


Chapter Eight

By the time Poppy arrived at what had once been the YWCA Hostel in the back streets of Southampton, it was late in the afternoon. The big house was shabby and had an interior which was quite cheerless, but it was placed very conveniently for the VADs at local military hospitals.

The new girls were allocated a bed space as they arrived at the hostel, and Poppy found herself in a largish room which had been partitioned off by faded curtains into three separate areas. One of these areas was already occupied, to judge by the overflowing locker and the clothes hanging behind the bed, so she took one of the other two cubicles, which had its own small window. She sat down on the narrow bed and, before unpacking, closed her eyes and took several deep breaths to compose herself.

She was here. She had arrived. She was going to be a nurse . . .

On the third breath there was a sudden noise outside her curtain, the thump and clatter of cases being thrown down and the stamp of a foot.

‘Oh, how perfectly hateful!’ Poppy heard a girl’s voice say. ‘I can’t bear to be confined in such an awful dank little space!’

The curtain which surrounded Poppy was tugged open a little and a face looked in.

‘I say, you’ve got a window!’ said the girl. She pulled the curtain aside and Poppy saw a tall, slim young woman of about eighteen, in a dark linen coat and velvet hat, her fair hair flowing in ripples down her back.

‘I just got here and took . . .’ Poppy began.

The girl sighed. ‘Do you mean that if I’d been five minutes earlier I could have had this space instead? With the window?’

Poppy, used to giving way before authority, shrugged. ‘I really don’t mind not having a window. Would you like to take this bed?’

‘Oh, how absolutely sweet of you!’ The girl picked up her case and beauty box and was through the curtain before Poppy could change her mind. ‘My name’s Beatrice Jameson. I understand we are to be known by our second names. What’s yours?’

‘Pearson. Poppy Pearson,’ said Poppy, and the two girls shook hands.

‘It’s most awfully decent of you, Pearson,’ Jameson said. ‘Thank you so much! I’m absolutely claustrophobic, you see. I can’t bear to be confined in a small space.’

‘That’s all right . . . Jameson.’

The two girls looked around them: at the paint flaking from the window frames and the almost threadbare curtains.

‘Rather shabby, isn’t it?’ Jameson said. ‘One couldn’t say that they’ve gone to a lot of trouble preparing for us.’

Poppy shrugged again. ‘I suppose all the trouble has gone on improving the hospitals.’

‘Oh, of course!’ Jameson cried, instantly contrite. ‘Our boys must have the very best of everything.’ She smiled. ‘I can’t wait to begin nursing, can you? Such a privilege.’ She began to remove her gloves. ‘Do you have a sweetheart who’s gone to fight?’

‘Not exactly,’ Poppy replied and, thinking of Freddie de Vere, couldn’t resist adding, ‘but there is someone I’m awfully fond of who’s undergoing his training at the moment.’

‘I have two brothers fighting in Flanders.’

Poppy remembered Billy and added hastily, ‘My brother is undergoing military training at the moment.’

‘Oh, this war is simply frightful,’ Jameson said. ‘Just this week I discovered that a very dear friend of mine has lost her husband.’

‘How terribly sad,’ Poppy murmured.

‘Quite. It seems that a girl only has to announce that she’s getting married these days for a telegram to appear saying that her fiancé is dead.’

Poppy couldn’t think of what to say to this, and there was a moment’s pause in the conversation before Jameson said rather pointedly, ‘But now, if you wouldn’t mind excusing me, I think I’ll unpack my clothes and have a bath.’

‘Of course,’ said Poppy, and she jumped up from the bed, took her case and went into the next cubicle to begin her own unpacking.

Once she’d hung her clothes on hooks and filled the locker with her bits and pieces, there was nothing to do but sit on the little school chair she’d been provided with and wait for something to happen – for some official to claim her, perhaps.

She got out her notepad and pen and wrote to Miss Luttrell, giving her address in Southampton and saying how nervous and excited she was. Whilst she was doing this, Jameson disappeared from her cubicle for some considerable time and arrived back in a waft of talcum powder and a white negligee. Poppy heard the bed springs creak as she flung herself down, then came silence, so it appeared that she had fallen asleep. Outside in the hallway, Poppy heard the occasional footsteps echoing as a girl went up or down the stairs, but apart from that there was hardly any noise from within the building. All the VADs who lived there, Poppy supposed, must be at work at their various hospitals.

Some moments later, Poppy was doing what she normally did when she had nothing to do – thinking of Freddie – when suddenly there was a noise on the stairway and two girls came into the room.

‘It’s too bad, really it is!’ one girl was saying. ‘Too absolutely selfish.’

‘Everyone knows it’s your turn for first bath water!’ said the other.

‘Unless . . .’

There was a small gap where the curtains around Poppy’s bed didn’t meet, and she looked through this to see two young women in nurse’s uniform making gestures towards the curtaining which enclosed her and Jameson.

‘Unless someone new has arrived . . .’ the other one said.

Poppy leaned forward to tug at her curtain, reveal herself and say hello.

The two girls looked at her severely. ‘Is it you who’s used all the bath water?’ said the first of the girls, who was a few years older than Poppy, had short dark hair and hazel eyes.

Poppy shook her head. ‘I haven’t actually seen a bathroom yet.’

‘Well, someone has,’ the girl said, ‘and the whole hostel knows that it’s my turn to have the first bath this week. I’ve been working for twelve hours without a break!’

‘Oh dear,’ said Poppy.

‘The selfish beast must have had it absolutely brimming with water,’ said the same girl. ‘The orderly says there’s not a drop left in the hot tank.’

‘It smells like a tart’s boudoir in there, too!’ said the other girl.

There was a creak from the bed in Jameson’s cubicle and the cross girl wheeled round. ‘Are there two of you?’ she asked Poppy. ‘Two new girls?’

On Poppy nodding, the other girl tugged at the curtain and Jameson was revealed, stretched out on her bed and looking guilty.

‘Did you take all the bath water?’ the girl demanded.

Jameson, in pristine white ruffles, looked alarmed. ‘I didn’t realise. I’m most awfully sorry!’ she said. ‘Someone always draws me a bath before supper and –’

‘Not here they don’t,’ came the retort. ‘Here you take your turn and once a month, if you’re lucky, you’ll be in the first five to have a bath and get two inches of hot water. The rest of the time you have to line up and get one inch of lukewarm water, and if some selfish beast has got there before you and taken it all, you get nothing.’

Jameson said over and over how dreadfully, terribly sorry she was, but it took a considerable amount of grovelling on her part (and she was probably not much used to that, Poppy thought) before the other girl was placated. She and Jameson then had to sit through a short lecture about how many hours the VAD, whose name was Moffat, had been on her feet, how she hadn’t stopped for as much as a sandwich, and how Jameson should have asked the orderly if it was all right for her to bathe when she wasn’t even on the rota and therefore had no rights whatsoever.

Poppy, thanking the Lord that she hadn’t felt the need for a bath, listened to this in silence. Jameson did, too, for this was a real-life VAD they were being lectured by, in a crumpled grubby apron which looked as if it had seen nursing action and with a red cross on her bib which meant, as far as most of the world was concerned, that she was a heroine. Poppy gazed at her admiringly, knowing that the next morning, she’d be taking the first steps towards joining those hallowed ranks.

Supper, a bowl of soup in the canteen, came next. Poppy was pleased when Moffat joined them, for she’d feared she might have been lumped in with Jameson as another selfish beast. Moffat, however, did not seem to hold grudges and began telling stories about life as a VAD – she’d joined up right at the start of the war – before, yawning profusely, she excused herself to go to bed.

Poppy was tired, but when she went upstairs she found it difficult to sleep, and worries about new responsibilities competed with thoughts of Freddie de Vere. Did he ever think of her? Would he write to her as he’d promised? Was the lady of the lake a very lovely thing?

With a sigh she realised that if Freddie were awake, his thoughts were probably all of the war and fighting and death, for she didn’t think it very likely that soldiers had much time or energy to think about love. Never­theless, she could not shake off the attractive notion that she and Freddie were meant to be together . . .



The following morning at seven thirty, Poppy, plus Jameson and ten other new VADs, were met in the dusty lounge of the hostel by Sister Malcolm, who told them that she was going to oversee their training. A list of rules and regulations was produced: VADs were to act with decorum at all times, there was to be no fraternising with officers, no going out dancing, and the integrity of the profession was to be upheld at all times. There should be no going out and about in ordinary clothes.

‘Besides, you will probably find that wearing your uniform gives you status and brings certain privileges,’ Sister told them. ‘Free cinema tickets, for instance, and cheap meals. I often find that when a cab driver sees that I’m a nurse, he will refuse to take any fare from me.’

A basic uniform for each girl was produced: a blue cotton dress and white apron with that all-important red cross.

‘Some of these garments have been worn before,’ said Sister Malcolm, ‘so I’m also giving each of you a pattern so that you can make a uniform in your own size when you have time. Please don’t be tempted to add your own little touches: any jewellery, ribbons or other adornments, either to your uniform or outer clothes, will be frowned on.’ She walked between the girls, studying their faces. ‘Some of the ward sisters are very strict about make-up. I’ve known girls to be sent home for having the tiniest smudge of colour on their lips.’ She paused by one girl. ‘I suppose that is a natural pink on your cheeks?’

‘Yes, sister,’ said the girl, but when Sister had moved on, Poppy saw her scrubbing at her cheeks with a hanky.

‘A sister’s word is law at all times,’ continued Sister Malcolm. ‘Never talk back, or undermine her, or – heaven help us! – a matron’s instructions, or you’ll find yourself heading straight for home on the next train. In the unlikely event that you’re allowed into a ward before your training is up . . .’

There was a murmur of disappointment from the girls.

‘What?’ said Sister in mock surprise. ‘Did you think you’d be let loose on our injured boys immediately? Did you picture yourselves setting broken bones, bandaging sore heads and saving lives?’

The girls smiled sheepishly. They all had, of course.

‘As I said, in the unlikely event that you find yourself in a ward and come face to face with an injured man, you will take your cue from the ward sister. She will understand her patient and know if he should be asleep or awake, whether she must be brisk or gentle with him, if he is able to eat or drink. You may not so much as touch a patient without her express permission. Each ward sister will have her own rules and regulations, her own way of doing things, and you must be guided by her at all times. Do you understand?’

The girls nodded solemnly.

‘Are there any questions?’

Jameson put up her hand. ‘Are there . . . will we see some terribly gruesome sights?’

‘Yes, you will,’ said Sister Malcolm. ‘Next?’

The new VADs were allocated their first tasks. Poppy and four other girls were asked to clear the top floor of the hostel of an amount of old furniture, and collect and assemble four beds ready to be occupied by new VADs. Two girls were given the task of rolling bandages; others were set variously to scrub floors in an army canteen, sterilise operating equipment at a nearby military hospital or attend their first nursing and first-aid course. Apart from the latter, these tasks were perhaps not what the girls had hoped they would be doing, but everyone tried to look willing – whilst hoping against hope that the time would go swiftly until they could begin to do what they’d joined up for: to care for injured soldiers.





Chapter Eighteen

Looking up at the Criterion Hotel as she approached it, Poppy felt quite overawed, despite knowing that Jameson’s suit was most becoming, her fingernails were buffed until they shone and she was, daringly, wearing a little of Matthews’s pink rouge on her lips.

The hotel was built in the classical style with marble columns and niches containing statues, and there was a grand circle of steps leading up to its entrance. A row of bay trees, trailing patriotic red, white and blue ribbons, stood along the front of the building, and a man in a maroon suit and top hat was on the stairs opening the door for customers and bowing them through. The whole effect was so splendid that Poppy crossed over to the other side of the road in order to view it better. She’d been in one or two imposing buildings before, but always as a servant, through the tradesmen’s entrance. Now she was going through the front door wearing an outfit from Harrods and kid-leather gloves.

She reached the end of the road, turned back and crossed to the right side again, hearing three o’clock strike on a distant clock and wondering where to wait. Freddie hadn’t said whether they should meet outside the hotel or in it, and she hadn’t thought to ask. But if inside, then where exactly? The foyer or the reception desk or the restaurant itself?

For a moment she felt like walking past it again, but she was at the bottom of the stone steps by then and the man in maroon had seen her and bowed. As she climbed the steps, she almost expected him to say, ‘Back door for trades, if you don’t mind.’ Instead he tipped his top hat and said, ‘Good afternoon, madam.’

‘Good afternoon to you,’ Poppy replied sedately.

He opened the door. ‘Straight through for Reception, madam.’

Poppy was bowed through into a large area which was thickly carpeted, smelled of lavender and luxury, and contained deeply cushioned sofas and leather chairs. She thanked the doorman, thinking how easy it was, if you were rich, to be charming to people. How pleasant to live this sort of life all the time; the sort of life where coming to the Criterion was an everyday matter and where, here inside the glittering reception area, there didn’t even appear to be a war on. Apart from all the people in uniform, of course.

She reached the front desk and looked around. Plenty of boys in khaki and several Canadians in navy. Lots of glamorous young women either in uniform or in civvy suits which owed something to the military look, with straight, sensible skirts and small, close-fitting hats. But no Freddie, and the clock above the desk now showed just past three o’clock.

He’d forgotten, she decided immediately. And then came a list of other reasons he hadn’t appeared: he’d resolved to remain
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