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Connie


19 February 1954 Somewhere in the mid-Atlantic


There was a ping and clatter of metal against wood as Connie Haynes snatched her tweed coat from its hanger. Throwing it on briskly, she grabbed at the cold brass door handle to escape the claustrophobic confines of the cabin she shared with her sister, Ruby.


‘I need some fresh air,’ she said, desperation dulling her tone.


Ruby glanced up from the House and Home magazine she had picked up in the ship’s library. It was well thumbed after being pored over by countless passengers, each searching for a first taste of their end destination. But its smudges, creases and torn pages hadn’t dampened images of British life for Ruby.


‘You know, we going to have to learn to knit, and make jumpers to keep warm in England. It says you can buy wool for this pattern in Woolworths,’ Ruby’s cheery chatter chased Connie from the room.


‘They don’t sell much wool in shops back home . . .’ Ruby chortled. But her frivolous last words stuck in the door jamb as her twenty-two-year-old sister made for the deck of the ship.


Will she ever stop licking her mouth about how wonderful everything will be? 


Connie was looking forward to the ship reaching England just as much as her nineteen-year-old sister. But today was the last day of their three-week sailing and the sun-filled skies Connie was familiar with at home in Barbados had long turned grey. It was as though someone had turned out the light, leaving them in a constant semi-darkness. And these gloomy seas were now a reflection of Connie’s mood.


She staggered and bounced off the walls of the corridor. The Atlantic was building up to yet another stormy day, turning Connie into a drunken sailor. Fighting against the force of the wind, she used all her strength to slowly prise open the door to the outside deck. It greeted her with a powerful blast to the face that stung her skin, instantly making her eyes water and blowing her neat curls up and back into a scarecrow-like mop.


Pulling up her collar to shield her neck, she persevered, despite other passengers taking advantage of the door she had left open to race for the warmth of the ship’s interior. But Connie was impervious to the numbing gale, oblivious to the other passengers who converged into a river of dark winter coats, trilby hats and the odd bright headscarf, who flooded into the ship.


The SS Sorrento swayed and reared as waves crashed upon the bow. Water was thrown high up onto the deck, forming salty streams that raced to the back of the ship. Connie felt equally unsettled, emotion churning deep inside her like the swells in the Atlantic below. There was definite excitement – they would soon be in England – but it was being smothered by something else.


Apprehension was natural, their father had told them both before they had left home, and Connie remembered Ruby beaming confidence back at him. She doesn’t know what apprehension is.


Connie considered her younger sister for a moment – the almost childlike enthusiasm with which she greeted every decision, every action. She could be so flighty. And yet Connie smiled, wishing in that moment she could be more like Ruby. After all, if it weren’t for her sister, Connie wouldn’t even be on the ship, a new chapter of her life being written as the Sorrento charted its course across the waves.


It was Ruby who had picked up the leaflet explaining that Britain was looking for its Caribbean citizens to train as nurses.


‘The National Health Service needs us. They’re looking for people to go and help. We should do this.’ She’d had a seize-the-day urgency in her voice.


They weren’t exactly pioneers – Connie wasn’t sure she would have wanted to be one of the first to go to England. In recent years, a lot of people she knew had packed up and left Barbados to make their way to the Motherland. First there were the ex-servicemen, like Devon Grant, and Connie remembered her awe when she heard he was leaving for England. The Grants and Haynes families had been close ever since the Grants had arrived sixteen years earlier, building their blue chattel house on a vacant plot around the corner from Connie and Ruby’s home. When Devon left for England, that wasn’t his first time sailing across the waves to Europe, but this time it was different. He wasn’t going to just fight alongside his English brothers like he had in the Second World War, he was going to live with them.


For Connie, it was different too – actually knowing someone who was going to England made it so much more real; it was no longer just hearsay, or something other people did.


So, although Ruby’s suggestion had caught her off guard, it didn’t take long for Connie to come around to the idea, and they applied for the government-backed programme. For once England wouldn’t just be somewhere that she had learned about in textbooks at school. A slight smile now brightened her face as she thought about all the places she had read about back then and how she would soon be able to see them with her own eyes.


Shifting her coat sleeve to cover the fingertips of her right hand, she formed a barrier between them and the frigid steel rail running the length of the ship, as she grabbed it to stabilize herself. Am I doing the right thing? It’s . . . it’s just so far away . . .


Connie’s left hand, jammed deep into her coat pocket, found the edges of a photo and as she pulled it out, tears ran down her face, this time no longer provoked by the blistering wind. An infant with white ribbons in her hair beamed a toothless smile from the photo.


‘Martha, I hope one day . . . one day, you’ll understand . . .’ Connie whispered, her words whipped away by the wind in an instant.


It was the same gust that nearly picked Ruby up, bowling her out onto the deck, and she grabbed her sister’s right arm to steady herself.


‘Man, Connie, you really getting yourself ready for the weather in England. What you doing out here in this wind?’ she shouted. Connie hurriedly thrust the black and white image back into her pocket, then surreptitiously wiped her face and brushed stray strands of hair back in one movement, fixing a smile onto her face. Ruby didn’t see what her sister had put in her pocket, she didn’t catch her tears, but she saw through Connie’s bravado in an instant.


‘Come here,’ she said, hugging her sister close, Connie’s cheeks instantly freezing Ruby’s face. ‘I going to have to warm you up,’ she said, rubbing her hands briskly along the length of Connie’s arms. ‘I know you’ll miss her,’ she comforted.


‘No, don’t, Ruby,’ Connie said. ‘We agreed we wouldn’t talk about this.’


‘Yes, but it’s just you, me and this vast ocean here – who would know?’ Ruby chuckled a little now. ‘Everything will be OK.’ She paused for a moment as they both looked out once more at the grey skies.


‘I think I can see the sun coming through over there, you know,’ Ruby said, pointing in the direction in which the ship was sailing. Connie looked up and laughed; it was still steely grey to her, but, as ever, her sister was looking for the silver lining in each of the clouds before them.


‘Just think of all the stories we can tell her one day! And, who knows, maybe she’ll sail to England just like us and be real fancy and drink tea like the Queen,’ Ruby said, sensing her sister’s tension easing.


‘Only you would come out with such nonsense at a time like this,’ Connie said with a slight smile.


‘Serious! I read in that magazine there are tea houses and they got all kinds of cakes you can have with it.’


‘Oh, Ruby!’ Connie laughed, mildly exasperated. ‘You and your magazines.’


‘It’s true, though,’ Ruby replied. ‘And you just wait – when we get there and get settled in at the hospital in Harpfordshire, we can do all of those things.’


‘Ruby, it’s not Harpfordshire,’ Connie laughed. ‘We’re going to Hertfordshire.’


‘Ah yes,’ Ruby said, giggling too. ‘St Mary’s Hospital in the town of Four Oaks and that’s in East Hert-fordshire,’ she said grandly, taking her sister by the hand and spinning around the deck in a gleeful waltz.


The SS Sorrento juddered over a wave and the girls stumbled, Ruby spinning out of control and into the arms of a tall, willowy man who had just left the warm confines of the ship.


‘Oh, oh, sorry, mister,’ Ruby exclaimed, flustered. ‘I didn’t mean to dance into you – I was just trying to cheer up my sister.’


A kind face looked down at her from under a trilby hat and he smiled. ‘No problem; we could dance all the way to England if you wish. But we best hurry – it’s right over there!’


Ruby spun around, spotted the outline of a green land mass emerging from the grey and squealed. ‘Look, Connie! Look, it’s England!’


‘Lord, Ruby, we’re nearly there!’ Connie said, wide-eyed, Ruby’s excitement infecting her now too as they hugged and jumped together on the spot.


The man, too, was smiling, all of them oblivious to the bitter wintery day, because in that moment every passenger of the SS Sorrento was being kept warm by their hopes and dreams.


‘Errol Alleyne,’ the man said, holding out his hand. The sisters paused their celebrations for a moment to hurriedly shake his hand and introduce themselves.


‘We’re going to Harp . . . Hertfordshire,’ gushed Ruby. ‘We’re going to be nurses.’


‘Oh, that’s wonderful! You already have jobs, and that’s some important work,’ Errol said, in a strong Barbadian accent. ‘I read all about England’s National Health Service in the newspaper. They said it has been doing big things in the past six years – saving so many people’s lives. But I read they need more nurses. It’s good that us from the Caribbean can come up here to help them.


‘My brother lives in Birmingham, so I’ll be going to live with him up there while I try and find some kind of work. He tells me there’s work on the railways and that sort of thing.’


Connie nodded. ‘Yes, our friend Devon works on the railways in London – he found work pretty easily, I think, what with the labour shortage since the war and everything.


‘He’s coming to meet us when we dock in Tilbury. Our dad insisted on it – “Get dat boy to collect you, I don’ want my girls landing in England and not knowing anyting or anybody”,’ she said, her voice deepening and her accent thickening with her impression. ‘So I wrote to Devon and he’s going to escort us to the hospital’s meeting point in London.’


Errol smiled. ‘Ah that’s good, that’s good, you all will have somebody to show you the ropes right away.’


‘Yes, it’s very good of him. But he knows what it’s like to come here and have to start completely from scratch,’ Connie explained.


‘I’m so glad we won’t have to do that,’ Ruby said. ‘At our interview, the liaison officer back home said we’d be very fortunate as we have a job and a home at the hospital straight away. She said as we had passed our General Certificate of Education at school we had all the qualifications we needed to be trainee nurses. Then we only had to get our passage money.’


The sisters had borrowed money from the government, on the understanding that they’d pay it back each month from their wages. ‘And of course, we also have our show money . . .’ The girls had ten pounds to tide them over until their first pay day.


Errol nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes, you always need your show money. I hear they won’t let us off the ship without being able to prove we can stand on our own two feet financially,’ he chuckled. ‘Lord, it took me so long to save the money to come up here. Well, I wish you luck in England, ladies, and I hope that you transform the health service.’


The next five hours of the journey seemed longer than the previous three weeks, as the passengers prepared themselves to dock in England. As the ship sailed through the Thames Estuary and towards Tilbury, the driving wind and choppy seas of the Atlantic faded and on either side of the ship they were surrounded by the green countryside of Essex and Kent. But that seemed to be the only bright colour in this overcast scene, as the fields soon gave way to gloomy warehouses and sooty factories with slate grey rooftops. It wasn’t quite what the sisters, or the other passengers, had expected of England. But nothing could dull this adventure.


The ship’s whistle blew, heralding their arrival, and the girls looked at each other, grins spreading across their faces. They were finally in England.


‘Connie, Connie!’ Searching the crowd on the dockside, Connie’s eyes met with Devon’s.


‘Come, Ruby, he’s over there,’ she said. They showed their landing documents to border staff and rushed towards Devon through a melee of disorientated passengers, luggage lining walkways, and greeters whose experience of all things England was clear, even from a distance.


It was the same look that Devon had – the experience and confidence of a man who had long since settled in.


‘Welcome, welcome,’ he said to the girls, hugging Connie warmly first and then Ruby.


‘You must tell me about your trip and fill me in on all the news from home on the way to London. But we need to hurry for the next train,’ he said, grabbing Connie’s suitcase in one hand and Ruby’s in the other. The girls looked at each other as they followed him through the crowded docks, impressed by both his physical strength and his poise.


Entering Tilbury Riverside station, Connie and Ruby’s eyes widened at the sight of a steam train on the platform. Hurriedly buying tickets from the counter, Devon ferried them onto the train and in minutes puffs of sooty smoke rose from its engine as it chugged its way to London Fenchurch Street.


The sisters settled beside each other, Ruby already peering out of the window next to her as Devon adjusted their luggage and slid the door to their compartment closed. They were soon chatting, Connie and Ruby sharing details of their twenty-two-day voyage and messages from friends at home.


‘Oh yes, and your brother Joseph asked me to give you these,’ Connie said, passing Devon a letter and a bottle of Barbados rum she’d retrieved from her case.


‘Ah man, I can’t wait to open this up, and it’s great to get news from home.’ Devon smiled. ‘I miss the family. Well, I miss a lot of things. But it’s so good to have you here, it’s like you’ve brought a piece of home to England.’ His gaze lingered on Connie’s face.


Devon was seven years older than Connie and, when he had left Barbados, he remembered her being little more than a child. But now there was a woman before him, a woman who, like him, had taken the opportunity to sail to another country for a new life. He only hoped she would find everything she was looking for.


As they chatted, he began to tell her about his life over the years since they’d last seen each other, his updates coming in edited snippets before the conversation moved on, almost as swiftly as the train rushed through the countryside.


Connie recalled how women in their neighbourhood would always refer to the Grant smile as a thing of devilish charm. She hadn’t remembered him being quite so handsome before, but as he spoke about his life, she was taken by his broad smile and deep brown eyes. England was clearly good for him.


‘You said the hospital management have people to welcome you at Liverpool Street station, is that right? I don’t want to put you girls on the train to Four Oaks on your own,’ Devon said with care in his eyes.


‘Yes, they’re meeting us there because they say there are other girls coming from all over England to start work at the hospital and it is a good central point,’ Connie replied, a part of her hoping there would be no one from the hospital at Liverpool Street at all, and that Devon would escort them further on their journey. And maybe he was thinking the same, she mused. Connie had caught his long gaze more than once, but unsure of what to make of it, she turned her attention to Ruby.










Chapter Two
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Ruby


Scenes of her new homeland rushed before Ruby’s eyes. It felt familiar, yet strange and wondrous all at once. She felt she could almost be back in Barbados, at the Empire Cinema in Bay Street, watching one of her favourite dramas made in London. To everyone else, the rush of green countryside fading into towns huddled with houses were at best unremarkable, on this increasingly gloomy, dank winter’s day. But nothing could stifle Ruby’s first impressions.


‘Devon, they must like a lotta bread in England. I seeing chimneys everywhere – it’s as though every next building is a bakery,’ Ruby said, perplexed.


Chuckling at her innocence, Devon replied gently, ‘No, Ruby, those chimneys are on houses – everybody has a coal fire inside the house. There ain’t no sunshine like back home to keep people warm, you know. At least, not until the summer.’


‘Ohh,’ she said, then returned to her window, transfixed for the duration of the journey.


‘Look, Connie! This must be London now, look at the buildings!’ Ruby gushed minutes later, her eyes almost as wide as her mouth in awe. ‘But wait . . . is that the Tower of London?’


‘Yes, that’s it,’ Devon replied.


‘Lord h’mercy! It’s just like in the pictures. Beautiful!’ she finally exhaled.


Devon smiled, again catching Connie’s eye.


‘Connie, how you can make this whole journey without once looking out the window?’ Ruby said, all but oblivious to the chemistry bubbling between Devon and her sister.


From Fenchurch Street the trio hopped on a bus the short distance to Liverpool Street station. ‘Come along, we haven’t got all day to be waiting on your sort,’ bristled the conductor. Devon stiffened a little as they boarded and found seats. ‘All aboard!’ the conductor bellowed. There was a ding-ding of the bell and the crank of a ticket machine as the bus juddered into action, spewing exhaust fumes into the evening air. The fumes mingled with the stench of the city: smoke whirling from chimneys, a stale earthy odour emitting from underground stations, and the reek of beer from a rabble of pubs. Every sound, every sight, every smell seeped into Ruby’s consciousness.


This is what England is all about, she thought, excitement building inside. But questions swirled in her mind – what would the hospital be like, what would their rooms be like, what would the other nurses be like? So many questions that Ruby couldn’t wait to get answers to.


Arriving at Liverpool Street station, Devon escorted the girls to their meeting point, then, giving them both a hug, he wished them well for the next stage of their adventure.


‘I hope you enjoy Hertfordshire,’ he said to Ruby, then paused as he spoke to Connie. ‘I think you’ll like it here, but keep in touch and let me know how you’re getting on. I’d love to hear from you when you are settled.’


Waving him off, Ruby met the woman at the small desk with a broad smile. ‘I’m Ruby Haynes and this is my sister, Constance Haynes.’


‘Ah, yes, you are the last two we’re waiting for,’ the prim woman replied, putting a tick next to their names on her list.


‘Come, Connie,’ Ruby said, linking her arm with her sister’s. ‘We need to get on that train over there.’ She gave her sister a sideways glance. ‘Did you even see all the sights on the journey? Or were you too busy with just one of them? I saw the way Devon looked at you as he left us just now,’ she teased.


‘Stop it, Ruby, man!’ Connie protested, a little sheepishly. ‘I’m sure Devon isn’t interested in me. He’s been up here all this time with those girls in London. He is nice though, and such a gentleman for meeting us . . .’ She trailed off as they boarded the train.


By the time the train pulled into Four Oaks station it was dark, and every shop in the small market town was shuttered for the day. A biting wind blew along the platform, and the girls were pleased to find some warmth as they boarded an Austin K8 minibus to the hospital.


‘Welcome, welcome, ladies!’ At the nurses’ home, a tall, slim woman in her mid-fifties greeted them from beneath a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II. ‘I’m Matron Valerie Wilson and we are delighted to have you here with us at St Mary’s Hospital.’


The matron struck an elegant figure and spoke eloquently. Ruby was immediately impressed with the smart silhouette of her uniform, which seemed to make her ivory skin glow, even in the pale light of the nurses’ home lobby.


‘As many of you are aware, Great Britain has undertaken a remarkable project these past six years. This has always been an incredible country, and our strength of spirit and character revealed itself as we held strong against the tyranny of fascism in the war. But if we had one failing, it was in the nurturing and care of our citizens. We, however, are a pioneering nation, and you girls will be playing a vital role in the development of our National Health Service. According to its architect, Mr Bevan, it will become the jewel in the crown of British life and it is already proving to be a model of exemplary healthcare for the rest of the world. You all here will be contributing to its future.’


Ruby grinned at Connie, who smiled back, pride filling the air as each of the young women felt the weight of their place in history.


‘Some of you are joining us from other parts of the country, while others have come from many miles away,’ Matron Wilson concluded. ‘This hospital is at the heart of the community here in Four Oaks and I’m sure the locals will make you feel very welcome. As for you girls from our Caribbean colonies, I hope you quickly feel at home here, because England is an extension of each of your homes.’


‘You see, Connie,’ Ruby whispered. ‘It’s just like we were told in Barbados – they need us here. We’re going to make England better for everyone.’


Connie nodded enthusiastically as Matron Wilson escorted the girls into a room with tables piled high with items of nurses’ uniform and a desk where the girls would be issued with room keys.


Ruby made straight for the uniform table while Connie gave their names for the keys to their accommodation.


‘Ruby, come, you need to sign the form to agree to the room lease and deductions for meals and board from our wages,’ Connie beckoned to her.


‘But, man, did you see the uniforms? We got to wear the white coats for our preliminary training, but then, when we’ve qualified we’ll be getting one of the dresses. But I like the cloaks best of all. And didn’t Matron look smart? She seems real nice,’ Ruby babbled. Going to sign the sheet before her, she turned to Connie. ‘Do you see how much we get paid? Eighteen pounds a month!’


Connie nodded. ‘Yes, sis, but don’t forget we’ll lose some of that for our board and more.’


‘Of course, but I would’ve done this for less money than that,’ Ruby whispered. ‘Nursing is very noble work and this is a chance for us to contribute, just like Matron said. And think of the money we can send home to Mum and Dad! It will help pay for Harold’s schooling. Ahh, I miss that little brother of ours.’


‘Me too,’ said Connie, signing her form and picking up her key. ‘But we’ll get back to the family one day soon. I’d like to see Harold before he goes to secondary school, so I have just over three years to learn everything here and save the money to get home.’


‘I might come with you . . . for a holiday. But I ain’t going home for a long time yet,’ Ruby said grandly. ‘I got too much to see and do here.’


She caught Connie slightly rolling her eyes, but Ruby didn’t mind. She knew England afforded her an opportunity for adventure – it had already given her the chance to travel to the other side of the Atlantic. But it was so much more than the job and the salary. Ruby loved family, and for her, that extended way beyond her parents and siblings. This was a chance to help her brothers and sisters in England. Meanwhile, the job also gave her a shot at building her life, and she was ready to seize it with both hands.


Even Ruby was aware that she could be a dreamer, and that perhaps that was her failing. She thought back to when she’d started dating Sylvester Adams the previous spring, and how she had thought they would be together for ever. Ruby had all but started planning their wedding, despite Connie warning caution. Looking back, Ruby knew she had been headstrong, but she had really wanted to be married and soon after that, to start a family with Sylvester.


Sylvester hadn’t viewed the world in the same way, though, and two weeks after ending their relationship, word reached her that he was dating Sandra Blake, a girl who couldn’t have been more different to Ruby.


‘Miss Haynes?’ A voice pulled her out of her thoughts. ‘Here’s your uniform – you can pick up your cloak next,’ the administrator said.


‘Thank you,’ Ruby beamed.


Heading upstairs, each of the soon-to-be nurses found their rooms – Ruby’s was next to Connie’s at the end of the corridor. It was a box room with a washbasin in the corner and a huge pipe running underneath a sash window. The pipe, which ran through each of the nurses’ rooms, was the only source of warmth on this frigid February night, so Ruby kept her coat on and wrapped the cloak over her shoulders while she unpacked and made herself at home.


Home. 


This small, chilly room in a corner of the English countryside was a long way from her real home, and the family Ruby adored in Barbados. She already missed her mum, dad and Harold too. But if home is where the heart is, Ruby’s heart was quickly warming to life in England.










Chapter Three
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Billie


‘Wait, Billie, are you still not ready? You can’t miss your train,’ came a concerned voice, as twenty-three-year-old Billie Benjamin tried to force the lid closed on her suitcase. Taking a moment to adjust its contents – stilettos, fitted jumpers, pencil skirts, lacy bras, and a make-up bag bursting at the seams with bright lipsticks, eyeshadow compacts, mascara and fake eyelashes – she sat on the lid and was finally able to force the two clasps closed.


‘Ugh, Esme. I can’t move any faster, man, my head hurts real bad,’ Billie replied, looking fragile in the dim light of the tiny room her friend Esme rented in a house near Caledonian Road.


‘You got to get yourself to Four Oaks and arrive at the hospital looking all business and thing,’ Esme replied. ‘You need to make a good impression, girl, you don’t want them thinking they getting some little pickney from Jamaica that ain’t up to the job. You’re going to be a nurse, people’s lives will be in your hands,’ she said dramatically.


Billie looked at her friend wearily. ‘That’s fine, just as long as they don’t put their lives in my hands when I got a hangover. I need someone looking after me just now.’


‘Girl, I told you from early o’clock last night that it was time for we to head home. But you wanted to follow those boys to the dance. Where did you end up anyway?’


‘But Esme,’ Billie said, a pleading forgiveness to her voice as she recalled flashes of the previous night, ‘they were soooo nice, and that Philip had such lovely brown eyes. I like these English boys, you know. I mean, I like the boys back home too, but the boys here are just, you know . . . different,’ she gabbled.


‘We had so much fun! I think . . .’ She paused thoughtfully, then continued: ‘I mean, we did – we went dancing. Yes, that was it – we went to the Tottenham Royal or something so.’


‘What?!’ Esme interjected. ‘You went all up into Tottenham with those boys? We’d only met them last night, Billie!’


‘Oh, but they were proper gentlemanly, Esme, you didn’t have to worry about a thing with me and them. That Philip, he hugged me up and made sure I didn’t get too cold while we waited for a taxi home.’


‘Hmm . . . I bet he did, the wretch!’ Esme said, flicking Billie a knowing look.


‘Yes, but he wanted to protect me.’ Billie smiled wistfully. ‘There were some Teddy boys at the dance all dress up in their long jackets and tight, tight trousers and thing. He said they could be a bit funny sometimes.’


‘Billie, man, you does get into some situations. Anything could of happen. You gonna have to be sensible when you get to the hospital. I want you to show them your smarts. That there’s more to you than just having fun.’ Esme’s tone was maternal now.


‘But Esme! I like having fun, man. I didn’t come all up here to England to sit in the house. And there will be plenty, plenty time for me to get the book smarts I need to become a nurse. But I came up here for adventure too.


‘We’re in England!’ she said now, stretching her arms out to her sides. ‘This ain’t little Jamaica where everybody’s up in your business. Besides, Kingston is so downmarket. I been in England a week and already it feel like here, anything is possible,’ Billie added, sliding her stockinged feet into black heels, then buttoning a coat over a plum dress with leopard-print trim that hugged her every voluptuous curve.


‘I understand. I just want you to be ready, because the countryside ain’t like London, you know,’ Esme soothed, gently pulling at her friend’s coat collar.


‘Well, yes, but they going to have to get ready for me, Esme, and if there ain’t much action there, I will just have to create some.’ Billie laughed mischievously and Esme couldn’t help but laugh too at her friend’s confidence.


‘Right, get going. Don’t forget – it’s the number fourteen bus from the stop round the corner. I’ve got to get ready for work,’ Esme said. ‘Take care of you, and write and let me know how you’re settling in and when you will get a chance to visit again.’


‘I will, and thank you for letting me come up to London early and stay with you a few days – I knew I’d love it. It’s so good to see you all settled here, girl. I only wish I’d have come from the small island to the big one sooner,’ Billie said, hugging her friend, then going to walk out of the door.


‘Don’t forget this,’ Esme said, handing Billie a striped brown and grey woollen scarf.


‘That’s not mine,’ Billie said, then a second later as a memory flashed through her mind: ‘Oh, wait. Philip gave it to me last night – to keep me warm. Well, I don’t suppose I’ll be able to get it back to him, and I’m sure it’s still cold out there,’ she concluded, wrapping the scarf loosely around her neck. As she waved to her friend, Esme listened to the clip-clip-thud of Billie’s heels on the stairs as she dragged her case behind her.


‘Lord Jesus, now she’s going to wake the whole house,’ she muttered, rolling her eyes.


Closing the front door to the house behind her, Billie made her way out into the bitter winter’s day. It was bright and sunny, but a hard frost made the trees look to Billie like the snow she’d heard so much about, and the air was tinged with the grubby smell of coal fires as soot billowed from chimneys the length of the street.


As she stepped onto the back of the bus, a man lightened the load of her suitcase as he took it to help her. ‘Thank you,’ she smiled.


‘You’re welcome, darlin’ – can’t have a pretty girl like you building up too much muscle now, can we?’ he replied, eyeing her from head to toe, his lecherousness quickly overshadowing his gentlemanly act. But this was an everyday occurrence for Billie. She had garnered male attention since she’d hit puberty and her tomboyish physique transformed, first when breasts budded and bloomed to fill out her blouses, and then as her body rounded out to an hourglass figure.


Sitting as far from the open platform and the man’s gaze as she could, she’d hoped to find a little warm comfort on the bus. But, despite the bright sunshine that sparkled off London’s pale grey, icy pavements, it was no match for the hot sun back in Jamaica.


Pulling Philip’s scarf up higher to shield her neck against the bitter cold, she could smell the Old Spice aftershave and Brylcreem that impregnated the wool. It gave her a fleeting flashback to the previous night and she felt a tingle of excitement deep within. She remembered using the scarf to pull him closer to her for a kiss and then again to drag him into a doorway, passion overwhelming them. But then there was a void.


As London’s streets passed by, Billie, who had till now enjoyed spotting the city’s sights on each journey, could only think of the previous night. But huge parts of her memory had been erased by the cherry brandies she’d been drinking.


Did I . . . did we . . .?


No, we can’t have.


I would’ve remembered. There’s no way that could have escaped me . . . could it?


But in that moment, Billie, who usually saw a boundary and looked at just how she could extend it, really couldn’t be sure how far she’d gone with Philip. The only thing she did know was that there was an opportunity for a new life before her that could crumble to dust if she had been stupid.


She had enjoyed the evening, though, despite the fact that Esme had gone home early. But Esme had known Billie wouldn’t follow until she’d well and truly made her mark on the night. Esme knew Billie all too well. They had become firm friends five years earlier while working at Pints and Pounds, a grocery shop in their home town of Kingston, in Jamaica.


It was Esme who had given Billie her nickname back then, and she’d embraced it even though her friend had likened her to a horny old billy goat. The nickname, though, was as much a tribute to eighteen-year-old William Clarke, who’d also worked at the shop, and whom Billie had fixed with her big eyes often enough for him to get a sense of her infatuation with him. Despite her having subsequently had little more than a brief fling with William, Billie ended up keeping the nickname, and, five years on, she was only ever called her real name, Dionne, by her family in Jamaica.


Getting off the bus, Billie was caught off guard in the rush of people flooding into King’s Cross underground station. London was so much busier, noisier and faster than she had expected, even though she had thought she was ready for somewhere much busier, noisier and faster than Kingston.


Checking the directions Esme had written for her, she headed to the Tube, placing her suitcase on the step of a wooden escalator as it gently juddered deep underground. Waiting on the platform of the Metropolitan Line, she became aware of the gaze of two separate men.


If there was one thing Billie knew, it was the power she had over men. They were quickly and easily intoxicated by her – consumed not just by her buxom body, but hypnotized by her deep brown eyes and overwhelmed by the broad smile on her ruby red lips.


The one thing they were never taken with, however, was her mind. They didn’t seem to care what went on behind that electrifying smile, or to ask her opinion on anything. They wanted to have her on their arm, and to devour her body. The fact that Billie was sharper than most of her beaus and idle flirtations was overlooked by them.


This proved a source of frustration to her, but she was never one to see an obstacle and be defeated by it. Billie concluded that sex was power, and she had been known to wield it to get what she wanted. This was never anything nefarious, and she hadn’t slept with every man that showed her attention, but she had occasionally used her head-turning assets to her advantage; and, if she was honest, to soothe the pain of her teenage years, when she felt she had lost more than she could bear. Having someone to hold close made Billie feel complete.


As the train arrived, its doors slid open to a fog of stale smoke and glum faces, and one of the men took a seat beside her.


‘I – erm – I hope you don’t mind me sitting next to you,’ said a voice with a familiar accent. ‘Good afternoon, my name is Clive.’ The man held out his hand.


‘Billie.’ She smiled slightly awkwardly, shaking his hand. ‘You here from Jamaica too?’


‘Yes, I come up here, ooh, must be seven months ago. I mostly like it so far,’ he said, removing his hat to reveal closely cropped hair topping warm features that shone like a beacon amid the gloomy faces of Londoners. ‘Well, the weather ain’t much to write home about, so I didn’t send a letter to the family about that as yet,’ he chortled; then, sighing, he added: ‘And some of the people . . . you know, they don’t like to mix with we too much. But mostly it’s been going good.’


‘Which part of Jamaica you from?’ Billie enquired.


‘I from a little village not too far from the town of Wiltshire. And you know, when I get up here, I laughed when I find out there’s a place name Wiltshire too.’ He smiled now, recalling this revelation. ‘You can find a little piece of home up here in England. And what are you doing here? I see you have luggage but you look too experienced for someone who just get off the boat.’


Billie smiled. Her beauty and confidence often seemed to dazzle people like the full-beam headlights of an approaching car, bewildering and blinding them to her vulnerabilities. But she was as exposed as every arrival in this strange new land.


‘I got here last week, but I have been staying with my friend. She’s been teaching me the ropes, but now I’m leaving London for Hertfordshire. I’m going to train to be a nurse – I’d like to help people, and an old schoolteacher of mine told me: “Billie, you best get yourself off this island because you got too many smarts to be wasting them in a shop.” I used to work in a grocer’s back home,’ she explained, ‘so I applied to the National Health Service. But I don’t even know how to take a temperature.’


Clive laughed, charmed by Billie’s innocence as much as her good looks. ‘Ah, it’s a real shame to see a pretty girl like you heading to the country. I’d love to take you out sometime, maybe for dinner, or to the pictures. Here, take the telephone number for my lodgings and we could see each other when you get free.


‘I haven’t yet been to Hertfordshire, but I hear the country is nice, and you know, it would be good to have someone beautiful to see there too,’ he went on, taking a pen from his pocket and scribbling down his phone number on a piece of paper.


As the underground train rattled into Liverpool Street station, Billie decided she liked Clive. He had a good strong jaw, deep brown eyes and his chiselled cheeks squished into dimples when he smiled. Add to that, she mused, having another friend from home could only be a blessing. ‘OK, Mr Clive, when I get settled and find my bearings, we can make a date.’


‘Wonderful! Now, wrap yourself up – make sure that scarf is protecting your neck – it’s going to be even colder up in the country than down here,’ he said, looking at Philip’s striped scarf around Billie’s neck.


‘I will,’ she said.


He took her hand and slowly, purposefully, kissed the back of it, looking up so his eyes locked with Billie’s. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing you again very soon.’


Making her way to the mainline station, she did as Clive suggested and pulled Philip’s scarf tighter around her to block out the bracing wind that whipped across the platforms.


The train journey to Four Oaks flashed by and as the city faded into a landscape of green fields, Billie buried her fears about the previous night with thoughts of when she would next see Clive. She never liked to linger long on past liaisons, and it felt easier to brush away her fractured memories than to face the possible realities. With her period due any day, if anything untoward had happened, she knew she would find out soon.


It was just before four o’clock when her taxi from the station pulled up at the guard house at St Mary’s Hospital. ‘Hello, I’m Dionne Benjamin. I’m a trainee nurse. Or, I will be.’ The guard telephoned the nurses’ home and some minutes later the taxi was waved through. Pulling up outside the grey Victorian building, the driver carried Billie’s suitcase into the reception area. ‘Hope you enjoy it here, gorgeous,’ he said, winking at her as she paid him.


Stepping into the reception, Billie looked at the portrait of Queen Elizabeth that hung on the wall and felt awed by the grandeur of the moment, even though the room itself was fairly unremarkable, with parquet flooring and green-painted walls above dark brown tiling. She could hear a persistent click, click, click, ding of someone typing in a back office.


‘Miss Benjamin?’ the clipped voice of the hospital administrator, Miss Bleakly, enquired. ‘I’m sure we expected you with the other new arrivals, yesterday.’


‘Ah, well you see, I was staying with a friend in London and I knew we wouldn’t be starting training till Monday so I could make my way here myself today,’ Billie replied, unbuttoning her coat and unwrapping Philip’s scarf to reveal an impressive bust bursting from the top of her dress.


Miss Bleakly glared at Billie from behind round glasses, as though inspecting her and mentally judging her choice of outfit. Miss Bleakly’s silver hair was braided on both sides of her head, pulling her features back and making her pale white face stark in the room’s glum shadows. Her stare made Billie feel as though her blood could freeze in her body.


Pursing her lips, she shuffled through some papers, then shoved a clipboard with a form and a pen across the desk towards Billie. ‘I’m not sure Matron will be impressed by your tardiness but here you are, fill this in and sign the contract, which details your pay and deductions.


‘Fred, please show Miss Benjamin here to her room in the nurses’ home. She has arrived late and missed the tour of the premises that the other girls have had, so she’ll just have to figure things out for herself.’ The gruff disgust in Miss Bleakly’s tone was unmistakable, and Billie feared she may have got off on the wrong foot before even starting her training.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know I’d miss anything important,’ she stammered, as hospital porter Fred Jones picked up her suitcase and led her to the second floor of the building.


‘Here ya go, Miss,’ Fred said, opening the door to Billie’s room. Then he whispered: ‘I wouldn’t go getting upset about Bleakly Bloomers down there. She’s a bit of an old dragon.’


Raising his voice again, he added: ‘You’ll find the bathroom and kitchen down the hall there, and I think you might find more of your lot are in the common room right now. But you may want to unpack as it’ll soon be time for supper.’


Thanking Fred for his assistance, Billie closed the door, and immediately slumped on the bed of the box room, the highs and lows of the past twenty-four hours weighing on her. Over the next two hours she slowly unpacked, finding a home for her hot comb and hair curlers, and setting aside one of the smaller drawers in the room for her make-up. She left two items in her suitcase, though. While she’d given one bottle of Appleton Estate rum to Esme – who’d enthused that she’d brought the ‘good stuff’ from home – Billie had kept two bottles for herself. She was hoping she would soon make friends, as she had big plans to celebrate her twenty-fourth birthday the following weekend.


Just as she’d secreted the bottles away in her case, there was a knock on the door. As she opened it she was greeted by a face of wide-eyed enthusiasm. ‘Hello, I hear you just got in. My name’s Ruby. Are you from Barbados too?’


‘Hello, I’m Billie. I’m from Kingston. In Jamaica,’ she added hastily. But it wasn’t necessary – Ruby picked up instantly on Billie’s strong accent.


‘Well, it’s good to meet you,’ Ruby said, immediately dazzled by Billie’s beauty and the way her dress hugged her figure in all the right places. ‘I’m here with my sister Connie,’ she added, as Connie wandered down the corridor.


‘Hello, you just got here?’ Connie said, holding out her hand. ‘I’m Connie. We were about to go down for dinner, you want to come?’


The three girls were soon joined by other young trainees, still in their casual clothes, then uniformed nurses, sisters and the hospital’s management flocked to the dining room.


‘I’m hoping it’s better than yesterday’s dinner,’ said Ruby ruefully.


‘Yes, that was disgusting,’ Connie replied.


But the girls were equally unimpressed as they reached the front of the queue and found a large pan of greying potato and onion, labelled bubble and squeak, alongside bread and dripping.


‘What . . . what is this?’ Billie squawked. ‘It look like somebody ate it before.’


‘It’s onion and potatoes, lovey, it’s beautiful,’ said a server behind the counter. The girls exchanged cautious looks, but with nothing else available, the server loaded up their plates and they took their seats in the capacious dining room. They pushed the food around, but with empty tummies, each girl was driven to eat just enough of this peculiar new dish to appease their hunger.


‘Lord, what I would do for some chicken and peas and rice now. You know like how Mum would do it, with some proper seasoning and thing,’ Connie said.


‘The only seasoning I’ve seen here so far is the salt and pepper on the table,’ Ruby said, nodding dolefully.


‘I don’t know that I can stomach this,’ Billie grimaced. ‘I ain’t been feeling too well today and I was hungry, hungry, but this isn’t helping me feel any better.’


‘Oh, are you sick?’ Ruby enquired. ‘You should speak to someone – it’s a hospital after all, somebody should be able to help you.’


‘Well, not exactly sick,’ Billie replied. ‘It’s my own fault. I was in London last night and I let some young men keep me out late at a pub and then a dance. But they were so nice, and handsome too,’ she grinned, a glimmer of excitement in her eyes.


‘Were they friends from back home?’ asked Ruby.


‘No, I just met them last night, dear. These nice English boys took me drinking and dancing, and then, well, one of them saw me home afterwards.’ Billie’s smile was enough to suggest that things hadn’t ended there.


‘Wait! You mean to say . . .’ Ruby’s shock played on her face. ‘What was it like kissing an English boy?’


‘Ruby! You shouldn’t ask such things,’ Connie scolded. ‘A lady never tells.’


‘But a lady doesn’t do things like that either,’ Ruby said, putting her foot in it long before she realized she may have already insulted their new friend, and Connie shot her a look.


‘Ladies, it’s 1954, not 1904 – relax your corsets a little,’ Billie said, unperturbed. ‘We can enjoy life just as much as the boys, you know. We just have to be a little more sensible is all.’ She suddenly looked thoughtful as the dark voids in her memories of the previous night continued to play on her mind.


‘Anyway,’ she said, steering the conversation on. ‘What brought the two of you to England? You real lucky you’re up here together, you got yourselves instant friends.’


‘Well, you have instant friends in us too,’ Ruby smiled, thrilled to already have a chance to claim a friend in England. ‘We came because we heard they needed our help, but it’s also such an exciting adventure, isn’t it?’


‘You’re right there,’ Billie replied. ‘Once my mind was made up, I could hardly wait to leave Kingston. I felt so trapped there. Don’t get me wrong – I had some good times, and there were plenty of nice young men back home who would take me out and thing. But I knew I could achieve more here. I worked at a grocer’s, but I had my General Certificate of Education from school, and that should’ve been more than enough to get me into a job at a bank or something. But I soon found out those jobs were only available to the white Jamaicans, or those from certain connected families.’ She sighed now as Connie nodded in agreement, some of Billie’s experience mirroring her own.


‘And, well, my family could barely connect to itself, let alone Kingston’s society.’


‘I understand that,’ said Connie, then sensing Ruby’s glare, ‘I mean, our family is wonderful, we have Mum, Dad and Harold, our little brother, at home . . . But we didn’t have any of the connections that might get us places either. So you know, this is an opportunity to make our way in life.’


‘Yes and my mother died when I was sixteen, leaving me and my older brother, Samuel, and Candace, my little sister, to fend for ourselves,’ Billie continued. ‘It’s not that we never knew where to find our father, but I would only see him if I passed by the rum shop and caught him playing dominoes with his friends under the tamarind tree there. When Samuel joined the merchant navy, I would have done anything to follow him. But you know, there aren’t any jobs at sea for us girls.


‘So when I saw the advertisement to get into nursing up here in The Gleaner, I thought here was my chance to escape.’


Ruby studied Billie now. Even though she was considerably younger than her, she couldn’t help but feel a maternal instinct towards the Jamaican girl; as though Billie were a baby bird that had fallen from its nest. ‘I’m sorry, what a sad story,’ Ruby said.


‘Oh, it’s OK. Besides, it’s not all bad. Not at all,’ Billie replied with a wicked smile. ‘I already had a great time in London this past few days.’


Later that night, though, as she lay awake in bed, Billie’s mind was racing with the possible outcomes of the previous night’s dalliance, and it was nearly four o’clock in the morning before she was able to get to sleep. So when Ruby knocked on her door the next day to see if she’d like to join the sisters at church, Billie sleepily told her she needed more rest. In reality, Billie hadn’t been to church since her mother’s funeral, and she had no intention of starting again now she was in England.










Chapter Four


[image: Ornament image]


Connie


There was no need for Connie to set her alarm clock for Monday morning; she woke at six o’clock – a whole hour before it was set to go off. She lay in her white metal-frame bed for a while, excitement bubbling inside for the first day of preliminary training school.


Tiptoeing down the hall so as not to wake the other girls on her floor, she took a lukewarm bath in one of the communal bathrooms, shivered her way back along the hallway and, getting dressed, she put on the white coat each of the girls had been given to wear over their own clothes during training, then fastened it at the waist with a white elasticated belt. Only when they were on the wards would they be able to wear the coveted nurses’ uniform. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she smiled – she was ready. It was still only ten minutes to seven.


As alarm clocks rang up and down the corridor and the other girls started to stir, Connie realized she had about forty minutes spare, so she sat at the desk in her room. Pulling out her Bible from a drawer, she took a moment to study the photo of the little girl she had hidden away between its pages. Next she found a pen and notepad and started to write a letter home. But the letter wasn’t to her mum and dad; instead Connie chose to write to her mother’s sister, her Aunt Agatha. She told her about their voyage to England, how Devon had met them at Tilbury Docks, and how they were safely ensconced in Hertfordshire, ready to start their course. Staring at the photo again, she finally asked the question that had been burning in her heart: ‘We’ve so much to look forward to, but I can’t help but think about my little Martha. How is she? Maybe one day, you can tell her for me that I’ve done this for her. I want to make her proud of me, and give her a life I could only dream of.’ Promising to send her aunt some money for the little girl when she got paid, Connie sealed the letter in an envelope just as there was a knock at her bedroom door.


‘Connie, are you ready?’ Ruby’s voice was hushed but urgent.


‘Yes, just give me a second.’ Connie opened the door, then put the envelope into her bag. ‘I wrote to Aunt Agatha – I must post it later. Oh, Ruby,’ she smiled proudly. ‘You look so smart in your white coat – like a real medic already.’


‘I know it’s not the proper nurses’ uniform yet, but I’m ready!’ Ruby beamed back.


Then as Connie went to close the door, she rushed back into her room, mild panic on her face. ‘I nearly forgot to put this away. I don’t want anyone seeing it,’ she whispered as she secreted Martha’s photo back between the pages of the Bible and placed it into the drawer.


‘Good, you put it up safe,’ Ruby said. ‘Let’s go, sis – a quick breakfast and then we gonna get started at this nursing thing!’


Entering the dining room, the girls were happy to see bacon and scrambled eggs on the menu – finally something they recognized. ‘Come, Ruby, those girls over there have white coats too, they must be trainees like us.’


‘Hello, do you mind if we sit with you?’ she enquired of a table of fresh-faced recruits. The only thing Connie and Ruby had in common with them, though, was the white coats. With skin far paler even than the white people they knew in Barbados, the sisters figured the girls were all English. That is, until Kathleen O’Hare piped up.


‘Of course – take the weight off yer,’ she said in a warm Irish accent, pointing to the two spare seats at the table. ‘There you are. Now, what yer after calling yourselves?’


‘I’m Connie.’


‘And I’m Ruby, I’m happy to meet you. We’re sisters and we’ve come from Barbados. But where are you from? You don’t sound English.’


‘Ruby, don’t be so forward,’ Connie interjected.


‘Ach, no, yer fine,’ Kathleen smiled. ‘I’m from Cabra,’ then, sensing the sisters’ mild confusion, she elaborated: ‘It’s in Ireland, a corner of Dublin.’


‘Ohh, yes, Ireland, there are plenty people in Barbados with Irish roots,’ Connie said knowingly.


‘Well, given the choice, I would much rather be in the sunshine of Barbados than freezing my bones here in England,’ Kathleen grinned, rubbing her arms with her hands as if to warm herself up.


‘I would go with you,’ a girl with long, mousey hair and glasses said. ‘It’s so interesting that there are all these girls coming from the Caribbean here. I’m Grace, by the way.’ She smiled at Connie and Ruby, who were by now tucking in to their breakfasts.


‘I wouldn’t go there,’ spat another girl from across the table, her mouth tightening. ‘And I don’t know why they’re all coming here either.’


‘Margaret, that’s awful mean!’ Kathleen said, chastising the brunette. ‘Take no notice of her, girls, she seems to have got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning.’


‘I’m a Hampshire girl, and in my family we were always encouraged to speak our minds,’ Margaret replied, scooping up the last of her eggs, then she gulped down her tea and slammed the cup on the table.


‘Well, there’s a few of us coming from the Caribbean these days. They said there aren’t enough nurses up here so they needed us,’ Ruby replied.


‘Yes, I already miss home, but I’m excited to be in England,’ Connie said, then turned to Margaret and added, slightly wistfully, ‘If you were ever to get to the Caribbean, you might be surprised. It’s so bright and warm there and people are real friendly.’


Margaret’s chair legs screeched on the parquet floor, providing a noisy punctuation to the conversation as she got up and left the room.


‘Ach, Jesus, Mary and Joseph and all the saints, she’s a funny one,’ Kathleen sighed.


Grace nodded in agreement. ‘Yes, she can be. Anyway, are we all looking forward to today?’


Connie looked a little perturbed, but then said to Grace: ‘Oh yes, I love learning. And I’m excited about when we will actually get onto the wards and start taking care of patients.’


‘My God, I damn near overslept,’ Billie said as she put her tray at the place Margaret had vacated, and joined the girls. Connie paused, taken for a moment by Billie’s big, beautiful cat-like eyes, red lips and perfectly coiffed hair that fell about her shoulders. Then she introduced her to the others at the table, telling them Billie was from Jamaica.


‘But you said you’re from Barbados, isn’t that in Jamaica too?’ Grace enquired. ‘You have very different accents.’


Finishing breakfast, the three Caribbean girls gave their new friends a brief geography lesson, explaining that the two islands were separated by more than 1,200 miles of aquamarine Caribbean Sea.


Within the next hour, all the trainees were lined up in the classroom.


There they were met by a portly woman with greying brown hair pulled back into a taut bun, revealing stern features on a plain face. Sister Shaw, one of the hospital’s trainers, was renowned among previous charges for her sharp edges, and from the outset Connie could tell she would take no nonsense from the latest batch of trainees.


Her tone was as starchy as her pointed linen cap as she demanded the ten new recruits stand in a line before her. Connie had never been in such a multiracial group before; not only was there her, Ruby and Billie from the Caribbean, but there was Irish Kathleen, Grace Roberts and Margaret Allen, who they’d met at breakfast – one more joyfully than the other – and two other English girls, Phyllis Richmond, who lived with her family on the other side of town, and Jean Lewis from Shropshire. Completing the group were Lin Chang from Hong Kong, and Mei Chen, who originated from Singapore.


‘St Mary’s Hospital is more than a place where we heal the sick. Over the years, it has become a place of learning too. But I want you girls to be aware that we have very high standards, and that starts with the way you’re dressed and how you carry yourselves,’ Sister Shaw said.


‘You are expected to dress appropriately. There should be limited make-up, and certainly no red lips.’ She turned to glare at Billie. ‘Your hair should be neatly cropped, or if it is long, it should be pulled back into either a high ponytail or a bun so it is out of the way. And nails should be kept short, natural and neatly filed. You will, of course, have your uniforms, all ready for when you finally start working on the wards, but in the meantime, you will be expected to wear respectable clothing beneath your white coats. That means high necklines and long hemlines.’


Connie started to look at Billie now too, sensing her tension as Sister Shaw quite clearly highlighted her as a picture of inappropriateness, and she couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.


‘So, Nurse,’ the sister said pointedly, staring Billie in the face, ‘I expect you to come here more respectably dressed tomorrow.’ As she turned away, Connie caught Billie’s eye, but instead of seeing shame spread across it as she would have expected, she saw a flash of defiance. Behind Sister Shaw’s back Billie even shared a slight smile with her.


‘You are expected to represent this fine establishment well, and that begins with how you carry yourselves. Posture is very important in building a good first impression and creating confidence in patients, so you must stand tall and straight at all times, with your shoulders back,’ Sister Shaw continued.


‘You are expected to know your place. This hospital has many learned people, who are your seniors, so you must show them respect; for example, you should stand back at doorways for people walking behind you to proceed first. You should refer to Matron as “Matron”, me and others like me as “Sister”, and doctors as “Doctor” – you must never use their first names. You should spend most of your time here listening, and if you do, you will no doubt be well equipped to pass this twelve-week preliminary training. Only then can you continue your training to become state registered nurses, as you learn on the job over the next three years.’


After this less-than-welcome speech by Sister Shaw, the trainees spent their first day learning what constituted a nurse’s working day.


‘Your preliminary training will begin with the basics of nursing, then you will learn more about looking after patients with individual needs such as bed care. You will also have to understand the structures of the body, or anatomy, as well as developing a deep understanding of how the body functions, physiology. We will look at the nervous system, cardiovascular system, the respiratory system, the renal tract, and study digestion, during which you will learn all about the alimentary tract. We will also examine the basics of pharmacology and dietetics,’ explained Sister Shaw.
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