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Dedication

To all the nurses who I worked with during my career. Thank you for not being like the people in this book.




Content Warning:

The Death Bed, although fictional, tackles some events and issues that some may find distressing.




Epigraph

‘People lose their health in a dark house, and if they get ill, they cannot get well again in it.’

Florence Nightingale
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Prologue

THEN

It’s not the first time that I’ve watched someone die. Death is a subject that I know too much about. Even if I were to stop being a nurse tomorrow the dying process would stay imprinted on my mind. Part of the roll call of disquieting things that I can’t unlearn.

It plays out like it usually does. The breathing is slower and uneven, skin becoming sweaty and clammy, increasingly pallid. I wait, listening to each rattle and gasp, gauging the labour of changing respirations.

This death is different, of course. This isn’t my usual routine. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. The terrain is all wrong, to start with. The creaking of an old house instead of the moans and screams of a hospital and a cloying smell of potpourri instead of disinfectant. Soft light from the fringed lamp by the sofa rather than overhead strip lighting blanching my skin to a sickly hue.

Unlike in the hospital, I have no official role at this scene. No uniform to wear, no lists of urgent tasks or rules to obey. I don’t do any of the things I’d normally do at this point. There won’t be any gentle moistening of dry mouths with damp sponges, no comforting of the soon to be bereaved. Not even any soothing physical contact from me.

Instead, I wait for the consequences of my actions to take effect.

This death is entirely different because I’ve caused it.




Part One




Chapter One

NOW

Sunday, 11 April 2010

The doors clamp shut as the hospital seals itself behind me. I walk towards the car park on aching feet, past the beds of hopeful plants that are choked with litter and cigarette ends, destined to die and rot under the lamppost that’s been flickering for months.

Mrs North’s husband is striding to his Ford Fiesta with more vigour than you’d expect from an octogenarian.

‘Sister Laura. Can I just say again how much I appreciate everything that you do. I honestly can’t express how much you’ve helped my Marian.’

‘It’s fine, Mr North. That’s why I’m here. You drive safely, now.’ I turn away and start stepping towards my car to signal the end of the conversation.

‘You people are so good. You know that? You’re angels.’

I smile weakly as I walk away.

His assessment is flawed. There’s this mythology around nurses. A beatification. The lingering belief that we’re somehow saintly. A few of my colleagues even think that about themselves, coasting around in clouds of self-satisfaction. But who is ever wholly virtuous? I might help people for a living but I’m a person with mundane human failings. The usual mix of impatience, irritation and resentment that we all have. A woman who happens to be well suited to doing this particular job.

If Mr North knew even a fragment of my past, then he’d recoil from me like I was an infected wound.

My legs move on autopilot, weak columns of flesh that feel close to useless after a Sunday afternoon and evening charging up and down a hospital ward. My hand is unlocking my car when I see her. She’s running across the empty car park, her statuesque figure intermittently picked out as she passes through pools of lamplight, moving towards me. My fingers fumble with the handle. I clamber in, locking the door behind me, gasping for breath, my shaking hands missing the ignition as I try to ram in the key.

‘Laura! Wait!’ She’s still running, impeded by heels, her unseasonal cotton dress fanning out around her legs. Her red hair piled up on her head, exactly as it always was, hennaed locks held in place by a complex arrangement of grips and slides. A couple of strands have come free and are attacking her face. She’s close enough now for me to see that she’s still painting on her signature cat-eye make-up. As she reaches the car we lock eyes. She stretches over and slaps her palms against the passenger window.

‘I need to talk to you.’ Her voice is unchanged. The high-pitched breathiness scrapes at me.

My ageing car rattles a warning as I pull away. When I dare to look in the mirror she’s still standing there with her arms by her side, a vintage vanity case dropped down onto the tarmac.

My fingers reach for the radio, any noise to blast away my racing thoughts. A Nineties club classic is playing, one of Amy’s favourites. The car swerves slightly as I stab at the button to turn it off, making the driver behind beep his horn.

The traffic thins as I approach the village. Hedgerows reach into the road, skimming the sides of my battered Metro, a pheasant skitters across in front of the car, wild eyed in the headlights. I start to breathe more normally, thoughts ricocheting around my skull.

Sadie Browne shouldn’t be here. It’s been over sixteen years since I saw her and there’s only one reason that she’d come. Someone knows.

It’s only when I get home and open the door of the empty cottage, that my thoughts start to form some kind of order.

After it all happened I was consumed by questions and puzzles. My brain filled with images of bloodstains, syringes and lifeless bodies. Faces contorted by hatred. That was when it looked like I was slipping downwards again. When missing Sadie was visceral, like a physical illness. Once I emerged from the fugue and mixed with society again I began to see her before me with alarming regularity. It was like when someone dies and you still spot them in the crowd. I’d see Sadies everywhere. Walking down the streets of Nottingham, striding across the fields with a backpack on, sitting at Peak District cafés. Only these Sadies would turn around and they were ordinary red-headed women, never as vivid or singular. Never my Sadie.

No prospect of answers or reconciliation.

I take off my coat and stand still, letting my thoughts run wild. I learned early on that trauma can’t be wilfully suppressed. The psychiatrists and well-meaning mental health nurses didn’t tell me this. It’s not like I could ever talk to them about what really happened. I learned this through experience. If I try to ignore the memories then they bounce back at me like a beachball in a swimming pool, resurfacing harder and faster. I have to allow them to inhabit me and exist. They’re always with me. The only time I never think about what happened in London is when I’m working. The catharsis of nursing strips away all other thoughts. Something’s wrong here, though. I see it now. The Sadie who approached me tonight looked exactly the same as when I last saw her in 1993. No middle-aged weight gain, no wrinkles, no greying hair. Which is impossible. She can’t have been real. The corrosive thoughts that intrude my mind have finally become manifest. I’m losing it again, like I always knew that I would one day.

My hands are shaking as I spoon hot chocolate into a mug. The book I’m reading is on the kitchen table. Words sometimes calm my whizzing brain if I’m able to force myself to concentrate. My reading glasses aren’t here. In my state of distraction, I’ve left them behind in the car. I step outside, key in hand. There’s a handprint on the window where Sadie slapped her palms.

This is real.

It’s starting again.




Chapter Two

NOW

Monday, 12 April 2010

The hospital is more welcoming in daylight. The corridors are littered with people, who nod and smile at me as I walk to the ward with gritty eyes and leaden limbs. A testament to a sleepless night where I failed to placate the cold fingers of worry crawling in my chest and stomach, finally giving in and letting anxiety have free rein. Walking round and round the cottage until morning came.

When something terrible happens to your mind it can leave a stain. It may not always be prominent but it’s there, lurking. Echoing back at you like a child’s shout into the mouth of a cave. In the beginning, after the first bad thing, I thought that recovery was impossible. As the fog lifted, I hoped for a total remission. That never came. I’m left with persistent memories. The doctors call it PTSD but that’s too simplistic a label for the mess inside me. I think of it as scarring.

I initiated my emergency plans last night. I did what I’ve done for many years and wrote things down to try to cling onto some stability. Scrawling in my journals to order my thoughts, then locking the notebooks away in a trunk, a leftover tuck box from boarding school. Part of the regime along with the pills and therapy that keeps me functioning.

The heat of the hospital starts to seep into me, along with the smells. Not the sweet tang of disinfectant that people associate with these places but the smell of unwashed people, of pus and excrement. Smells that seep into the plaster and bricks over decades.

No one greets me as I make my way to my office. The ward is ominously quiet apart from the perpetual ringing of call bells. As I round the corner I notice Briony, a newish staff nurse, waiting outside my office door. She’s talking into her phone and doesn’t notice me.

‘I’ll ask her but I’m not optimistic. You know what Sister Laura’s like.’ She pauses while whoever she’s talking to answers. I’m frozen in a mix of embarrassment and indignation, unsure whether to front it out or to withdraw. ‘I hear you. I mean, I know she’s always good with the patients but she’s such a—’

I step back and then walk round the corner again but this time with heel-clicking steps.

‘Can I help?’

She mutters to whoever’s on the phone, terminating the call and brushing her hand through her hair, which is cascading onto her collar. I’ll need to remind her, yet again, to pin it up.

‘I wondered if I could swap some shifts. I’ve got a thing I want to go to.’

I don’t bother to hide my sigh.

‘I can look at the rota. But it’s doubtful.’ She asked last week and that time it was ‘childcare’. I’m pretty sure that she doesn’t even have children but I may be wrong. I try not to involve myself in the staff’s personal lives. 

Once I’ve refused most of her long list of requests she walks out of my office without looking at me. I hear a muttered aside of ‘stuck-up bitch’ as she walks out.

The half-filled folder on my desk with my interview preparation for the matron job reproaches me. The interview is still weeks away but I need to do more background reading. According to the departing matron it’s a near certainty that I’ll get this, but I don’t want to go in and make myself look foolish in front of the senior nurses. The junior staff may think I’m distant and strict but at least I’m respected here. For the first time in my life I’ve achieved something solid and not messed it up.

I push the notes aside and walk out onto the ward, ready for this strange drama that I’m never the star of. Occasionally I’m featured: the salient nurse saving lives, the empathetic figure doling out advice and kindness in equal measures with a half-smile. Mostly I’m peripheral to the calamities of others. Not a bit part but more of a supporting role. Life as a secondary character, which is exactly how I like it.

The shift is neither pleasant nor unpleasant. New faces but with the typical ombre of pain and suffering written across them. I scurry around haunted by shouts of my name, yells of ‘nurse’ and the peal of the telephones, the shriek of the call bells. The usual things happen. Someone dies and I console the relatives. Someone else contorts in agony and we cajole the doctor into increasing her medications. A man screams and rants, rendered into a mad thing by infection and fever. We try and fail to placate him. Things are as good as I can make them.

Drugs are administered. Beds are changed and changed again. Complex arrangements for discharges home are bartered over. The growing list of tasks builds in my clogged brain, pushing away the thoughts of London and of Sadie that have plagued me all night. The day draws to a close too quickly, my jobs list still epic in proportion.

‘There’s a girl here to see you. She says it’s urgent.’

I put the empty chemotherapy syringe into the sharps bin and smile at the red-eyed woman in the chair before I reply to Charlotte, a slow-moving nurse who rations her empathy.

‘Well done, Karen. That’s dose three done. Halfway there.’ I squeeze her hand, shift my weary muscles back up, a task that gets harder as the day goes on now that I’m in my late thirties. I turn to Charlotte.

‘A girl? What does she want?’

‘She wouldn’t say. I plonked her in the day room.’

The wingback chairs are arranged in a semicircle on the worn vinyl floor, standing around the elderly television like a group of medical students huddled around a consultant. There’s a faint smell of illicitly smoked cigarettes. A teenager emerges from one of the chairs and turns to face me. Shocks of adrenaline course through my limbs along with the familiar urge to run.

She’s almost the image of Sadie. The same vintage clothes and impractical shoes. The same fuller figure and impressive height. She has Sadie’s alabaster skin and red hair but her nose is wrong. Her eyeliner is smudged and her skin looks blotchy with lilac rings framing each eye. The battered vanity case sits near her feet.

‘You’re Laura Jameson.’ I wait for her to say something else. It’s as if my voice box and limbs have mutinied against me and I’m stuck here, mute. ‘I haven’t met you before but I’m Elsie. Elsie Browne. Your best friend Sadie’s daughter.’

I nod. Stalling for time, thoughts whirring, my mouth dry and barren.

‘You drove away last night.’ She looks hurt. Her face is childlike, ready to cry.

‘I … I didn’t see you.’ My legs feel like they could buckle at any moment. I grip the back of a chair and force a disingenuous smile.

‘But you did see me. I saw you look at me.’ She frowns and then steps alarmingly close to me, her eyes running over my face. ‘I feel like I know you. All the old pictures that Sadie has. All the stories she tells.’

She steps even closer and I let go of the chair, taking a half step backwards, fearful that she might be coming round to embrace me. ‘I don’t understand why you’re here. Your mother and I aren’t in touch anymore.’

‘We need your help. Mum needs a nurse and there’s no one else.’

The absurdity of the idea that it’s me Sadie would want help from makes me want to laugh. It must play across my face because this child looks squarely at me. ‘It’s not funny. She’s dying. My mother’s actually dying of cancer and we’ve got no one to look after her. That’s what you do, isn’t it? I looked you up online and came here to fetch you. I thought that what with everything that happened … that you might help.’

She puffs up with pride at her problem-solving skills. She must have struck lucky to find me. I keep my online presence to a minimum, although there was a grainy photo of me in the nursing press when I spoke at a conference last year.

The word cancer is an unbearable taunt. Half a story that whips up a whirl of curiosity in me, leaving me desperate to ask what type, what staging, what the treatment plan is. I resist. I’m going to have to tell this girl that I can’t help. I’m not the right person. The last person who can help.

There’s no way I’m going back to London.

To that house.




Chapter Three

NOW

Monday, 12 April 2010

‘You’re not hearing me. It’s impossible.’ My voice sounds flat in my ears.

Practically it’s not impossible. I’m about to start two weeks of annual leave and my mum and Suzie are away, staying in a borrowed caravan on the Lincolnshire coast. But on every other level it’s not an option. ‘There must be some professional help you can get. There are people who—’

‘And you’re still not listening to me. It’s only for a few days. Just till my father comes back from Denmark. She needs someone. She’s a mess.’

‘As I was saying, there are professionals who can help with Sadie. Besides, I don’t know if she’d want me there. I haven’t seen her for so long.’

‘She’s too ill to arrange anything. She’s got cancer. And they’ve been crap, anyway. The hospital don’t see her anymore because she’s not having chemo now. It didn’t work.’ She gets up and walks to the window, looking out at the now empty car park, speaking her words into the glass. ‘We’ve got a specialist nurse but he only comes every few weeks. Mum’s getting worse and there’s no one else to ask. So I came here.’

‘It’s a … resourceful idea but I’m sorry, Elsie. I can’t get away.’ I’m managing to keep my voice firm and not show the shakiness that I feel. Thoughts of Sadie are waiting to haemorrhage in.

Her shoulders fall as if unseen hands have pushed them down and her face reddens. She’s about to cry. I look down and that’s when I notice her shoes. The heel of one of them is broken and there is blood marking the leather where the skin of her feet has rubbed away. Her dress looks like it’s been screwed into a ball and put back on, grease stains peppering the front of the bodice.

‘Elsie, just sit for a minute and I’ll get you a drink. Then we can talk more. I’m sure we can sort something out. I can signpost you to who you need to talk to.’ My knotted stomach clenches and a wave of nausea hits me. She’s unbearable to look at. This younger version of my former friend.

She does as she’s told and sits like a child much younger than the fifteen years she’s just told me she is. I glance at my watch. My shift ended half an hour ago so this time is my own. My muscles are tensing again, preparing for me to flee. The kitchen is a welcome escape from that room. I lean back against the chipped paint on the wall and close my eyes for a second, trying to calm my breaths, before willing my unreliable hands to function and make coffee.

She devours a thin pre-packed sandwich while the drink cools. I try not to stare at her but my eyes pull back like she’s an accident that I can’t look away from.

‘Elsie, where are you staying? You’re a long way from home.’

‘I’m not. I mean, I’m not staying anywhere. I came on the train yesterday. I’d already rung the ward and checked if you were working and they told me that you finished at nine. I thought you’d help me but you drove off.’

‘So where did you go?’

She’s quiet for a minute, using the coffee as a stalling tactic. ‘I got the bus to Derby and I tried to stay in a bed and breakfast but the only ones with any rooms were dodgy looking. So I just walked down by the river and through the streets. Then I hung around on a bench near the bus station but there were some weird men hanging about, so I walked some more.’

‘All night? You need to go back home. Have you got a return ticket?’

She slams the coffee cup down on the table. I see Gail, one of the night nurses, peering in through the day room door as she glides by. I’m an object of curiosity to them. Unmarried in my late thirties and unwilling to divulge my past. They’ll be loving this. I can imagine the theories that Elsie is my long-lost daughter or the child of a married lover.

‘I’m not going back. It’s too late now. I’ll go tomorrow.’

‘And where will you stay tonight?’ I feel an urge to put my head in my hands and block all this out.

‘With you, Laura. I’m staying with you.’ She stands up and faces me, like a defiant toddler. ‘You’re the person who Sadie keeps talking about. She needs you.’

‘What do you mean she keeps talking about me? What’s she been saying?’ My words are staccato.

‘Just old stuff. She’s been telling me about when you lived together.’ She gives me a look that could be knowing or could just be the defiance of a teenager being denied what she wants. ‘She’s told me everything.’

I fetch my bag and coat and we walk into the night air towards my car. I hope she didn’t spot me shuddering.





Elsie looks with wide eyes around the lane, as I park my car outside my little cottage. When we walk inside, she takes off her shoes without being asked. I can see her trying hard not to stare at my things. The shelves of books and the cheap sofas from Argos that I’ve tried to elevate with bright Habitat cushions. The framed British film posters from the 1940s and 1950s that I collect. She perches on the edge of a chair.

‘Are you hungry?’ I excuse myself and walk through to the kitchen. ‘I have some beef casserole I can heat up.’

‘Is it vegetarian beef or just dead cow?’ She smirks as she says this.

I end up raiding the fridge and making a pasta dish.

She balances the tray on her legs and I try not to panic each time she takes a huge forkful of food and gulps it down, tomato sauce splattering across the tray like arterial blood spurts.

Once she’s finished she curls her feet up and slumps over to one side on the cushions. Her eyes start to droop. I clear the dishes and fetch a blanket, draping it over her. She must be exhausted after her night wandering the streets. I should go to bed but I can’t help but linger, scrutinising her. Everything so familiar but also wrong.

I slide a lock of her copper hair away from her eyes and leave her to rest.





I barely slept again, watching the clock progress through the hours, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. I hear Elsie moving around downstairs at around six and I go down to the kitchen.

‘I can’t believe this place. How do people sleep in somewhere this quiet? Way too creepy.’

I make us both coffees. She takes it exactly like Sadie always did, black with three sugars. I have my lines prepared and when she comes down after taking a shower I take a deep breath and go in.

‘Shall I drive you to the station when you’re dressed? Your clothes should be dry shortly.’ The tumble dryer is droning in the background. ‘I’ve made a list of organisations you can contact and a priority list of which health professionals to call for help.’

I hold the piece of paper out to her and she shoves her hands behind her back, leaving it dangling between us.

‘Only if you’re coming with me.’ She stares directly at me.

‘Elsie.’ I use my professional tone. Practical but empathetic. ‘I know this is difficult but you need to go back home and be with her now. She needs someone there with her and she shouldn’t be alone. I can pay for you to get back if that—’

‘Don’t judge me for leaving her. I know that she shouldn’t be on her own. I’m not an idiot. I only came here to ask you to help.’ She’s raised her voice to a level just below a shout. She takes in a sharp breath, trying to quell her exasperation.

‘It isn’t practical. I haven’t seen your mother since the Nineties. And I have a job and a life here. There must be someone else.’

‘There isn’t. Like I said last night. My father’s away with work and he can’t come back. It’s just for a few days. Maybe a week. That’s all.’ She says this as if uprooting my life and travelling back to London for a week would be simple, even without the history of what happened there. ‘And yours is the name that Sadie keeps saying.’

The use of Sadie’s name rather than ‘Mum’ is jarring. But then everything here feels shrill and discordant. My body has become one giant scream waiting to emerge.

‘Surely your father’s work will allow him compassionate leave. And what about the palliative care nurses and the—’

‘My father is not there.’ She speaks through clenched teeth. ‘Neither are the nurses when we need them. They’re not there in the night when it’s just me and Sadie and she’s yelling in pain. They’re not there when I’m having to deal with her trying to climb out of the bed because she’s off her tits on morphine at two in the morning.’

‘She needs to be in a hospice. Maybe that would be better for you all.’

A look of contempt crosses Elsie’s face. ‘She doesn’t want a hospice, does she? She’d never leave that house. You must know that. You know how Sadie feels about Laurel House.’

‘I don’t know anything about Sadie. I haven’t seen her since the end of our nurse training.’

‘But she’s told me so much about you.’ Time stops for a second.

‘Told you about what, exactly?’ I speak slowly, fighting my urge to yell the words.

‘Rambling stuff because of the drugs.’ She looks directly into my eyes. ‘But it’s all very interesting.’

The thought of Sadie delirious on medications and unboundaried fills me with dread.

An image of the house floods my brain and I bat it away. I’ve spent over sixteen years trying to stop that house creeping into my mind. It usually comes when I’m least expecting it, invading idle moments, curdling mindless chores. Vivid images that arrest me into stillness.

I take another long, jagged breath and straighten my spine. ‘I can’t come. I’m sorry.’

I’d be lying if I said that the urge to run to Sadie’s side and help isn’t still there after all these years along with a panicked need to check what she’s saying about me. But it’s just too much. I’m not equal to this.

Elsie gets up and runs out of the room and the bathroom door slams. I can hear her crying, the sound of her shuddering sobs carrying down the staircase. I go and attend to the clothes in the tumble dryer, take my Sertraline pill with a cup of coffee. I’m just moving towards the staircase when I hear the sound of my phone ringing. I rush to grab it, in case it’s Mum, before realising that it’s not my ringtone. It’s Elsie’s phone and the name on the screen is ‘Sadie’. I feel bloodless and weak. A wave of nausea hits me but I jab at the button and answer.

‘Hello, Sadie. It’s Laura. Laura Jameson.’

‘I don’t need an introduction, Laura. I know your voice. How are you?’ She speaks as if this is an expected social call. That it was always going to be me answering her runaway teenage daughter’s phone. Her voice still has that high, lyrical quality that it always had but it’s quieter as if illness has dampened her.

‘Elsie’s safe. She came up here to Derbyshire and found me on some misguided mission. She thinks that you need me to look after you and that it would be a good idea for me to come down. Obviously that wouldn’t be a good idea after what—’

That familiar breathy voice interrupts me. ‘Oh but that would be wonderful. She’s a clever girl. Very mature for her age.’ She pauses and I hear the clink of a glass and it sounds like she’s swallowing something. ‘Being ill is such a strange thing. I’m spending so much time lying around. And my mind keeps wandering back to our past.’

There’s a slight groan and another clunk that sounds like she’s put the glass down.

‘But we can talk about all that when you’re here, darling.’

‘I don’t think that—’

‘So, when are you coming?’

I could never say no to Sadie.

What choice do I have but to go back to South East London for the first time in over sixteen years. To leave this place of space and peace and go back to the sensory assault of London. The place I vowed I’d never return to. Back to who I once was.

The house where death stopped everything.

I walk upstairs to pack.




Chapter Four

THEN

January 1991

The tall woman from the nurses’ home is staring at me as I dodge through the London traffic, making my way across the high street, back towards the nurses’ accommodation. Her face remains expressionless as I’m almost knocked over by a harassed man on a bike who’s weaving between the vehicles. This street is an overload of the unfamiliar. Exotic fruits rotting in cardboard boxes, a window display full of faded wigs, a newsagent with a raft of cards advertising coyly worded services that may or may not be allusions to prostitution. I’ve failed in my mission to find anything wholesome that I can eat for supper, settling on a packet of Hobnobs and a lurid bottle of Lucozade.

So far London is just the whirr of streets passing by bus windows and this shanty town of a hospital with its hostile surrounding streets. Nothing like the Ladybird picture book images from childhood. This part of South London is colourless. When I was ill the world lost all its shades and nuances. It has a name: anhedonia, the opposite of hedonism, when all joy is sucked from life. The contours of the landscape back home morphed from bucolic countryside into a bleak and desolate scene. Everything was tainted by sadness. The faces of children, old people walking through the village, even inanimate objects. Everything looked as desolate as I felt, as if I was viewing the world through a distorted camera filter.

This isn’t that, though. I’m fine. My perspective is grounded. London is just drab on this January day and this area is greyscale. I reach the pavement, dodging an ageing punk with torn tights and deadened eyes. I’m about to shoot across to the nurses’ home but the tall woman is waiting, leaning against a shop window. She looks like one of the well-built girls from school who’d have bullied me into playing a game of rounders when all I wanted to do was curl up in the dorm with a book. She gestures for me to walk in with her but I mime having to tie the laces on my trainers. I dip down among the cigarette ends, pretending to do it, indicating for her to go on without me. She rolls her eyes and walks on.

I lock myself in my room. The sound of cheerful goodbyes and banging doors is dying down as the last remaining parents leave. I’m already starting to feel caged in this boxy room with the crescents of chipped paint along the side of the bed. As if someone had spent years lying here, picking away with their fingernails in desperation. I’ve rearranged my pile of novels three times and hung my sparse collection of clothes in the wardrobe that sways when touched, like it’s at sea. I’ve neglected to bring bed sheets. I’ll have to lie directly on the stained mattress and there will no doubt be fresh horrors in the shared bathroom.

A form of quiet has descended now. Not the Derbyshire quiet that I know but a London quiet peppered with distant traffic and occasional shouts. My mum didn’t accompany me. She couldn’t have spared the money for the train fare and anyway, my sister, Suzie, is ‘unwell’ again and needs her more than I do. I took the train alone, lugging my bags across town on two buses, squinting at the tiny print of an A-Z that I bought at St Pancras station. The fug of cigarette smoke on the top deck of the bus stinging my eyes and permeating my clothes. The bed sags under me. I lie back and write in my journals. I’m never without my notebooks and writing things down grounds me and keeps the thoughts in order.

It’s when I dare to venture to the shared kitchen that I’m accosted by the athletic woman from the street.

‘Hello! I’m Louise.’ Her eyes flick up and down, taking me in as I fold my arms over my T-shirt. ‘I saw you just now.’

The latter statement drips with disdain and feels like an accusation. ‘I’m … Laura. Nice to meet you.’

‘Top tip, Laura. Don’t use the fridge. Your milk will get nicked.’ She wags a finger to emphasise the point. ‘I’ve brought a mini fridge with me.’

Before I can escape I’m ushered into her room along the corridor where I try my hardest to make appreciative noises as she shows me her matching red kettle, microwave and fridge from Argos. Louise informs me that she and her friends all have similar colour-coordinated electrical sets. I stay silent, unsure what she expects me to say. Her bed is neatly made with fresh polycotton, overlooked by a row of generic Athena posters in clip frames. There’s a volley of bragging about what she possesses and what she’s done. I listen, smile and nod. My anxiety that she’ll single me out as different because of my accent proves unfounded. Louise only talks about herself. I don’t get away in time before her two friends arrive. Shazia is squat and sullen while Jane is willowy, a nervous woman with wire rimmed glasses. Louise is effervescent at the thought of starting our training the next day and the other two listen and nod as she chatters away.

I don’t tell them how much I’m dreading tomorrow.

How I think I’ve made possibly the rashest decision of my life. Not that Louise is asking many questions. I don’t end up saying much about myself at all, other than that I’m Laura Jameson who was working in the village café and am glad to escape to the capital.

My hopes of finding friends here seem like they’ll be fruitless.



Striking red hair catches my eye as I enter the classroom. It belongs to a woman who’s positioned herself at the perimeter staking the corner of one of the tables in the grimy 1960s classroom next to the dust-scented electric heaters. She exudes poise and glamour, like one of the women in the old films that I love. She leans back and surveys the room like a cat, idly scanning the horizon, ready to pounce, occasionally glancing out of the window, as if already bored. The window shows two smoking chimneys and the blackened brick of the original Victorian section of the hospital. I try not to think what the smoke might be from. Whether they burn limbs and organs here.

The room feels unloved. Much like the rest of the hospital, the nursing college is a mongrel mix of styles and eras. I’d wrongly imagined that a London hospital would be a vision of gleaming Georgian refinement with honey-coloured bricks and elegant windows. This place looks hastily constructed and on the brink of condemnation.

I’m drawn towards the red-haired woman’s table. The trio of women from the day before are giggling together as they select a space at the back of the classroom. I make the mistake of looking up and Louise catches my eye, pointing frantically to a free seat next to Jane. The threats of their offer to take me out clubbing and the endless cooing over photos of Louise’s police officer fiancé yesterday come back to me like returning bile. I try to keep a neutral expression but I doubt I’m pulling it off. I have a face that tends to scream contempt, whatever my inner thoughts are.

I turn my back on them, spurning their offer of friendship. New friends might be what I need but it isn’t what I want, at least not with them. And probably not with the other women here who blend into a homogenous mass as they chatter together. When I glance back round I can see by Louise’s face that I’ve made a mistake. That this has been registered as a snub. She whispers to Shazia, holding her hand to her ear. I imagine that she made her suggestion that I sit with them as a charitable act, offering her bounty to someone as awkward and unfortunate as me. I’ve humiliated her. I sense battle lines being drawn. Our emergence from childhood may be complete but it looks like I’m still not done with the juvenile spite of others that I’m so used to.

I take my opportunity to sit next to the red-haired woman. She’s looking at Louise and Shazia, bemused. She places her hand on the table, splaying her manicured fingers and smiles at me through painted lips. Her cat-eye make-up crinkles above her cheeks.

‘First rule of college life: be careful who you talk to on day one. Otherwise you’ll end up spending the next three years trying to shake them off.’ She brushes back a strand of her
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