the sirens stopped, and an eerie silence fell over the platform. Now was the moment I hated the most, the dreaded pause of nothingness when everyone held their breath, praying, eyes scanning the ceiling, hoping it was just a false alarm. But it never was these days.

      And then it starts. The muffled thumps of the ack-ack fire are followed by the rumble and the shake of the floor beneath you as the bombs hit home.

      This time was no different, although it was the first time I’d been caught in an Underground station. The platform beneath me shuddered and I could hear the train tracks rattle. Dust fell in thick clouds from high above my head, followed by muffled thumps that just went on and on. I looked up to the ceiling. Would it hold? The lights flickered on and off and someone screamed from the opposite end of the platform. I shivered, pulled my cloak about me, covering my legs, and stared down at my shoes, already scuffed and dusty.

      Although we Londoners – I counted myself as one of them now – were used to the daily onslaught of Hitler’s Luftwaffe, it did not stop us from being afraid. Only the occasional cough, sneeze or child’s wailing, or the haunting sob of an inconsolable woman, broke the deathly quiet.

      My skin tightened and my stomach turned. But I knew I wasn’t alone, and gradually our collective fear turned to something else, a kind of strength. We were in this together, and we would get through it together.

      Then I noticed something wrong.

      Above the sobs of the woman I could hear a different kind of moaning, a moan I knew only too well, a moan of pain. I pulled myself to my feet and began to pick my way down the platform. The moans were getting louder and a number of people were craning their necks to see where the noise was coming from.

      ‘Is there a doctor?’ one voice shouted from the gloom.

      ‘’Ere, what’s goin’ on? Is someone ’urt?’ another said.

      ‘Look, ’ere’s a nurse,’ a man said, getting to his feet to let me pass.

      ‘God bless you, ducks,’ an old woman said, looming out of the shadows, clutching a foul-smelling bundle of clothes to her chest. ‘She’s down the end ’ere,’ and she grabbed hold of my sleeve. Her bony hand gripped me like a vice as she hurried me along.

      At the very end of the platform, just before the dark tunnel began, an advert for Guinness stretching far above her head, a young woman, little more than a girl really, lay propped against the wall. Her face was dripping with sweat and her eyes were wide with fear. But when she focused on my square cap and realised who I was, what I was, a wave of relief seemed to wash over her. Then she winced, screwed her eyes shut, and gave another cry.

      I crouched down and noted the pool of water around her feet, quickly realising that it wasn’t fear or even an injury that troubled her. I pulled back the coat that the young woman had wrapped herself in and saw that she was heavily pregnant. Not only that, her waters had broken. This girl was about to give birth.

      The old woman with the bundle of clothes was standing over my shoulder, and she gave a sharp intake of breath when she saw the state of the girl.

      ‘Would you be so kind and see if you can find some water, alcohol, anything? And a peg,’ I asked her.

      ‘A peg?’

      ‘For the cord.’

      She nodded and scuttled off, asking each and every person she passed for the items I’d requested. I watched her make her way back along the platform and as my eyes took in all the faces staring back at me, I kept hoping for a doctor to appear coming back the other way, a medical bag clutched in his hand.

      The girl cried out louder and gripped my hand. There was nothing for it: I was going to have to summon all the skills I’d learned over the past three years and deliver this baby myself. I gently prised her hand away and stood up.

      I considered getting some of the men to help me carry her out, but I dismissed the notion. It was so cramped and crowded that it would be impossible to get her through the people without causing her considerable pain. Besides, where would I take her? The bombing raid was in full swing and the closer we went to the surface, the more risk we’d be at. No, this platform would have to do.

      I removed my cloak, rolled up my sleeves and set about getting the girl into position. Right next to us was a family, a plump woman in her thirties with three grubby young children and an older man whom I took to be their grandfather. I asked them to turn their backs to give the young girl some privacy.

      ‘Course, dearie. ’Ere, give us your cloak and we’ll ’old it up like a screen. ’Ow’s about that?’ the woman said. ‘Come on, Dad, you can ’elp.’

      ‘That would be most kind,’ I said, amazed at how calm my voice was.

      ‘Can I ’elp, love?’ A tall soldier, cigarette smouldering between his lips, emerged from the nearby shadows.

      ‘You can put that out,’ I said, waving a cloud of tobacco from the expectant mother’s direction. ‘But you can keep the crowds back, thanks.’

      ‘Sorry. Will do,’ he said, crushing out his cigarette and moving to stand next to the plump woman holding up my cloak.

      ‘Ere, ’ere, mind the way!’ I glanced up to see the old woman with the bundle push through. She had an extra blanket in her arms and a bottle of gin, bless her.

      ‘One o’ the ticket inspectors gave me this,’ she said with a toothless grin, handing me the pint bottle of gin. ’E’s boiling up a kettle, too, and’ll be down as quick as ’e can. And ’ere, yer peg.’

      ‘Thank you so much,’ I smiled. ‘Here, this is bigger.’ I handed the blanket to the plump woman and her father.

      They dropped my cloak and took up the blanket in its place.

      I opened the bottle of gin and passed it back to the old woman. ‘Would you be so kind?’

      ‘Eh?’ she said as I stepped to the platform edge. Then her face lit up in understanding, and she began to pour the gin over my hands.

      I wrung my hands together in the pure liquid as it fell on to the tracks, hoping they’d be sterile enough.

      ‘Coo, what a waste,’ I heard the old man say.

      ‘Dad!’

      I smiled to myself and turned back to the girl. She was panting and shallow-breathing, doing her best to remain calm.

      ‘Ready?’ I said, with a reassuring smile.

      The girl nodded nervously and tried to return the smile through her pain. As the ceiling above us rumbled and shook, I knelt down beside her and set to work.

       

      At five o’clock in the morning, the all-clear finally sounded, and with it the wails of a newborn baby, his first cries echoing up and down the platform. There was a ripple of applause and everywhere I looked smiling faces shone back at me. The people who had been crowding the platforms began to drift back to the surface in the hope that they still had homes to go to. The plump woman with the three children handed me back the blanket with a gentle pat and a ‘Well done, dearies’ to me and the girl.

      The tall soldier gave us both a wink and a salute and set off back to his barracks. Not only had he helped to give myself and the mother some privacy during the birth, but he had loaned me his bayonet when I had suddenly realised, after clamping the baby’s umbilical cord with the peg, that I had nothing to cut it with.

      The girl was weak but radiant as I handed her her son, wrapped in my cloak.

      ‘What’s yer name, miss?’ she asked, pulling her eyes away from her child’s face with difficulty.

      ‘Phyllis,’ I said, rolling down my sleeves. ‘But my friends call me Phyll.’

      ‘As in Philip?’

      I nodded and smiled again, looking back down at her baby. He looked healthy enough.

      ‘I likes it. ’Ello, Phil,’ she said to the child.

      ‘Where’s your husband?’ I asked.

      ‘Over there somewhere,’ she nodded.

      I glanced behind me, and she chuckled.

      ‘No, miss. I mean “over there”, in France. ’E was at Dunkirk, but never came back.’

      Her eyes took on a distant glaze, and I busied myself with washing up. The platform inspector had been true to his word, providing hot water, a towel, a bowl and a cake of Pears soap. I wasn’t sure what to say to the new mother about her husband. So many women had been left wondering if they would ever see their menfolk again. And here was a newborn who might never even meet his father.

      ‘Well done, ducks,’ the old woman with the bundle said to me with a friendly pat on my cheek. ‘I can’t stay. Got to get ’ome and see if me Charlie’s all right.’

      ‘Charlie?’

      ‘Blackbird, ducks,’ she chuckled. ‘Found ’im after the last raid. Poor mite. Busted wing and frightened to death, ’e was.’ She leaned down over the young mother. ‘You got a strong un there, ducks. Mind you looks after yerselves.’

      I watched as she shuffled away down the platform, passing the ticket inspector on her way. He was carrying three steaming mugs of tea.

      ‘’Ere, love, bet you could use one o’ these?’ he said, handing me a scalding tin mug. He placed another down next to the girl, cooing briefly at the baby.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      He straightened up again. ‘I sent for an ambulance,’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t be long now.’

      We stood looking down at the mother and her newborn son, and as I sipped at the strong, metallic-tasting tea, I thought how amazing it was that even in our darkest hours, new lives still come into this world. It was one of the most beautiful moments of my fledgling career.
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      I do not know where the compulsion to become a nurse came from. Perhaps it was those childhood history lessons about Florence Nightingale that I loved so dearly, but ever since I can remember I have indulged a passion for caring.

      It started when I was very young, sat alone in my room practising nursing on my dolly and my toy bear. That was always a favourite game of mine and one which later developed into practising on my friends, for I had no brothers or sisters to try out my skills with. I used to usher my friends into the pantry, where I would bandage their arms and legs, or force a saucepan on to their heads and then bandage that as well. This all came to an abrupt end when my mother burst in one day and scolded me for using her best napkins as bandages.

      However, the desire remained, and encouragement came from my father. He was chopping wood one autumn day in the back yard and got an enormous splinter. I recall him cursing, using words I didn’t know or understand, as he tried to pull the thin needle of wood out while my mother fussed about him. And then he stopped, looked at me, and sat down there on the tree stump he used as a chopping-block.

      ‘No, Violet,’ he said to my mother, ‘let Phyll do it.’

      My chest swelled with pride as I ran inside to fetch what we quaintly called the first-aid box, little more than a rusty biscuit tin containing some bandages, plasters, iodine, scissors and a pair of tweezers. I knelt down in front of my father and delicately teased the bloodstained splinter out of his hand with the tweezers. I cleaned the wound, for the splinter had pierced the flesh between his thumb and forefinger, and wrapped a bandage, a proper one this time, around his hand.

      ‘As good as new,’ Father said with a warm smile and a wink as he flexed his hand.

      After that, if Father ever cut or grazed himself, he would come to me. Even Mother let me see to her occasional nicks from a careless slice with a kitchen knife now and again.

      Then, during the summer of 1938, I was walking down the street, alone with my thoughts, trying to decide what to do with my life now that school had come to an end, when a neighbour took a tumble and fell hard against her garden wall.

      At that time my parents and I had only been living in our newly constructed semi-detached house for little more than six months. It was in Portland Avenue, a wide tree-lined road not far from the terraces of Fernlea Road where I had grown up. The people of Portland Avenue were relatively new to us but they were friendly and, Dovercourt being a small seaside community, one knew most people by sight at least.

      Mrs Clarkson was one of these new neighbours, a cheery soul, a widow in her late fifties, who always had a smile on her face and a warm hello on her lips. And the morning she fell was to change the direction of my life for ever.

      I rushed over to her side and helped her to her feet.

      ‘Are you all right, Mrs Clarkson? Do you feel faint?’

      She shook her head. ‘No, dear. Look.’ She thrust her double chin at the low step that led from her garden path down to the pavement. One of the bricks was loose. ‘Nothing sinister,’ she added. ‘Just rather a shock… Phyllis? It is Phyllis, isn’t it?’

      ‘That’s right,’ I smiled, keeping hold of her arm. ‘Phyllis Elsworth. I live at the other end of the Avenue.’

      ‘Of course you do, dearie,’ she smiled. ‘Alfred and Violet’s daughter. Oh, my, look at me.’ She held up her arm; her elbow was cut and bleeding.

      ‘It doesn’t look too deep, Mrs Clarkson,’ I said. ‘Do you have some ointment in the house? I’ll clean it up for you.’

      Although Mrs Clarkson wasn’t badly hurt, she was a little shaken, so I put my arm in hers and helped her back up the garden path and into her house.

      She led me through to her kitchen and I sat her down at the table and set about cleaning up her cut.

      ‘It’ll be a little sore for a while. But go and see the doctor if it stiffens up,’ I said as I washed my hands in the Belfast sink.

      ‘You’re a natural, dearie,’ Mrs Clarkson said, as she bent and straightened her arm. ‘I don’t think the doctor could have done a better job.’

      I felt myself blushing at her compliment.

      ‘How old are you now?’ she asked as she moved over to the stove and set a kettle to boil. ‘You will stay for a cup of tea, won’t you?’

      ‘Thank you, yes,’ I said. ‘And I’m eighteen now.’

      Mrs Clarkson opened up a cupboard and I quickly stepped over to help, taking down two cups and two saucers.

      ‘Now, tell me dear,’ Mrs Clarkson said, as she placed a slice of lemon in her cup, ‘have you thought about what you’re going to do now that your schooling is over?’

      I felt myself blushing again. How silly, I thought, to be embarrassed about such a simple question. But I was embarrassed, because I just didn’t know what I was to do. Mrs Clarkson, bless her, could obviously see that I was rather flummoxed.

      ‘What about nursing?’ she said.

      My heart leapt at the thought, but I knew it was an impossible dream.

      ‘I’d love to,’ I said, ‘but I don’t think my parents could afford it.’

      Mrs Clarkson leaned back in her chair again. ‘Have you asked them?’

      I shook my head. ‘No, Mrs Clarkson. I can’t. It’s not fair to.’

      ‘Well, my dear, I think you would be quite surprised if you did,’ she said. ‘Ask them.’

       

      Over the next few days, I thought long and hard about what Mrs Clarkson had said. I spent hours walking alone along Marine Parade, overlooking the lower promenade and the beach with its wooden groynes pointing out to sea like the fingers of a skeletal hand. Summer was in full swing and the sand was crowded with holidaymakers, the air electric with the laughter of children splashing in the water and the cries of seagulls gliding overhead, as enticed as I was by the smell of freshly fried scampi and chips billowing up from the little café down by the shore. I would always resist, but on occasion I would treat myself to an ice-cream.

      Then one evening, while we were sat around the dinner table with the evening sun streaming in through the open window and the wireless humming a gentle melody in the background, I suddenly blurted it out:

      ‘I want to be a nurse.’

      A deathly silence fell over the table and all I could hear above my pulse pounding in my ears was the ominous scrape of cutlery on plates. I caught a glance between my parents and repeated what I said, but calmer this time.

      ‘Mother, Father, I’ve made a decision about my future. I would like to be a nurse. But I’ll need your blessing,’ I paused. ‘And I’ll need your help.’

      Mother put down her knife and fork and gave me one of her hard stares over the top of her long, straight nose.

      ‘I was hoping, Phyllis,’ she said, ‘that you might consider taking up a teaching post. Or perhaps a secretarial position. Your father says that the customs office is al—’

      ‘I don’t want to stay in Dovercourt for the rest of my life!’ I burst out, a touch petulantly.

      ‘Don’t be selfish, young lady,’ Mother said, her eyes black with anger.

      ‘I’m not being selfish, Mother. You are. It’s my life. And this is what I want to do with it. Nursing.’ I felt my face go hot. I had never spoken to my mother so harshly before, but the passion and the desire to choose my own future were pouring out of me now.

      ‘Do you know how much it will cost to put you through training? Do you?’ Mother said, the colour rising in her cheeks. ‘Your father can ask the office man —’

      ‘Mother,’ I interrupted again, ‘I don’t want to work in an office, and I don’t want to teach. I want to nurse. It’s what I’m good at. I love caring and nursing and I think it would be the perfect vocation for me. One that would make you both proud.’

      Mother blinked back at me in silence and turned to Father. She raised one of her severe eyebrows.

      Father gave a soft smile in return. That was the way he calmed things, and it always worked. He was devilishly handsome and Mother adored him. He turned in his seat and fixed me with his pale-grey eyes.

      ‘Is that what you truly want to do, Phyll?’ he said.

      He always called me Phyll, something Mother detested, but he knew how much I hated my own name. Father was always on my side and I felt a flutter of hope.

      I nodded eagerly. ‘Yes, Father,’ I said. ‘I have truly thought long and hard over my decision these past few wee—’

      ‘Ha!’ Mother exclaimed, but she remained tight-lipped when Father shot her a pleading glance to let me finish.

      ‘I have always loved nursing, you both know that. You both know how much I adore helping others. You both —’

      Father held up his hand to stop my tirade. I glanced at Mother. Even though she could be strict and set in her ways, she had a heart of gold and wouldn’t wish me unhappy. Of course she would rather I stayed local, perhaps married one of Father’s younger colleagues, even a dockhand, but not if I was to spend my days moping about. She wanted the best for me, both my parents did, and I knew they would do anything to help me fulfil my dream if they could.

      ‘We’ve already discussed it, Phyll,’ Father said, taking out his tobacco and papers and the little machine he used to roll himself cigarettes.

      ‘Alfred,’ my Mother exclaimed. ‘How many times? Not at the dinner table.’

      ‘Sorry, dear,’ Father said with a sly wink at me. ‘I was only making it inside. I wasn’t planning on smoking it here.’

      ‘I should think not,’ Mother fumed. ‘My lovely new curtains. I’d never get the smell of smoke out.’

      ‘Seriously, Phyll,’ Father said as he began the laborious process of constructing himself a cigarette, ‘if you truly want to be a nurse then your mother and I are agreed to put you through training.’

      How foolish did I feel about my little outburst? They had already decided to help me. But then I realised that perhaps they wanted me to react in such a way, to see how passionate I felt about the idea.

      ‘Oh, Father,’ I said, jumping from my seat and throwing my arms around his neck. I kissed his cheek and turned to embrace Mother. But she had already set about clearing the table.

      However, I couldn’t not thank her equally and I hugged her all the same.

      ‘Thank you, Mother, thank you.’

      ‘That’s quite all right, Phyllis,’ she said, standing still with her hands full of dirty dishes as I clung to her, ‘but we’ve got the letter of application to get right first, and then, if you are the kind of girl they are looking for, the interview.’

      I let go and looked her in the eye as she turned to face me. ‘Yes, Mother, I realise.’

      ‘There’s a lot of hard work before we’ve even started,’ she said.

      ‘Yes, Mother,’ I said. ‘I won’t let you down.’

      ‘Of course you won’t,’ Father said, scraping back his chair as he got to his feet.

      ‘Alfred!’ Mother snapped.

      ‘Come along, Phyll, keep me company while I smoke this.’

      I glanced at Mother, who gave a nod to excuse me from helping with the dishes. I followed Father out into the garden.

      ‘And mind you don’t throw your stub on the rose bed again,’ Mother called after us.

      ‘I never throw my stubs away,’ Father whispered to me. ‘An old habit from the Middle East during the war. Waste not, want not.’ He tapped his nose. ‘You’d be amazed how few stubs it takes to make up an extra cigarette.’

      He sat down on the back step and nodded for me to join him. Then he struck a match against the outside wall of the kitchen and began to smoke away in silent contemplation.

      It was a warm evening. The sun had set and there was a sprinkling of stars dusted across the inky black sky. The moths were out, whirring and dancing in the artificial light streaming out from the kitchen window. Behind us, through the back door, we could hear Mother working away at the dishes, singing softly to herself. Father had a slight smile on his face as he listened. I suddenly felt like I was intruding and turned to go and help Mother. But he put a hand out to stop me.

      ‘Just relax, Phyll. Your mother is fine.’

      ‘Are you sure, Father? It’s a big commitment.’

      ‘What?’ he said, turning his gaze upon me with a slight raise of his eyebrow. ‘Doing the washing-up alone?’

      ‘No, silly,’ I said, slapping his arm playfully. ‘Financially, I mean. Putting me through nursing.’

      Father grinned back at me through a cloud of tobacco. ‘Not half as much of a commitment as you’ll have to make.’

      ‘I know, Father.’

      ‘Of course you do, Phyll. I trust you. I understand you.’

      ‘And what about Mother? Really?’ I said, lowering my voice as I glanced over my shoulder to check she couldn’t overhear us. ‘I know she’s not happy about my choice of career, not really.’

      ‘She’ll come round,’ was all Father said before he fell into silence again.

      We sat there on the back step for a while, just staring out into the night.

      ‘That Mrs Clarkson sang your praises for helping her, Phyll.’

      ‘Oh, you met her, did you?’

      ‘Of course. She couldn’t stop telling me and your mother how kind you were and what a wonderful nurse you’d make.’

      ‘She was very kind,’ I said feeling my face go hot with embarrassment.

      ‘She’s also very forward,’ Father chuckled.

      ‘Whatever do you mean?’

      ‘Well,’ Father shrugged, ‘didn’t take long for her to get around to asking me to fix her garden step.’

      I sniggered.

      ‘Don’t you laugh. I was due to play darts at the King’s Arms. Missed my spot by the time I got away.’

      ‘Oh, Father, you’re kinder than I’ll ever be.’

      ‘Nonsense. Still, it got your mother and me talking. About this nursing lark. And that can only be a good thing, right?’

      ‘Right,’ I said, putting my arm through his and resting my head on his shoulder.

      Father gave a sigh and pulled my arm away, taking my hand in his.

      ‘Look, Phyll, we both love you very much. And you must trust me when I say that it will all be all right. We want the best for you, me and your mother, always have, always will. But we want you to make something of your life too. And if a nurse is what you want to be, then a nurse you shall be. Yes?’

      I had tears of happiness in my eyes, but I kept my composure and nodded my head vigorously.

      ‘Good. That’s settled then. First thing tomorrow you’re to go down and see Dr Blake and discuss what you have to do to go about getting an interview. Now, be a love and put the kettle on.’

      I gave Father a peck on the cheek, jumped up and went back inside to make tea for everyone, unable to wipe the beaming smile from my face.

       

      The next few weeks were a whirlwind of meetings, discussions and endless forms. Mother was with me every step of the way, as Father was busy at the Customs House down at the docks. Dr Blake and his nurse were both very kind to give up their time to advise me, but I hardly recall a word of what they said, I was so excited. The letter of application took me nearly two days to write, I was so worried about saying the wrong thing. And then I had to wait. I was so nervous that I thought I was going to be sick every time I tried to eat anything.

      In the end I popped along the Avenue to see Mrs Clarkson. Bless her, she was such a brick about it, plying me with tea and cake and moral support, that I soon forgot my nerves.

      After taking my usual solitary stroll along Marine Parade, breathing in the salty sea air and gazing dreamily at the holidaymakers frolicking on the beach, I returned home to find a letter propped up on the mantelpiece. I was being called for an interview in eight days’ time, at the East Suffolk and Ipswich Hospital. Mother would accompany me and together we would look around the nurses’ home, near to the main hospital buildings, where I hoped I would be staying in the near future.

      I wore my smart grey suit dress in checked wool, with a matching felt slouch hat and a light tweed coat. My hair was freshly curled and cut just below the ear, pinned close to my head, and I felt grown-up and sophisticated. Mother was wearing her favourite afternoon dress and her ever-reliable brown cloche hat with its deep crown and no brim.

      I sat in silence during the journey, nervously tapping my toe as my mind went over and over the kind of questions I might be asked. It was only a short walk from the station to the hospital, and my legs felt like jelly as we approached the formidable ivy-covered, three-storey building.

      The interview, held in a large echoing room rather like a school assembly hall, was daunting. I sat on a hard wooden chair facing a table behind which were three people, a senior consultant with matinée-idol looks and slicked-back silver hair, a junior doctor with thick-lensed spectacles, and a sour-faced, bosomy matron. But my confidence was high and I breezed through their questions.

      ‘How did it go, Phyllis dear?’ Mother asked me as I stepped out of the interview room with a slightly giddy feeling.

      ‘I… I don’t know, Mother,’ I said rather distractedly as we made our way out into the blazing sunshine of the late-summer afternoon. ‘I answered all they asked.’

      Mother patted my arm. ‘Well, that’s all you can do. Did they say when they would let you know?’

      I nodded my head. I remembered that bit. ‘Within two weeks. They have a lot of girls to see.’ Suddenly I didn’t feel so confident.

      True to the interview panel’s word, ten days later a letter postmarked IPSWICH tumbled through the door. I waited remarkably patiently for Father to come home from work that evening, and then all three of us gathered round in the parlour as I held the letter of acceptance or rejection in my trembling hand.

      ‘Go on, Phyll, open it,’ Father said with a reassuring smile.

      Even Mother was on tenterhooks.

      I was all fingers and thumbs as I tried to pick the seal open, so I just tore off the end of the envelope and pulled out a worryingly thin single sheet of paper.

      In just a few lines of black type my future was decided. I glanced up at my parents with tears of joy in my eyes: I’d been accepted as a trainee nurse and was to begin my studies in November.

      I glanced back down at the letter and my face fell. Not through disappointment, just surprise.

      ‘Whatever is it, Phyll?’ Father said, taking the letter. He read it with Mother looking over his shoulder.

      A footnote explained that I wasn’t going to be training in Ipswich; I was being sent to Hackney Hospital. For the next four years of my life I was going to be living and studying in London.
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