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      Everyone’s a Honey
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      Cleveland, Ohio, Winter 1957

      
      We arrived in Cleveland in the middle of a tea-party. Nobody would ever let us forget that. Trust the English, they said,
         to fly across the Atlantic Ocean and still turn up in time for tea!
      

      
      It was Pat who saw the advert first, in Nursing Mirror. An American hospital was offering the equivalent of ninety pounds a month for a one-year contract, she read. She looked
         up at me, widened her eyes in surprise, then looked back at the magazine. ‘Ninety pounds a month,’ she repeated slowly.
      

      
      ‘It must be a misprint,’ I said, putting down my cup of coffee and going to peer over her shoulder. ‘I’ve never heard of anyone
         paying a nurse that much.’
      

      
      No one went into nursing to get rich, that was a fact. But it had been a good life so far, even if we lived it on a shoestring.
         As long as we had enough money to eat and to put petrol in the car, we were happy, and we had driven or hitched our way round
         Britain as well as large parts of Europe in our off-duty. Now, after twelve months of midwifery, we were studying tropical
         diseases in London, a subject we both loved, though working our way through patients’ stools to identify the worms they were infected with wasn’t exactly glamorous. We had been talking about
         going to Africa next, to nurse leprosy patients, but we had written our application letters before we had even found where
         Cleveland was on the map.
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      The entrance to the hospital had sliding doors that parted like magic before us as we looked in vain for a handle. We stood
         there, feeling rather foolish, a rush of warm air and chatter washing over us. Several nurses jumped up and came to help with
         our cases and bags. Others took our coats and pulled up chairs. Tea was fetched from a long trestle table, presided over by
         a girl with a broad Yorkshire accent, wearing an overall that appeared to have been plucked from my mother’s peg behind the
         kitchen door. ‘Milk and sugar, ducks?’ she called.
      

      
      The nurse who brought me my drink perched on the arm of the chair opposite, and watched me closely as I tasted it.

      
      ‘Sorry, it’s not exactly English tea, but you’ll get used to it. At least we’ve managed to get hold of a pot.’ She leant forward
         and added in an exaggerated whisper, ‘Just wait until you see what passes for tea in the canteen!’
      

      
      It was the last day of February, and bitterly cold outside. I’d been thankful for my winter coat and boots, even for the short
         walk between car and building, but now I wished I wasn’t wearing the suit that my mother had thought would be the correct
         attire for the journey. I felt my face grow hot. The heat in the lobby was almost tropical, and I longed to change into a
         short-sleeved dress.
      

      
      Curious nurses drew up their chairs, others bobbed like white-stemmed flowers around my table, teacups rattling on saucers
         as they chattered and joked. Occasionally an intercom would call someone’s name, but nobody paid it much attention. Pat had been
         shown to an adjacent table but was now invisible behind a wall of white. Everyone wore a fitted nylon dress, though I could
         hardly believe the varied styles – U-, V- or heart-shaped necklines, embroidered or plain bodices, pleats at the back, frills
         round the bottom … I thought of the heavy cotton button-through dresses in the colours of our training schools, and the
         white aprons we wore over them, that made up our uniform at home. Things were going to be very different here.
      

      
      Everyone was talking at once.

      
      ‘You’re both from Newcastle? Oh, Mary here’s from Liver pool. Same neck of the woods. I’m from London.’

      
      ‘There are some Americans here. Honest!’
      

      
      ‘You must be exhausted after your journey.’

      
      ‘You might even meet one if you’re lucky!’

      
      ‘But how fresh you look!’

      
      ‘What’s the weather like back home? Oh, I do miss an English winter when it gets as cold as it did here last week.’

      
      ‘And you thought today was cold!’

      
      ‘Don’t scare her, Bunty! Honestly, it comes in fits and starts.’

      
      ‘And the summers – oh you’ll just die!’

      
      ‘Poor girl’s only just got here and—’

      
      ‘They’ll just love your accent!’

      
      This produced a murmur of agreement all round, though apart from some one-word answers I had barely been given the opportunity
         to open my mouth.
      

      
      One of the girls put down her cup and opened a packet of cigarettes. She removed one and held it between her long fingers
         as she spoke. ‘You won’t believe this, darling, but one of my patients said to me, “Haven’t you learned the language quickly!”
         I just agreed and said I was a fast learner.’
      


      
      We all laughed, and she shrugged, then lit her cigarette, aiming a neat puff of smoke over her shoulder. ‘Well, what do you
         say?’
      

      
      ‘Fancy arriving in time for tea!’ said a tall girl with an Irish accent who had just appeared. She had an open, friendly face
         and laughing eyes, and I liked her immediately.
      

      
      ‘Is it the same time every day?’ I asked. The others found this very funny.

      
      ‘You’re not in Newcastle now!’

      
      ‘Every Thursday,’ said the Irish girl. ‘Supposed to help us all feel at home. But daily would be more the ticket.’

      
      ‘The Americans love it, too,’ said someone else. ‘Even the doctors pop down sometimes – but they’ve probably got ulterior
         motives. One of the girls got herself engaged to one last week, and she’s only been here two months!’
      

      
      ‘Three, I think, Agnes.’

      
      ‘Did you hear,’ began another voice, ‘the director bought the first girls to come over a brand new radiogram for their apartment.
         He thinks English nurses are the best.’
      

      
      Agnes, who had a strong Scottish accent, put down her cup, folded her arms and pretended to be offended by this.

      
      ‘Sorry, Agnes. British, I meant. And Irish, too, Celia.’

      
      A few minutes later, most of the nurses began to drift away. Pat moved across to join me and Celia, who introduced herself
         properly as Celia Greene from Mullinahone in County Tipperary. She told us that she had arrived two weeks ago, and that everyone
         was terrifically friendly.
      

      
      ‘It’s all very informal,’ she said in a hushed voice. ‘It does take some getting used to.’

      
      We were talking to Celia when a tall, shapely glamour puss sashayed up to us and said she was Mitzi, the manager of the nurses’
         home, and that she would show us to our rooms. We followed her down corridors lined with vending machines, out of one building and into another, trailed by a gum-chewing porter.
      

      
      On the ground floor of the nurses’ home, Mitzi pointed at a cigarette machine. ‘I restock every morning,’ she said in a light,
         fluttery voice. ‘I like to look after my girls.’
      

      
      When Pat told her that we didn’t smoke she stopped walking and turned to look at us both with a mixture of pity and amusement.
         ‘You don’t?’ Then she smiled and carried on sashaying down the corridor. I wondered what the porter would make of her, but
         he seemed more interested in the television screens that hung on the walls, and walked with his neck permanently craned.
      

      
      A few yards further on, Mitzi stopped, triumphantly, at some more dispensing machines. ‘Coke and gum,’ she announced. ‘One
         on each floor. Now everybody likes Coke!’
      

      
      We smiled at her and nodded feebly. Neither of us told her how that very morning, in Idlewild Airport, New York, we had sampled
         Coca-Cola for the very first time. Pat had said she rather liked it – though ‘It’s not Tizer, is it?’ – but I found it medicinal-tasting,
         and couldn’t help wondering what all the fuss was about.
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      I lay on the bed in my underwear, too tired to look for my nightdress. After more introductions and a quick tour, we had been
         left in peace. My room was small and simply furnished with a bed, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. I suppose I had expected
         something a little more modern, but there was nothing wrong with it, in fact it was just like a room in an English nurses’
         home. A table and chair stood at the window, which looked across a busy road to a large park. Like the lobby, it was unbearably
         hot. A radiator thrummed in the corner and gave off a smell of burning dust. I could smell cigarette smoke, too, but that seemed to be on my hair and my discarded clothes.
      

      
      Someone walked along the corridor in squeaky shoes. The noise stopped, and I heard a door open and close. I had no idea what
         time it was. Apart from the comforting hum of traffic drifting up from the road outside, it was all strangely silent after
         the liveliness of the tea-party.
      

      
      A leaflet on the table declared Cleveland to be ‘The Best Location in the Nation’. It showed pictures of skyscrapers and handsome
         shop fronts, and talked about making dreams come true. But in my dreams of America, I was not in a city at all but driving
         on long straight roads in a landscape so vast it had no edges. Always driving. How my heart had lurched when I saw those very
         roads from the plane window that morning!
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      ‘Only three meals a day,’ Pat said, as we went down to breakfast the next morning. We had greeted each other in summer dresses,
         dug out from the bottom of our suitcases. ‘Do you think we’ll survive?’
      

      
      We had grown up with four meals a day: a cooked breakfast and lunch, afternoon tea with bread and jam and a selection of cakes
         (all home-made), followed by another, lighter cooked meal in the evening. But when we saw the food in the canteen, any fears
         of going hungry quickly vanished.
      

      
      ‘It’s like a Lyons Corner House, only miles better.’ Pat’s eyes lit up.

      
      Spread out before us were dainty boxes of cereal, one-portion big, stacked into pyramids; mounds of apples, oranges and bananas;
         bread rolls pitted with seeds; bagels filled with cream cheese and speckled red meat; pastries dripping in white icing; doughnuts; piles of pancakes; trays of sliced ham; eggs in wire baskets, waiting to be cooked any way we wanted them. Having
         missed supper the previous day, we felt hungry enough to dive straight in.
      

      
      After demolishing a plate of ham and eggs, I took a nibble – rather guiltily – from the corner of a pastry I had been unable
         to resist.
      

      
      ‘Ah!’ I closed my eyes and pretended to swoon.

      
      Pat eyed it suspiciously. ‘Are you really going to eat that now? It’s seven-thirty in the morning.’

      
      She stole a look around the room, where several people were tucking into pancakes that sat in pools of thick dark liquid.
         ‘It’s enough to send me back to bed.’
      

      
      A nut as sweet as toffee crumbled in my mouth. ‘I don’t know what it is, but I’ve never tasted anything so delicious in my
         life.’
      

      
      ‘Pecan rolls,’ said an older woman, placing her tray on our table and beaming at us both. ‘I do like to see our new arrivals
         enjoying their food. May I join you?’
      

      
      She laughed at my embarrassment, and declared herself delighted to meet us again. We both recognized her from the tea-party,
         but when she introduced herself as Miss Harrison, the director of nursing, we had to hide our disbelief, especially when she
         offered to accompany us to town later that morning to buy our uniforms. Director of nursing was the equivalent of matron back
         home, and matrons most certainly did not fraternize with new girls. Matrons didn’t really fraternize with anyone.
      

      
      ‘What a charming lady,’ said Pat as we made our way back to our rooms. ‘She was at my table yesterday, but nobody said she
         was matron. They all looked the same anyway in their white dresses.’
      

      
      I nodded. ‘I don’t think rank is so important here. Did you notice how that waitress was calling everyone “honey”? Even the
         doctors! Imagine that at home!’
      

      
      I put on my sternest face and said in a voice that Pat knew only too well, ‘You must not speak to anyone more than three months
         your senior unless – Nurse Beadle, that means you, too – unless they speak to you first.’
      

      
      We giggled. Pat and I had met doing our preliminary nurses’ training at Walkergate Hospital in the East End of Newcastle,
         an outpost of the city’s General Hospital. Pat said that she had noticed me on day one, sitting in the lecture room with a
         broad grin on my face that I was trying unsuccessfully to hide. I think it was Sister Gunn’s demonstration of how to squeeze
         out a dishcloth that did it – I had never known there was an art to it before. Pat said she knew immediately that we were
         kindred spirits. We had been more or less inseparable ever since.
      

      
      The course started in January. It was freezing that winter, and our full-length navy cloaks were the most welcome part of
         the uniform we were given, much of which was unflattering and designed to fit the largest girl. Nobody showed us how to fold
         the tailey caps – made up from a rectangle of starched cotton – so those of us who were nursery-trained had a busy time folding
         everyone else’s.
      

      
      The streets of Newcastle turned a dirty brown in the slushy snow that refused to shift. The sky hung over us all like a grey
         overcoat with the sun lost somewhere in its folds. Not that we saw much daylight during those first three months. We sat all
         day in a large, draughty classroom in our short-sleeved dresses and plain navy cardigans, and shivered. We had to remove our
         cardigans for practical assignments.
      

      
      A small coal fire flickered reluctantly in the centre of one wall, and our lecturers stood in front of it, greedily swallowing
         any heat that might have come our way. On the chimney breast was a thermometer. Sister Gunn would burst into the room several
         times a day, go straight to the thermometer and cry out, ‘It’s sixty degrees, nurses!’ before flinging open the windows. One of my strongest memories of those days is of wondering if my feet
         would ever warm up again. The girls in the back row were so cold, one of their fathers wrote in to complain, not that it did
         any good.
      

      
      We had been there for almost a week when one of the trainees ran away in the middle of the night. Sister summoned us to the
         classroom before breakfast, so we knew that there was trouble.
      

      
      ‘Something has happened that disgraces you all,’ she announced, her voice trembling with barely suppressed rage. My face coloured,
         though I was sure I had done nothing wrong. I could hear my heart thumping in my ears.
      

      
      ‘You all know that certain responsibilities are yours, and yours alone. We all do our own dirty work here. If anyone is too
         grand to get their hands dirty,’ here she stuck her chin in the air and waved her hand majestically, ‘they should walk out
         of that door now.’
      

      
      She paused. Her cheeks quivered. She was a tiny woman who always stood as straight as a plank, yet managed to give the impression
         of a tiger about to pounce. Her head swivelled round the room, looking at each of us in turn. I focused on a spot of soot
         on the wall and kept my eyes there. Somebody coughed nervously. Nobody moved. The second hand of the clock was the loudest
         thing in the room. It shuffled its way from one position to the next, each second slower than the one before.
      

      
      ‘You, Nurse Farrier. When you are on lavatory duty, who performs the sanitary duties pertaining to your task?’

      
      Rose, my old friend from nursery training, horrified at being singled out, swallowed hard, considered the question for a few
         seconds, then replied, hopefully, ‘I do, Sister Gunn.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      We all breathed a sigh of relief.

      
      ‘Then we are all in agreement, and you will be as shocked as I was to learn that one of your number decided to depart last
         night without a by-your-leave – and without stripping her bed.’
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      Our beds had to be stripped every morning, the sheets and blanket folded into three and laid on a chair, ready for Sister’s
         inspection. We took it in turns to clean the toilets at each end of the corridor. One morning, as we stood to attention in
         our rooms, we heard the cry, ‘Nurse McElhennon, go to the lavatory!’
      

      
      I tried not to laugh, wondering what terrible accident had befallen the poor girl. We were all so tense, the slightest reaction
         from one of us would have set the others off into hysterical laughter or tears. It turned out that Sister had decided to inspect
         the toilets before the bedrooms that morning, and poor McElhennon, who was on duty that day, was instead waiting by her bed
         in the first dormitory.
      

      
      Every Thursday Sister inspected our dusters, which had to be washed and hung on the towel-stand ready for her arrival. (Knowing
         that I would never get a yellow duster clean again, I brought a spare one from home and simply rinsed through the new one
         each time, saving myself a lot of bother.) On the first Thursday, she had only just begun her rounds when a shout echoed along
         the corridor. ‘Nurse! You did not introduce your duster!’
      

      
      We learned that from now on we were to greet her with, ‘Sister, my duster.’

      
      ‘One day,’ I told the girls during our coffee break, ‘I’m going to add, “Duster, meet Sister.”’

      
      ‘You wouldn’t!’ said Rose, wide-eyed with a mixture of horror and excitement.

      
      ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Pat. ‘She doesn’t have a sense of humour. You never know what might happen.’
      

      
      ‘Just wait,’ I said, and I did intend to do it, but common sense prevailed on that occasion and I eventually decided that
         the amusement it would give my fellow students might not outweigh the consequences.
      

      
      Just once, I thought I saw a glimmer in Sister’s eyes that might have been laughter. A large ball of fluff had come dancing
         down the passageway and deposited itself in front of our dormitory, just before her visit. I was darned if it was going to
         sully my clean piece of floor, and after quickly checking that she wasn’t in sight, I got down on my hands and knees and blew
         it away. It seemed unwilling to co-operate at first, lifting in the air before returning to its resting place beside me, until
         it caught in a sudden draught, and scurried across the corridor, where it landed in front of our male tutor’s door, just opposite.
      

      
      Saved, I thought.

      
      But you could never underestimate Sister. I think she spotted that blemish from twenty yards away.

      
      ‘Nurse Brady, I don’t think Mr Woodward wants a piece of fluff outside his bedroom, does he?’

      
      ‘No, Sister.’

      
      There was a stifled giggle from somewhere in the dormitory. I sucked in my cheeks and looked straight ahead. Sister pretended
         not to notice. But was she holding back a smile? Had she thought, along with the rest of us, that Mr Woodward might prefer
         a piece of fluff inside his bedroom?
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      On Saturday afternoon, two days after our arrival in Cleveland, Pat and I went for a walk. It had snowed in the night, but
         the snow had melted and the pavements were black and glistening. We passed the shop where we had bought tea, coffee and biscuits
         the day before, and the Italian owner, a bear-like man with wild curly hair and an apron drawn tightly across his large stomach,
         greeted us from the doorway.
      

      
      ‘Ciao, bellas! What you want today? You want meet my sons?’

      
      A doctor we had been introduced to on our tour of the hospital smiled and said, ‘Hiya, kids!’ as he walked by us, and we tried
         not to look at each other and laugh when he had passed, but failed miserably. I thought my heart would burst with pleasure
         just to be here.
      

      
      A young man stood outside a building, his eyes closed, swaying to sounds coming from within, as if in a trance.

      
      A skinny coloured girl, struggling with a shop door and a pram, beamed at me when I rushed to help her.

      
      ‘Why, thank you, ma’am,’ she said, with a note of genuine surprise, and I felt a surge of affection for her.

      
      The sun poked out through the clouds and a blast of heat took us by surprise. We loosened our coats, then removed them altogether,
         but noticed that the locals remained bundled up in theirs.
      

      
      We kept on walking. The city began to change. The crowds thinned out. Shops and restaurants became grim buildings of indeterminate
         use. An empty children’s playground was barred like a cage in a zoo. We were about to turn back when we spotted a used car
         lot on the other side of a busy road. We waited for ages for a lull in the traffic, grabbed each other’s hands and ran for
         our lives. Someone shouted at us from a passing vehicle, but I couldn’t tell if it was in anger or fun.
      

      
      The car lot was closed but we stood, our cheeks pressed to the railings, inhaling the smell of cold metal and revelling in
         the sight before us.
      

      
      I sighed. ‘Ah, if I had all the money in the world … Oh, look at that beauty!’
      

      
      ‘What do you think of that little Hillman? It looks just the job.’

      
      ‘I can’t write home and tell Dad we’ve got a Hillman. We’re in America! It’s got to be a Cadillac.’

      
      ‘Well, Miss Yanky Doodle, if you can find one for under a hundred dollars … In fact, why don’t we get one each?’

      [image: image]

      
      My father had slipped twenty dollars into my pocket on the platform at Newcastle Central Station as we waited for the London
         train. He and Mum both insisted that the first thing I do was save up enough money so that I could come home if I wasn’t happy,
         and I suppose this was a starter for that fund, or at least emergency money of some sort. Instead, after our first day at
         work, Pat and I returned to the car lot and handed it over – along with seventy dollars of our savings – for a 1949 Ford V8
         in a queasy green with a peeling chrome trim. ‘The colour of phlegm,’ said Pat later. ‘It was meant for us.’
      

      
      It was dark as we took the car through its paces along the Lake Erie shoreline. I could feel my shoulders relax as I drove,
         my grip on the wheel lightening with each new mile. I was always happy at the wheel of a car. Just like my father and brother.
         When Doug and I were children, we would cling to the back of my father’s seat as he drove, one in each ear, crying, ‘Go on,
         Dad! Faster! Faster!’ My mother, in the passenger seat, remained strangely unperturbed, passing round bags of toffee as we
         flew down country lanes, sending sparrows chattering into the hedgerows.
      

      
      I turned the heater to full and it blasted us with air so hot we had to turn it down again after only a couple of minutes.

      
      ‘A heater that works!’ said Pat.

      
      ‘Oh, this is grand! Where shall I take you, madam?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t get stopped for speeding on our first drive.’ Pat looked across at the speedometer. ‘It is working, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Ninety-six miles an hour,’ I said, straight-faced. ‘Flatus always flies like the wind!’

      
      It was the third car we had bought together, and the name Flatus – the medical term for wind – had been passed on from one
         to the next, ever since Flatus the first, a draughty old Hillman Minx that had no windows until we stuck in X-ray plates we
         had scrubbed clean.
      

      
      ‘Well, just remember where we are, and policemen carry guns here.’

      
      We turned back for the city, almost euphoric, but when I saw the rooms lit up in apartment buildings, each one a fleeting
         snapshot of family life, I had to force myself not to think of home.
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      Mount Sinai, a large Jewish hospital, was a handsome red- and white-brick four-storey building on East 105th Street, built
         forty years earlier and added to ever since. Inside, everything was bright and modern. I marvelled at the sliding doors on
         the wards – even though I found that I moved too quickly for them at first. At the fact that every ward had its own dishwasher.
         That the wards in the new wing were more like hotels, with private rooms, ensuite bathrooms and intercoms to the nurses’ station.
         And that the patients in these rooms even behaved as if they were guests, refusing to take their tablets if they didn’t want
         to, and calling up their own doctors from bedside telephones with petulant demands.
      

      
      Our first day of work was spent in Central Supply, which housed all the sterile equipment. I could hardly believe the gadgets:
         rubber-tube dryers, glove-powdering machines, something to shake down thermometers. It was somebody’s full-time job to look after all the thermometers in the hospital.
      

      
      And the disposable equipment! Tubes and syringes, cups for medicine and water, towels and gloves. I thought of all the hours
         we’d spent at the General, collecting and stacking glasses, wheeling teetering trolleys to the kitchen, down corridors where
         cleaners leant on their mops and dared you with the set of their mouths to dirty their floors. All those hours washing and
         patching rubber gloves – blowing them up to check for holes, mending them with glue and bits of rubber if necessary – then
         powdering and packing them ready for sterilization in the autoclave.
      

      
      I’d always loved new technology, and I thought with pleasure how all this labour-saving would mean more time to devote to
         the patients. However, when I moved on to the wards, I saw that the reality was rather different. The paperwork seemed to
         be the raison d’être of the job, with each patient’s chart prepared in triplicate, price lists consulted with alarming regularity and bills constantly
         flying off to the cashier. Everything had to be paid for, and if it wasn’t the insurance company paying, it was the patients
         themselves.
      

      
      ‘Oh no, you don’t give them this one unless they’re fully comp.’

      
      The nurse wagged her finger at me and flattened her chewing gum behind her front teeth with her tongue. I was so transfixed
         by this that I barely registered what she had said. A nurse chewing gum on duty! What would the staff nurse say? I braced
         myself for the reprimand – the staff nurse was coming towards us – but when none came I realized that she, too, seemed to
         be working something around in her mouth. I tried to imagine a nurse chewing gum in front of any of the staff nurses or sisters
         I had worked for in England, but the idea was too preposterous.
      

      
      I returned my thoughts to the matter in hand. As I was only preparing a drip, I thought there might be a misunderstanding,
         but the nurse came closer, shook her head and said, ‘That’s the most expensive one. Their insurer won’t pay for it, and they
         sure as hell won’t pay for it themselves without a fight.’
      

      
      When she saw my baffled expression, she lowered her voice. ‘This is the charity ward,’ she said, not unsympathetically. ‘That’s
         life, isn’t it – you get what you pay for.’
      

      
      The charity ward! I had a sudden vision of workhouses, and despair, and stale, shuffling bodies that was totally at odds with
         the pleasant conditions around me. Did I really want to work in a country where certain patients were deemed more worthy of
         treatment than others? Where there was not just a second class of patient, but a third and even a fourth class? It went against
         all my ideals and niggled at me for some time.
      

      
      I was troubled by the same thought later when I identified a woman showing signs of a bedsore. This would have been considered
         a disgrace at home, and I pointed it out discreetly, not wanting to get anyone into trouble.
      

      
      The student nurse I had spoken to shrugged her shoulders in a way I would never have dared do to a senior colleague. ‘Whaddya
         do? That’s what they pay a private nurse for.’ She snapped her gum. ‘Seventeen dollars a shift. I can’t wait to graduate.’
      

      
      Much later, I learned that the queue of people who stood every day at a counter on the ground floor, close to where I collected
         my fortnightly pay cheque – a queue that never got any shorter, and that included the smartly dressed as well as the more
         down-at-heel – was comprised of former patients waiting to pay their bills. Or, far more likely, to pay off a small portion
         of their bills. Some would be paying them off for evermore.
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      ‘What happened to putting the patient first?’ I asked Pat, as we sat drinking tea in the kitchen at the end of our corridor
         and eating a slice of my mother’s fruit cake. Two irritatingly enthusiastic voices discussed some sporting event on the radio
         that was playing in the background.
      

      
      If Sister Gunn had succeeded in anything, it was in drilling that philosophy into us. I could hear her still: ‘What comes
         first, nurses?’ And us chorusing, ‘The patient. Always the patient.’
      

      
      ‘What happened to holding hands and mopping brows, and just sitting listening? A sick patient is specialled day and night
         at home, regardless of who they are. It’s shocking that in this country the level of care depends on how much money you have.’
         I shook my head, and wiped a crumb from my lip.
      

      
      ‘And those blooming charts!’ I continued, flushed with annoyance. ‘They have more time lavished on them than the patients
         do!’
      

      
      Pat sighed. ‘I know, it drives me mad, too, but at least we’ll be on our own wards in a couple of weeks. Do things our way.’
         She was about to pop another mouthful of cake into her mouth when she stopped suddenly, and added, ‘It’s not all bad, is it?
         Remember how we had to refold every single piece of bedlinen when it came back from the laundry for that grumpy old sister
         at the General? Sixty sheets a day. Talk about time-wasting! And that time I was pulled back by my belt because I was about
         to overtake a more senior nurse in the corridor!’
      

      
      We finished our cake in silence, then Pat pointed a finger at me. ‘I hope you’re not forgetting what we said before we came
         here, Nurse Brady. We’ve come to see America – not to change things.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose so. They’ve managed well enough without us up until now. Mind you,’ I did some quick maths in my head, ‘if
         we did do a couple of private shifts, just occasionally, well, think of the money we’d make …’
      

      
      Pat raised her eyes at me over her teacup and was about to say something when a voice from the radio boomed out, ‘Here’s Chuck’s
         Crazy Price Store, bringing you the news right into your home. Yes, it’s only Chuck who brings you twenty-eight newflashes
         in one day. Chuck’s Crazy Price Store. It’s totally cra-a-a-zeeee!’
      

      
      And we both burst out laughing.
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      One day during that first week, a man who had come to visit his wife thrust a bunch of flowers at me, and with barely a break
         between each word, commanded, ‘Poodeez enwodder.’
      

      
      I was so taken aback by his manner that even when I had managed to work out what he was saying, I simply stared at him with
         disbelief.
      

      
      He repeated it. ‘Put these in water.’ Then, seeing my reaction, hastily reached into his trouser pocket, obviously thinking
         I was waiting for a tip.
      

      
      I grabbed the flowers. ‘There’s no charge,’ I said, and flounced off.

      
      Pat had a more embarrassing exchange, when a trainee nurse asked her if she should pass water before she went off duty.

      
      ‘I was a bit surprised at being asked such a personal question, so I just said it was really up to her,’ she told me, wiping
         her eyes before she could continue. ‘But she wouldn’t let it rest. “Do you think I’ll have time?” she went on. I was getting
         more and more embarrassed, and in the end I told her that I really couldn’t see why not, and hurried away. A few minutes later
         I saw her handing out fresh water to the patients, and remembered that they talk about “passing” when we would talk about
         “giving out”. I told her about my misunderstanding, but she didn’t see the funny side so that made matters worse!’
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      Miss Harrison had told us she would do her best to put us on the same rota, and she had been true to her word. When our period
         of ‘orientation’ was over, we were given our own wards, next door to each other, and put on night duty. Miss Harrison was
         slightly apologetic over this, but the truth was we loved working nights. Eleven to seven was a doddle compared to the twelve-hour
         night shift at home. And with just ourselves and an aide, we could run the wards the way we wanted to, the English way. The
         paperwork had to be done – that was the American way – but if a patient needed special care or someone to talk to, there was
         time to do it and no one to tell us otherwise.
      

      
      My ward was a large, high-ceilinged room with twenty beds, plus a few smaller rooms off the passageway where the nurses’ station
         was situated. It held all the rawness of life. I had seen some strange and exotic cases during my tropical diseases training,
         but in some ways the patients with malaria and leprosy and once – horrifically – rabies had been a cushion from reality. Now,
         I was back in the real world, and things did not come much more real than inner-city Cleveland.
      

      
      One night, a few weeks into my stay, I was in the middle of charting, while my aide, Lillie – a hard-working coloured woman
         with a sharp sense of humour and a laugh that never failed to set me off too – had gone to the canteen to fetch us both a
         drink. Three o’clock in the morning can be a desperate time on nights, when you fight against your own tiredness, conscious
         of the fact you are still only halfway through your shift. But here – with all the paperwork to keep me busy – it was rarely
         a problem, and it wasn’t unusual to see some of the worst admissions in the small hours. Indeed, I was waiting for one now.
      

      
      I had been aware of a noise for some time before it began to arouse my curiosity. It sounded like a burst from a distant television
         set or radio – a wailing, interspersed with terse speech. The sound grew louder and I realized it was my new patient, heading
         my way. Not wanting my sleeping ward woken, I jumped up from my seat and went out into the corridor.
      

      
      ‘Who did it? Just tell us who did it! Pfff! Stupid bitch!’

      
      Coming towards me was a porter pushing a trolley flanked by two policemen. One of the policemen was bent so low over the trolley,
         he might have been about to kiss the patient, who turned out to be a young coloured woman. Her crying reminded me of a siren,
         stopping and starting with a mechanical regularity.
      

      
      I marched to the trolley to stop it getting any closer, putting a finger to my lips and what I hoped was my sternest expression
         on my face. Both the officers regarded me for a second. Then the one who had been shouting carried on, perhaps not quite so
         roughly. ‘Come on, kid. It’s for your own good.’
      

      
      And his colleague added, ‘We go pick him up now, and teach him a thing or two.’

      
      ‘Please, officers, I—’ I began to speak, but now the patient sputtered out between her sobs, ‘I ain’t telling you nothing,
         you goddam—’
      

      
      Lillie, who had just returned from the canteen, took the woman’s hand and tried to calm her. ‘Shhh, honey. Shhh.’

      
      I breathed in and drew myself up to my full five feet four inches, looking from one man to the other in my most regal manner.
         ‘This is my ward and my patient. I am sure there is a time and a place for all this, but for now please leave her to me.’
      

      
      The shouting policeman took a step towards me. He was the taller of the two, at well over six feet. I was so close to him
         that I could smell the cloth of his uniform, and the strong scent of male skin inside it.
      

      
      ‘Can’t you see what a state she’s in?’ I continued, suddenly aware how small and vulnerable I was. ‘You’re not helping matters.’
      

      
      The other officer held out his hands in an appeasing manner. ‘We understand that the kid’s upset, ma’am, but she’s been shot
         and she’s withholding information. All we need to know is who done this to her, then we leave her alone.’ He turned to the
         patient. ‘He doesn’t love you, kid, don’t fool yourself. Next time it happens, you’re dead.’ He pointed at his head with two
         fingers, and made a popping sound with his mouth.
      

      
      The girl began to howl even louder, and mutter words I couldn’t make out.

      
      I spoke more angrily. ‘Porter, I’ll take over now, thank you. Could you please escort these gentlemen off the premises.’

      
      How English I sounded! I reminded myself of a character in an old-fashioned play, where everyone spoke with plums in their
         mouths. Not that I had ever spoken like that in my life, but it was surprising how prim and proper even my Newcastle accent
         could sound here at times. And when Americans playfully imitated us, we always came out sounding like some member of the aristocracy.
         (Though, strangely, patients often took us for Swedish or Dutch, much to Pat’s annoyance.)
      

      
      I saw glances pass between the men, and after a scornful look at me they finally turned round and set off down the corridor,
         their boots creaking as they went.
      

      
      But before they had gone far, the taller one said in a loud voice, without looking back, ‘She ain’t worth it. They’re all
         the same. Let ’em kill each other, that’s what I say.’
      

      
      His companion laughed. ‘But we’d be out of a job without the niggers!’

      
      I could feel my blood rising. I was on my way after them when Lillie grabbed my arm. I looked at her, and she shook her head.
         I knew she was probably right. That they weren’t worth wasting time on. That my patient was the only one who mattered. But
         I did regret not giving them a piece of my mind.
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      Nina was nineteen years old. Luckily, the bullet had merely grazed her leg. Whether her boyfriend had wanted to harm her more
         seriously, I didn’t know, or want to know. She loved him, she told us. He loved her. It had all been a mistake. The next minute
         she was ‘gonna kick him outta that door’ if he so much as ‘shuffled his dumb ass’ anywhere near her. I dressed her wound,
         and after the doctor had prescribed a sedative, left her to sleep, her body continuing to heave with sobs.
      

      
      ‘Poor kid,’ said Lillie, as we drank tea together at last. ‘What sort of a man does that to his woman? And good on you, Miss
         Brady, for telling those officers enough was enough. They need putting in their place some time, they do.’
      

      
      I wondered how it must have felt for Lillie, listening to their abusive talk about coloured people, but it was a question
         I didn’t know how to ask.
      

      
      Instead, I said, ‘What worries me, Lillie, is what sort of people have guns in the first place?’

      
      ‘Guns? Why, lots of people have guns. Need to protect themselves. It’s a violent world.’

      
      Having already tended more gunshot wounds in my first weeks in Cleveland than I had seen in my lifetime, I was doubtful about
         the logic of this. The latest craze, according to the local paper, was to jump into someone’s car at traffic lights, pull
         a gun on the occupants and demand money from them. It was a story I hoped wouldn’t reach the press – and my parents – back
         home.
      

      
      ‘It sounds like a way to make it even more violent, if you ask me.’
      

      
      I took a sip from my lukewarm drink, and made a mental note not to ask Lillie for tea in the future. She was now tucking into
         the foot-long salami roll she ate for her breakfast. I usually tried to keep my distance when this was going on, finding the
         smell alone enough to turn my stomach at this hour.
      

      
      She put down the roll and pushed her glasses down her nose so that she could see me over the top of them. She had large expressive
         eyes, flecked with yellow, that reacted to everything. ‘There’s two old gals live on the floor above me – sisters, never been
         apart. And one night I hear a terrible bang, sounds like it come right through my own window. I don’t dare move. Convinced
         someone’s taken a pot-shot at me. I lie trembling all night long, saying, “My good Lord, I don’t know what I done, but I sure
         am sorry if I upset you any way.” Well, next morning, Sadie – that’s the older one – she come down and she say, “Sorry about
         last night, Lillie, but I was polishing my gun and it went off clean in my hands.” And doggone me if it didn’t go right through
         the wall of her kitchen, out through the bedroom closet and into the headboard on her own bed!’
      

      
      Her eyes were brimming with laughter now. She began to chuckle, shaking her head with disbelief, and soon her whole stout
         body was shaking, too.
      

      
      I couldn’t help joining in. Then I shuddered. ‘I could never even touch a gun, Lillie.’

      
      Lillie dried her eyes and picked up her sandwich. ‘Well, I guess you’ll never need to.’ She took a large bite and began to
         chew it with satisfaction.
      

      
      I got up. It would be time to wake the patients soon. Lillie pointed to my cup and waved her hand to her lips apologetically.
         When she had finished her mouthful, she said, ‘Now look here – you’ve barely touched your tea. And they say you British drink it straight out of the faucet.’
      

      
      Through the high windows of the main ward, I saw the sky beginning to lighten in one corner. The sound of a siren cut through
         the stillness, but I felt strangely at home.
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      Open House

      
      [image: image]


      Cleveland, Ohio, Spring–Summer 1957


      
      Hospital grapevines are the same the world over. A doctor stopped me in the corridor one night with, ‘Hey! Are you one of
         the pair who bought a car after four days?’ Miss Harrison, who we continued to dine with whenever we saw her in the canteen,
         had clapped her hands in delight at news of our purchase. Having a car felt like a necessity to us, but we soon realized that
         while other foreign nurses at Mount Sinai talked about buying a car one day, very few of them actually did so. Needless to
         say, many of them had been working at the hospital for months yet hadn’t been out of Cleveland.
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      Tom and Bill ran an automobile repair shop on Ninth and St Clair, and I turned up there, soaked to the skin, one evening in
         March. Pat and I had decided to drive out to Sandusky, a beauty spot on Lake Erie, before going on duty. We were with Joan
         Peutrill from Leicester, one of the newest arrivals. Joan’s flatmate, Tommy, was engaged to Ralph, an American boy, and Joan spent a lot of time with us.
      

      
      We had only just set off when it began to rain. Drops clattered on to the roof of the car like someone emptying a bag of baking
         beans. We thought it might be hail. But no, it was simply the heaviest, noisiest shower we had ever experienced. Then, just
         as we reached Public Square, where it felt as if all the shops and offices of downtown Cleveland had emptied at exactly the
         same time and every driver in the city was now behind the wheel of his vehicle, weaving in and out of the traffic lanes with
         gay abandon, we got a puncture.
      

      
      We took our life in our hands to push Flatus into a side street, then I left the others with the car and set off to find assistance.
         I was wearing only a thin jacket over my blouse and skirt. Soon I was so wet I might as well have taken off my shoes and stockings
         and walked barefoot in the puddles. In fact, I was sorely tempted to do so, but it seemed a little too unladylike. It had
         always been the bane of my mother’s life that while Doug was a pale, blond boy who never looked untidy, I was a grubby little
         thing with rosy cheeks and unruly dark hair. When would I remember I was a lady, she would ask me. Well, I remembered now.
      

      
      The sign for the garage was a welcome sight. The metal shutter door was about three-quarters of the way closed, but by crouching
         down I could slip underneath. I stood up and looked around. The workshop smelt of petrol and oil, familiar smells that reminded
         me of my father’s garage at home, as did the neatly stacked boxes on the high shelves that lined the walls. A large Chevrolet
         filled most of the space, and muffled sounds coming from behind it suggested that somebody was at work. As I stood there dripping,
         wondering if I should call out, a man appeared from a doorway in the far corner, looked at me, disappeared, then returned,
         holding out a towel.
      

      
      ‘Good lordy! You’ve taken a proper soaking.’
      

      
      He wore slacks and a leather jacket, a rumpled fedora pulled down over his forehead, and I wondered if he was the owner. The
         man who then popped his head out from the other side of the Chevrolet was younger, probably not much older than me, and wore
         dirty green overalls. He offered me a black hand to shake, then withdrew it, laughing. They both watched me as I politely
         blotted my clothes, trying not to notice the musty smell the towel left on my fingers.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry about this,’ I blurted. ‘We’ve got a puncture, and blow me, we don’t have a spare. We knew we should get one, but
         we haven’t had the car long. We were in Public Square – right beside a “No Stopping at All Times” sign – and it’s chock-a-block
         there right now! My friends are waiting with Flatus – the car, I mean. I said I’d try to get help.’
      

      
      The men looked at each other, amused. Neither of them spoke.

      
      ‘It wasn’t raining when we set off,’ I added helplessly. I wished one of them would say something. It wasn’t like Americans
         to be lost for words.
      

      
      ‘It’s just a puncture,’ I continued. ‘I know how to—’

      
      The older man interrupted me. ‘I think she’s saying she’s got a flat, Bill.’

      
      I took off my jacket, wrung out a sleeve, and was mortified when I saw the torrent that flowed on to the floor. ‘Oops, sorry!
         I’m making quite a puddle here.’
      

      
      Bill tugged on his baseball cap and looked at me shyly. ‘No problem, ma’am. We could listen to you talking all day. Don’t
         get many accents like that round these parts, do we, Tom?’
      

      
      Tom looked at me, nodding slowly. Then he jingled his keys in his pocket. ‘You’re busy. I’ll take her over in the truck to
         fix things up.’
      

      
      It had stopped raining when we went outside, and a pale sun was washing over the concrete, lighting up rainbows in the greasy
         puddles on the forecourt.
      

      
      Tom drove with an arm on the window ledge, and I felt his gaze on me a few times. ‘So you got a flat,’ he said. He made a
         clicking sound with his tongue. ‘Some place to get a flat!’
      

      
      As we reached the street where I had left the others and I pointed out the car, he quipped, ‘She sure seen better days!’ and
         I felt a flash of indignation on behalf of Flatus.
      

      
      ‘She’s not that bad! We’re going to Philadelphia for the weekend soon.’ Then I added, a little more deferentially, ‘Do
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