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1

Refresher Course

I WAS A district nurse of long standing. I have the feet to prove it, and for many years I plodded a Blackcountry beat. Patients can be a pleasure or a thorn in the flesh, but if you attend them long enough you become fond of them.

Mrs Tibbs was one of the thorns. She was a randy old warhorse squabbling with all and sundry and thriving on the belligerency, but there was a bond between us which was a combination of affection and armed neutrality. Despite being very handicapped she lived alone, and if she had any relatives they had long since learned to keep their distance. When the Meals on Wheels service got into full swing it seemed just what she needed and I persuaded her to try it out.

The ‘wheels’ were represented by a converted van chauffeured by a military-type retired gentleman, and the ‘meals’ were produced by a brisk lady in green. Whenever I saw them they looked piping hot and delicious, but Mrs Tibbs yammered peevishly, ‘I cor ate it’, ‘It’s riffy!’ or ‘The taters aye dun’.

She speculated evilly on what went on between the military gent and the lady in green. ‘The strumpet! An’ ’es nowt but a bloody ponce!’

In vain I defended them, threatened her with slander or simply turned a deaf ear.

‘No good tellin’ yo nuthin’,’ she grieved. ‘An’ me a poor widder woman wi’ me fittle ’arf cooked. No wonder me bally’s all of a wamble.’

One day I arrived to be confronted with a pea on a saucer.

‘Theer!’ Mrs Tibbs indicated it triumphantly. ‘I bet yo’ cor ate that!’

Tentatively I squeezed the pea between thumb and forefinger and agreed; it was as hard as a bibble. But she was not to be put off with that.

‘Goo on!’ she bellucked. ‘Yo try bitin’ on it!’

Gingerly I bit hard on the offending pea which immediately shot across the room.

‘Theer!’ she rejoiced hugging herself. ‘Yo cor ate it neither, an’ what’s more it’s bin threw me once.’

When Dr Quinn arrived green from Ireland and with a brogue that could be cut with a knife, it caused much consternation amongst the patients he had inherited. ‘The fule,’ they chuntered. ‘’E cor even spake praper. ’E’s bloody daft!’

He in turn suffered frustration. ‘Oi’ll niver understand them,’ he mourned. ‘They’re for iver tellin’ me they’ve not been to the ground. What in hell’s name d’ya make o’ that?’

Loyal to the locals, I expressed surprise that he, a medical man, did not recognize such a common term for constipation.

‘Holy Mither o’ God!’ he keened. ‘You’re but another of ’em, an here’s me thinkin’ all nurses are Oirish!’

In an effort to make themselves better understood, patients bawled at the top of their voices; symptoms and sufferings were shouted aloud and the surgery waiting room became a place of entertainment. Hitherto secret ailments were disclosed to all and sundry. These were compensations indeed!

Mr Wagstaff was a patient of Dr Quinn’s and Mr Wagstaff had pneumonia. He had got it specifically to annoy Mrs Wagstaff, for she resented having strangers traipsing about her immaculate house. In particular, she abhorred Dr Quinn, whose feet were very large and whose boots were always muddy. Poor man! He had no wife to clean them.

Nurses she regarded with suspicion as being no better than they should be. After all, when you thought of the things they did to folks! No self-respecting woman would be a nurse.

Mrs Wagstaff’s mother and sister, replicas of herself, were part of the household and the three martinets darted about before me strewing newspapers where I might tread. ‘Arter all,’ reflected the old mother sotto voce, ‘yo’ doh know where ’ers bin!’ Poor Mr Wagstaff. My heart went out to him.

In my earlier days pneumonia patients had a lysis and a crisis. They were propped up in Fowler’s position and their labouring chests suffered the added burden of kaolin poultices. In recent years antibiotics have taken over, and a course of intramuscular injections, dexterously aimed at the tenderest part of the posterior, usually gets the sufferers on their feet in a week. (No doubt propelled there by their tortured buttocks!) Mr Wagstaff was the exception to the rule: he did not respond to treatment and his malaise dragged on. Neighbours talked darkly of the insurance policies with which he had been backed.

One morning my visit coincided with that of Dr Quinn. I groaned inwardly and edged for the door, but anticipating my escape, he took my arm and drew me outside onto the landing, followed by the relatives with ears cocked and eyes agog.

‘Oi’ll consult with nurse alone, please,’ he said, and motioning me into the adjoining bathroom, closed the door on their frustrated faces.

Mrs Wagstaff’s bathroom was as prim as herself and camouflaged with much candlewick. A prissy pink cover did its best to disguise the lavatory seat, and on this the young medico perched himself with a cigarette while I sat angled on the edge of the bath. Concern increased within me; however would I make up for lost time?

Having secured a captive audience, Dr Quinn waxed eloquent, oblivious to the fact that half the time I could not follow his jargon anyway. Outside, creaking floorboards reminded us of the waiting relatives. When his second cigarette had gone up in smoke, Dr Quinn finally prised himself off his perch on the pedestal and automatically, before I could stop him, pulled the dangling chain.

As the water flushed noisesomely we stared at each other in horror. Outside, a stony silence condemned us. There was only one way out – through the door. Sheepishly, we took it.

To the scandalized faces of the three women outside an explanation was futile, and if we had committed the most gross indecency we could not have looked more guilty.

Mr Wagstaff made a reluctant recovery and Dr Quinn left for pastures new, but whenever our paths crossed, the pursed lips of Mrs Wagstaff showed that she had not forgotten and, fool that I am, I blushed.

Miss Fallows’ spacious Victorian house lay well back from the main road and was approached by means of a long overgrown driveway. The bell on the shabbily elegant front door did not respond, of course, but I found a back entrance and finally tracked down my new patient in a room which must once have been the kitchen. Obviously it was here she chose to live, and from the single bed in the corner, to sleep also. She was huddled in an old armchair by the fire and wore a cloche hat, a mangy fur coat and a pair of combinations. On her legs old lisle stockings adhered stickily to the ulcers which were my special problem.

I introduced myself and she received me graciously. Everyone, she said, had been so kind. A lady in green had been only a little while ago to clean her room and to cook her a meal. There had once, she reminisced, been many servants, with a nanny and later a governess for herself. She had been an only child, but after her parents died investments had gone wrong, money had evaporated. When the last family retainer had died also, she engaged a certain person to ‘do for her’ but the person had not been satisfactory and had persisted in bringing her unruly brood of children with her. Now she was alone, except for a young woman who did her shopping. The price of food was scandalous, but she ate very little and it was obvious that she suffered from malnutrition. It was obvious, too, that she suffered from fleas.

Brittle black particles encrusted the tops of her stockings and when I cautiously turned them down, pulex irritans frolicked in abundance. Never had I seen so many fleas! Startled by the daylight, they leapt in all directions, particularly mine. Quickly I peeled off the stockings and threw them on the fire, but by now the fleas had invaded her combinations. As for the fur coat, I shuddered to think!

When I had prepared a basin of disinfectant and a bowl of hot water, I began the formidable task of cleaning Miss Fallows. She seemed surprisingly unperturbed. ‘I suppose you get a lot of this,’ she said. Fleas still cavorted (even cohabited!) undiminished, and I dropped them ruthlessly into the disinfectant. Poor things! They’d had such an idyllic existence until now, and they could not help being fleas. (I always did have a leaning towards Buddhism and the belief in the sanctity of life, however humble). It was obvious, however, that I was fighting a losing battle. I confessed to her that I would have to report the fleas to the authorities; they were too prolific for me to deal with and I must protect the other patients. She did not protest. Worse was to come.

When I came to remove the cloche hat it was stuck fast. I prised it off and found why: her hair was cemented solid with nits and excreta of multitudinous pediculus capitis (‘bogies’ to the layman). The only thing was to clip her hair close to the scalp. She was unhappy about this, but consented. It came off hard and solid like a space helmet and I tossed it on the fire where it spat and crackled furiously. ‘Sorry, Buddha!’ I would have to bring delousing lotion tomorrow; meanwhile I put the cloche back on. It would keep her warm.

With Miss Fallows’ permission I went upstairs in search of clean clothes. She herself had not been up for years, and there, shades of Arthur Negus, was a Victorian paradise. Surely under that thick coating of dust was Chippendale? Under that grime Sèvres porcelain? In the wardrobes I found garments that could have graced the Victoria and Albert Museum; in the drawers hand-embroidered underwear, yellow with age. Rich tapestries hung, rotten to the touch, a world of treasures long abandoned. Fascinated I wandered into what must have been a boxroom. An aloof rocking horse and grimy, wax-faced dolls stared back at me. An old stamp album opened at random displayed a Penny Black. In a corner, excellent pewter and lustreware lay cluttered together, and the bright blue and orange of old Staffordshire china defied the dust.

Recalling my duties I hurried back to a bedroom, collected a few of the most suitable garments and returned below stairs. While dressing Miss Fallows, I told her of the treasure trove that I suspected she had and warned her to let no unauthorized person have access to it. She was far from senile. If things were arranged properly she could afford to spend the rest of her life in comfort.

By the time I left, I was in no little discomfort. Sternly I told myself it was psychological, but when slowing down in heavy traffic, I caught a glimpse of black specks playing hop-scotch on my legs. I found it difficult to concentrate on my driving and got several V signs from lorry drivers. Purposefully I made for home. Once there I ran the bath, added disinfectant and got in with my clothes on. When I set off again in fresh uniform I was alarmingly late, but I had taken the precaution of notifying the establishment and extracting from them a promise for immediate action.

When I reached Mrs Tibbs, she was vigorously wielding a wooden back-scratcher. Outside in the yard, her home help was shaking her bloomers. We compared notes; she was revealed as Miss Fallows’ ‘lady in green’.

I finally arrived home with an ominous crawling sensation on the back of my neck and my husband’s investigation found several great grey grandfather bogies (or were they grandmothers and still productive?). Head lice have chameleon qualities and change colour to blend with the hair of their host, but obviously these had not had time to adapt (or else the cares of the day had added to the grey hairs I already lamented!). My husband made a further painstaking and lucrative search of my head and then we anointed ourselves with bogey deterrent. It had to stay on for twenty-four hours, and tomorrow his workmates, the children’s schoolmates and my patients would recognize the obnoxious effluvia. It was not the first time, and they would all keep their distance.

That night I was disturbed by an unusual hump under the bedclothes. It was my husband anxiously searching his person with a torch. We spent the rest of the night flea hunting. I bet Buddha never had fleas! By morning he had lost himself a convert.

The children went to school bearing flea bites on their necks, and at nine o’clock promptly and in a truculent mood, I phoned the establishment. The condescending young man who answered said he himself had visited the lady in question, had found nothing amiss and on examining her bed, the obvious source of contamination, had found it to be unblemished. I must, he said, be collecting the parasites elsewhere and his tone suggested that I might be breeding them myself. Adroitly, before I could retaliate, he rang off. Furiously I leapt into the car and drove like Jehu to his department.

Poor chap! I obviously shocked his sensitivity by confronting him so precipitously in the flesh, and what flesh! I am one of those unfortunates who blossom forth in weals and bumps at the bite of a flea, and my hair hung lank, greasy and odoriferous. Vehemently I demanded he should accompany me to Miss Fallows and with bad grace he did so. He watched while I dressed her legs and of evidence there was plenty; in fact the creatures appeared to have propagated overnight. Then he kindly suggested to her that she should be admitted to a geriatric ward for a few days while her room was fumigated. In front of her I mentioned the relics above stairs and asked that her interests should be safeguarded. This appeared to be right up his street and he thawed visibly. He had, he said, a considerable knowledge of antiques.

While they were debating, I made a cursory search of the bed. He was right there; none of the telltale marks which always denote the presence of fleas! It was quite incredible. We discussed it on the way back, but were unable to solve the enigma and parted amicably. I noted with satisfaction that he was surreptitiously scratching under his armpit.

The following evening I called to see Miss Fallows in the geriatric ward where she had been installed. She had, I felt, had a raw deal which she had accepted graciously and when she came out of hospital she would again be my responsibility. She sat propped up in bed wearing a capeline bandage on her head and was delighted to see me. I had taken her a boudoir cap, a Christmas gift of several years past, frilled and beribboned and definitely not me. On Miss Fallows it gave her an air of aristocracy. Everyone, she said, had been so kind; there was the possibility her house might be bought and converted into flats, with herself on the ground floor, or else in a small council flat.

She was exhilarated by the prospect of financial improvement and by the interest which had been taken in her. ‘But it does seem strange,’ she said, ‘sleeping here. I’ve always spent the night in my old chair, dear. Better for my chest, you know. Haven’t slept in a bed for years!’

I had done my SRN training before the war, but when I got married and had a family I looked forward to time to myself. I should have known better. In 1952 for the first time we had a full complement of nurses on the district and belatedly the powers that be decided that some of us were a bit long in the tooth. It was many years since we had taken our training, so refresher courses were being organized to bring us up-to-date. We none of us wanted to go but it was not optional, and I was chosen as the first victim. I made vain protests and bleated feebly about having to leave my family. (They, ungrateful wretches, were delighted and began planning all they would do in my absence.)

Brochures arrived and a railway permit from Birmingham to London finalized the arrangements. I was instructed to take a set of uniform as the course would include one hospital visit. I was horrified, having taken it for granted that uniform would be worn throughout the course. If it was to be worn only once, what would I wear the rest of the time? I practically lived in uniform, and certainly nothing in my meagre wardrobe was adequate for the Great Metropolis.

I hate buying new clothes but on my day off I planned a shopping expedition. Threatened by my family not to come back with navy blue, for which I have an affinity, I settled for a little grey suit which buttoned up to a round collarless neck. It was crying out for a white blouse with a Peter Pan collar and I found the very thing in the girls’ department. It wasn’t very accommodating, leaving me with a bare midriff, and it wouldn’t button over the bust, but the neck line was perfect and nothing else would show under the jacket. I bought two; they were just what my younger daughter needed to supplement her school uniform and I wouldn’t be wearing them after the course.

I returned home pleased with my purchases.

For days preceding my departure I rushed round like one demented, laying in food stocks as if for a siege, cleaning, washing and pinning notices on doors:

‘Have you turned the hot water off?’

‘Have you left the gas on?’

‘Have you fed the fish?’

‘Have you walked the dog?’

‘Please water the plants.’

‘Have the animals been fed?’

‘Is the cat shut in a bedroom?’

‘Go back and have another look.’

‘Stop – have you got your key?’

At last the time came to go. The family saw me off at Birmingham and gave me alarming lists from which to choose their ‘coming home’ presents. Anything, they assured me, was available in London. I felt apprehensive on the journey and kept remembering things I had hitherto forgotten. I wondered if they would find the chip-pan which I had hidden under a bed. If they did, they would surely set themselves on fire before my return.

My new quarters were near Marble Arch, but I have no bump of location so following my husband’s instructions, and feeling very extravagant, I took a taxi. On arrival I was shown to my room which was small and spartan, with a chair, a tallboy and a narrow bed. I was thankful to have it to myself. There was just time to change before the supper gong, when district nurses of all shapes and sizes swarmed into the dining room. Most were soberly garbed; those who were not stuck out like sore fingers, and I viewed my grey suit and fresh white collar with smug satisfaction. During the meal we all eyed each other suspiciously and ate in silence, except for a few who recognized each other as past acquaintances and were acclaimed with cries of joy. There was a sprinkling of male nurses, but I had never worked with a male nurse then, and took a dim view of them.

We dined off rather stringy cold ham and limp salad, with custard tart and prunes for afters. When we filed out again we were each handed a round disc, backed with a pin, on which to inscribe our names for identification purposes. Foolishly I wrote on mine ‘I like Ike’, and deservedly became mistaken for I. Likle, degenerating as we became more familiar to Likle Tot (I’m a long five foot seven!).

The girls – we were all girls again – who occupied the rooms adjoining mine ganged up with me and, unbidden, came in. Cameron was a dark, dour Scot, but Shingles (and immediately dubbed Herpes Zoster) was plump and bouncy with beautiful hair the colour of ripe manure. Disastrously, she always wore pink. We sat talking shop until midnight when the lights were automatically switched off and we were left to grope our way to bed in the dark. The radiator at the head of my bed gurgled and belched all night. I put my pillow at the foot of the bed and lay the wrong way round, but the rest of the night was sleepless. A gong sounded at 6.30 a.m. and at 7 a.m. an unseen call-girl thundered on all the doors announcing breakfast at 7.30 a.m.

The tables were laid with small packets of cereal and large packets of All-Bran, and we lined up at the self-service for the second course, which was an egg on a slither of pork luncheon meat.

The first lecture at nine o’clock was committed to introducing the syllabus and was given by the formidable sister-tutor who was in charge of us, and who promptly reduced us to the status of junior probationers. Her name was Miss Collins and so, naturally, to us she became Lottie. She adjured us to make the most of this wonderful opportunity of learning, and not to waste the taxpayers’ money.

The days dragged on; meals followed the same pattern, figs sometimes supplanting the prunes, to the discomfort of denture wearers. Most of the lectures were old-hat; those on new drugs were our greatest need, but names were complicated, defying spelling and pronunciation, and our no-longer-youthful brains found difficulty in assimilating and retaining knowledge. Frantically we scribbled notes in exercise-books in deference to the taxpayers and numbed our earnest bottoms on the slatted seats.

District work involves the heavy lifting of helpless patients. Most of us had been doing this for years in our own peculiar ways with no ill-effects; now we were told we had been doing it all wrong and at great risk to ourselves. We were taught anew how to lift in pairs. (No use protesting that we all travelled alone and must needs manage unaided. Lottie withered us with a glance.) Awkwardly we obeyed instructions, heaving each other around in alien and most inelegant postures. Several nurses who had been hoisting heavy patients uneventfully for twenty years or more pulled muscles, or worse, and hobbled round for the remainder of the course in a crouched position, walking as if with two left legs and with an agonized expression.

Eminent lecturers honoured us, sometimes starting as late as nine o’clock at night in order to fit us in with their busy schedules. There was no free time for shopping or having a meal out, and after supper long queues formed at the phone in the corridor to enquire anxiously about young families left at home.

It was after 10.30 p.m. one night before I achieved my first call home. My younger daughter answered and undiplomatically I demanded to know why she was still up. She replied indignantly that they were busy decorating (Heavens!) and where was the chip-pan? When I asked for father, he was in the bath, having covered himself in paint; my elder daughter was out with a new boyfriend (instantly rape was uppermost in my mind!); everything else was fine, except the cat was missing and Bo’sun, my old whippet, was pining and refusing food. Oh, and Grandad had hit his head with the chopper. What on earth were they thinking of, letting Grandad loose with a chopper? At this point, and to further demands as to the whereabouts of the chip-pan, we were cut off. It was all very disturbing. I wished I hadn’t phoned and lay awake all night worrying about them.

Entertainment had been arranged in the form of a visit to the ballet and a trip to see the Ceremony of the Keys. The latter, climactic as the chimes of ten reverberated, was most stirring, and the sombre sight of Traitors’ Gate alone set me back several centuries. Of the ballet I was not sure, but I was inspired to caricature the male dancer on a postcard for the family and to inscribe it:

Ballet man so lithe and light,
Leaping high with all your might,
Pirouetting in delight,
Aren’t your drawers a trifle tight?
Don’t you think that maybe you
Could wear a little tutu too?

One day was spent visiting a modern mental establishment, but there was nothing institutional about it, for none of the staff wore uniform and the patients wandered about at will. We were divided into individual groups, each of which was provided with an escort. Ours was an immaculate young man; his suit was Savile Row and his linen exquisite. His hands fascinated me, being beautifully shaped and manicured, and he was a delightful escort who charmed us all. The decor and furnishings of the establishment were sumptuous, with costly curtains and lush fitted carpets. As our companion said, patients who chose to live in such luxury instead of working for their bread were not so daft after all. We, he insinuated, but with forgiving grace, were the ‘softies’.

Occasionally we met up with the other groups for discussion. The patients were allowed to join in; one moon-faced woman with haywire hair came to us each in turn and we spoke soothingly to her, anxious to show compassion. At mid-morning we were given coffee and biscuits in the dining room, where a glamorous female introduced herself as night sister. She explained her many duties, questioned us expertly on ours, and was very interested and most deferential. Altogether we had a very enjoyable day with an excellent lunch and tea, and then Lottie put in an appearance to round off the day and thank matron for her hospitality.

The moon-faced woman came forward and said it had been a pleasure, and we realized with horror that she was the matron. We felt even more foolish when we found out later that ‘night sister’ was ‘Pretty Poll, the persistent prostitute’, and that our charming escort was a rapist of the worst order. On the way back, when one of our group found her purse was missing with all her cash and return permit, we deemed it wiser to keep quiet and have a whip round for her amongst ourselves.

The refresher course was due to finish on Saturday at 12.30 p.m., the forenoon being occupied with a rounding-off session with Lottie. There was a general panic to inquire about trains when someone remembered that London shops are closed on Saturday afternoons. No last-minute chance of a shopping spree! I decided to get the first possible train, but not to forewarn the folk back home; then I could get their presents en route in Birmingham and perhaps pass them off as London-bought.

On Friday night, for the first time, we were free at 7.30 p.m. and Cameron and Herpes planned a trip into the wicked city. Herpes had always wanted to visit Dirty Dick’s, so we enlisted a taxi and left the rest to the driver. Dick’s certainly was dirty! It harboured a motley crew: sailors, bearded Bohemians, elegant ladies and foreign visitors all jostled together. We managed to establish ourselves in a dusty corner draped with cobwebs, and Herpes, being the most knowledgeable, volunteered to fetch the drinks.

Now I have nothing against drinking at the right time and place, but I have only to imbibe so much as one intoxicating potion and my nose bleeds fiercely the next day. I hastily explained this foible to Herpes and asked her to get me a soft drink that at least looked as though it might be something more interesting. She was away some time, and I don’t know what she brought me, as she said one of the sailors propping up the bar had advised her. Anyway it was jolly nice, though surprisingly costly.

The place livened up after a bit and we became quite giggly and skittish. We bought three rounds between us and Herpes obligingly fetched them all. I stuck to my original drink to play safe, but after the third I passed out. Somehow they got me back in a taxi and, with the cooperation of our contemporaries, into my bed.

I woke the next morning with a thundering headache and a mouth like the bottom of a birdcage. Cameron and Herpes came in to view me, and after a conference decided I could miss breakfast, but must attend Lottie’s last lecture, as it involved signing the register to ensure no one had escaped early. I struggled into my clothes while they were at breakfast and made an attempt to pack my case, but red-hot fingers of pain probed every crevice of my skull and several times I was violently sick. Cameron and Herpes helped me down to the lecture room and everyone made room for us to install ourselves on the back row, away from Lottie’s eagle eye.

Lottie’s lecture was a brief resumé of all that had gone before, dwelling finally on the problem of lifting which we had so lamentably failed to solve. She called up two of the male nurses to demonstrate – their muscles were less vulnerable – and asked for a volunteer to be the patient. There were no offers.

‘Come along,’ she cried. ‘You at the end of the back row, don’t sit skulking there!’ There was still no response. Herpes nudged me and dazedly I realized I was the one at the end of the back row. Painfully, with throbbing head, I stumbled forward and up the steps on to the platform. Lottie beckoned me into the chair which stood between the two stalwart male nurses.

‘Come,’ she cried, warming to her subject, ‘off with your coat!’ Briskly she had my grey jacket unbuttoned and off before I remembered the little white blouse gaping beneath. Futilely I tried to pull it together to hide the expanse of bra and bare midriff now exposed to all and sundry. There was a rending sound from under the armpits; miserably I gave up and sat bog-eyed and blotto, shamed before them all.

My disgrace was complete; nothing worse could happen to me now.

But it could.

And it did.

Slowly, insidiously, relentlessly, my nose began to bleed.

The refresher course had not done much to improve my ego. It only made me realize what an ignoramus I was. Uneasy at heart I cadged a Mims list from the chemist to compare with the notes I had scribbled during the lectures on drugs and began taking Honnor Morton’s dictionary to bed with me. Faced with such opposition my husband retired with the sulks and a hot-water bottle.

I raked out my old lecture notes and when I opened them it was like a trip into the Dark Ages.

Afterwards I lay staring into the darkness, reviewing, like the proverbial drowning man, all the events in my life which had brought me to this pass.
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