


Nurse! Nurse!



Chapter 1

STARTING OVER

First up was the interview – or in NHS speak: ‘Suitability Test’.
I put on a dark suit, a pair of polished black Doc Martens 

and pinned a Remembrance Day poppy to my lapel. It was the 
smartest I’d looked in years.

At the hospital reception I was asked: ‘Whose father are you?’
‘Nobody’s!’ I harrumphed, and explained I was one of the 

nursing candidates.
‘Oh, sorry, sir,’ said the blond supervisor, peering at me 

through trendy, blue-rimmed glasses. ‘We don’t get many appli-
cants looking like you.’

‘George Clooney types?’ I suggested, though Wayne Rooney 
was probably more accurate.

‘You wish, sir! I mean middle-aged men wearing a suit and 
tie.’

In the ‘Selection Day’ room there were fourteen other candi-
dates. It was a large, light room, midway up a tower block. The 
only feature, other than desks and chairs, was a shelf of blood 
pressure machines that resembled an army of midget aliens.

The other candidates were all young women between the ages 
of eighteen and twenty-five. I was the only man and the eldest by 
comfortably a decade, although at times that morning it felt more 
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like several geological eras. Many of the girls wore tracksuits or 
denim. Four or five were zombied out, listening to iPods. The 
only sounds were the slop, slop of chewed gum and some distant 
church bells.

I was sitting next to a teenager who, unlike most of the others, 
was immaculately dressed in a blue top decorated with seahorses. 
Her pretty, freckled face was pale as a candle and pinched with 
nerves.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said, trying to relax her. ‘It’s only a basic 
Maths and English test.’

‘God, I’m so nervous,’ she replied, biting her lip. ‘All I ever 
wanted is to be a children’s nurse. Ever since I was little.’

Elsa told me about her volunteer work in hospitals over the 
school holidays, looking after her ailing grandfather and gain-
ing a First Aid certificate. She’d also written a project on Edith 
Cavell, the heroic wartime nurse shot by the Nazis after helping 
allied soldiers escape from Belgium.

I felt like a fraud by comparison. All I’d done in preparation 
was watch the boxed set of Grey’s Anatomy, perhaps the least 
authentic hospital show ever aired on television. ‘Nurse! Nurse! 
It’s Dr Implausible here, we’ve got a dozen earthquake victims, a 
wounded deer and a woman who thinks she’s Abraham Lincoln. Oh, 
and I’ll see you in the locker room after you’re done, you saucy minx.’

My own experience had been far from medical. I’d spent 
years odd-jobbing: working on farms, in bars and restaurants, 
teaching English to the Chinese. I didn’t have one member 
of my immediate family – past or present – who had worked 
in medicine and I’d never even seen a dead body – except on 
Grey’s Anatomy. ‘What the hell am I doing here?’ I thought to 
myself, not for the first time that morning.

‘God, I’m just so nervous,’ Elsa repeated. She was becoming 
increasingly uptight, tapping her foot against her desk.

‘Don’t panic,’ I said. ‘You’ll be fine.’
A side door swung open and in shot a small, bearded man 
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with a rucksack the size of a straw bale. He strutted to the front 
of the class and cavalierly discarded his load.

‘Good morning,’ he said, scanning us all. ‘My name is Mr 
Temple.’ He smiled menacingly. ‘I’m here to tell you that 
you are mine for the next three years. All mine!’ Elsa nodded 
enthusiastically. ‘Turn off those iPods!’

A couple of the girls begrudgingly ripped out their earplugs.
‘Now listen carefully,’ Mr Temple continued, while prowling 

between desks. ‘You might have friends who are studying some-
thing nice and soft. Something like history, or art, or media. 
Pah! They get most of the summer off and a long break at Easter 
and Christmas.’ At this point he raised his voice. ‘But you, you 
won’t. You get about five weeks. The rest of the time you are in 
the wards or studying. In other words – you are mine! All mine! 
Am I clear?’

Elsa nodded even more enthusiastically. I prayed she never 
got kidnapped by a cult as she would be brainwashed in no time.

‘Maybe you like playing sport at weekends,’ added Mr 
Temple, ‘perhaps singing in a choir, salsa dancing or, God help 
us, shopping. Well, that’s fine. But nursing will come first. OK? 
If it doesn’t, then feel free to leave now. The door is there.’ He 
stabbed a finger in its direction. ‘So go now. Go!’ Elsa looked 
miserably at the door, her eyes wide as saucers. I was making a 
Herculean effort not to laugh. If Mr Temple said, ‘You are mine. 
All mine!’ one more time, I felt sure I would.

‘Did you know the NHS is the largest employer in Europe?’ 
barked Mr Temple. ‘And the third largest employer in the 
world. Did you know? Did you?’ Elsa shook her head. I joined 
her this time. I decided I probably shouldn’t get kidnapped by a 
cult either. ‘You are in a privileged position, every one of you. 
It costs over £11,000 a year to train a nurse, so don’t come 
expecting an easy ride. Every year there are high dropout rates.’

Mr Temple banged his fist on a desk. Elsa flinched. ‘Nursing 
is not all about helping nice little children. Oh, no! It’s a hard 
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job – you will have to deal with blood, tears, abuse, horrible 
parents, fear and death. So if it’s not for you, get out now. Right 
now. Go on, out!’ The man really was a charmer. I sensed Elsa 
was about to pass out – she’d been expecting a Maths test, for 
heaven’s sake.

‘But, trust me, all of you,’ Mr Temple softened his voice. ‘If 
you make it, you will have one of the most rewarding jobs in the 
world. I really mean that.’ He smiled, a genuinely warm smile 
this time. ‘And I hope you will all make it.’

Blimey, he had turned into the Nurse Whisperer. Elsa was 
now beaming with a wattage that verged on celestial.

‘Right! First the English test, then Maths,’ snapped Mr 
Temple, ruining the moment. I’d have to get used to this Good 
Nurse, Bad Nurse routine.

The English test was fine but, having not even looked at an 
equation for twenty years, I struggled with the Maths. Elsa had 
clearly breezed through both, and seemed relaxed for the first 
time that morning.

‘Right, next we’re going to have a debate,’ said Mr Temple, 
pulling out a handful of cardboard signs from his rucksack. He 
explained that on each of the signs was a question. For example: 
Are celebrities bad for our health? Are nurses too posh to wash?

Mr Temple told us to pull our chairs into a circle facing each 
other. We were then each handed a cardboard sign. Mine read: 
Should alcohol be banned? And Elsa’s: Is the media too power-
ful? Elsa looked nervous again.

The idea was that each of us should speak for five minutes on 
our subject, but that others could join in, too. First up was a very 
assured West Indian girl talking about celebrities. All was going 
fine until near the end when she started talking about George 
Best.

‘So, tell me,’ interrupted Mr Temple abruptly, ‘should George 
Best have been allowed another liver?’
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‘No,’ I said. This was something I felt strongly about. ‘He was 
given one liver, then carried on boozing. Why should he have 
another?’

‘Because he was a football legend,’ argued a brunette with a hint 
of an Irish accent. ‘And what are you going to do, just let him die?’

‘He was a washed-out playboy,’ I said. ‘So many people 
deserved a liver more than he did. Sure, he was a genius once, 
but he’d had his chance.’

‘You’re supposed to be a nurse, supposed to care,’ fumed the 
brunette, not unreasonably. ‘There were personal reasons for his 
drinking.’

‘I didn’t want him to die, I liked him,’ I stressed. ‘But there 
aren’t many livers available. I think someone else should have 
had it, that’s all.’

Oh no, this wasn’t going well at all. I’d wanted to passionately 
express my views, but had come across like a tabloid pundit.

The rest of the talks went smoothly enough. I interjected here 
and there, trying to sound a bit more touchy-feely, and a bit less 
like George Best’s assassin. During my talk: Should alcohol be 
banned? I stressed that it shouldn’t – partly because prohibition 
had been a disaster in 1920s America and partly because it was 
a denial of our human rights, but mostly because I liked a pint 
now and then. I was challenged by a feisty, bespectacled girl who 
raged about alcohol being the ‘devil’s juice’. This made me feel 
a bit less hard line.

But I was worried about Elsa. She hadn’t said a word. Her 
topic hadn’t come up yet. When it did, she looked close to tears. 
She read out in a quavering voice: ‘Is the media too powerful?’ 
then dried up completely. Several of us tried to help her out, but 
she was stiff with nerves, utterly mute. Her head slumped down 
and her eyes welled up. She didn’t say another word and before 
long the final talk had been presented and we were free to go.

I accompanied Elsa to the bus stop. She burst into tears as 
soon as we left the building.
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‘I didn’t say anything,’ she said, her breath smoky in the cold 
air. ‘They’ll never select me. I’ve failed. I’ll never be a nurse.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I tried to reassure her. ‘It probably doesn’t 
matter. Some of us said far too much. You did well in the writ-
ten tests. You’ll be fine.’

‘No, I’m out,’ said Elsa, rummaging in her handbag for a 
tissue. ‘I’m sure of it.’

Sadly, she was probably right. And yet, out of all of us, I sensed 
she was the most naturally caring, and certainly wasn’t too posh to 
wash. It seemed so unfair that a nineteen-year-old’s ability to nurse 
was being judged on whether she could tell us: Is the media too 
powerful? Something even Jeremy Paxman might struggle with. 

But maybe Elsa was just too nice. I had read about nurses 
having to endure ‘the tyranny of niceness’. About how they are 
supposed to be constantly full of smiles and good will towards 
everyone at all times. Elsa had this ability in abundance. And 
yet, early in my course I realised nurses also had to be resilient. 
They had to stand up for themselves, whether in front of patients 
and their families, or fellow health professionals. At times they 
would witness tragic incidents, verbal abuse, and long hours. 
They needed to be strong. Yet wasn’t there room for gentle 
nurses such as Elsa, and tougher ones such as Mr Temple?

For all Mr Temple’s belligerence, I soon realised it had been 
for a reason. He was right to tell us it was going to be hard, and 
that we wouldn’t have much time for other things. He was even 
right to stress: ‘You are mine. All mine.’ And he was right to tell 
us it could be the most rewarding job in the world, too.

‘I’ll see you at the hospital,’ I told Elsa, who had now dried her  
tears. She smiled, a fragile but dignified smile, and walked on to 
her bus. I never saw her or any of the others again. Oh, except 
Mr Temple, of course.

To celebrate being accepted as a trainee nurse I joined Jake and 
Bill, two of my oldest friends, at our local, The Rising Sun. Jake, 
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a teacher of English as a foreign language, was dressed in a blue 
poncho.

‘What’s this, Jakey-Boy?’ said Bill, shaking dry his umbrella. 
‘Casual Friday?’

‘You know every day’s casual with me, Bill,’ replied Jake. 
‘But I’ve got a Mexican in my class this week, so I’m making 
him feel at home.’

‘Feel at home!’ said Bill. ‘You look like Clint Eastwood in drag.’
In contrast to Jake’s outré dress sense, Bill was wearing a beige 

suit, the sort of garment diplomats wear in films. He worked 
all hours in the human resources department of a construction 
company to support his ever-expanding family.

‘Take a look at this, Jimmy,’ said Bill, slapping down a news-
paper. mrsa – should we blame nurses? blazed the headline.

‘I’d be worried if you were my nurse, Jimmy,’ said Jake. ‘Your 
personal hygiene was never very good when we shared a house 
together.’

‘That was then, this is now, Jake. I even floss my teeth some-
times these days.’

Bill pointed triumphantly at another article further into the 
paper. violent attacks on nursing soaring.

‘Are you really sure you want to do this, amigo?’ said Jake, 
slapping me on the back. ‘Let’s face it, you’re hardly Mother 
Teresa are you? All this sudden worthiness sounds like a midlife 
crisis to me.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’m ready. I’ve read the articles, too.’ 
And I had, every one of them: no jobs for new nurses; 
nursing in the uk – no thanks; and nurses angry with the 
government. The list was endless.

‘I just don’t get it,’ said Jake. ‘All those negative headlines but 
didn’t Tony Blair just boast it’s the best year ever for the NHS?’

‘What bollocks!’ said Bill, crunching on a pork scratching. In 
his other hand he cradled a pint of Guinness. Without the recent 
smoking ban, he’d have had a Marlboro in his mouth, too.
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‘It’s not all bad,’ I said. ‘Nurses’ starting salaries have almost 
doubled over the last decade.’

‘Nurses should get paid well,’ said Bill. ‘I read that the NHS 
now costs us almost 100 billion pounds a year. One hundred 
billion pounds!’ Bill slapped his paunch in protest. ‘That’s a sum 
so bloody huge even Cristiano Ronaldo wouldn’t turn up his 
nose at it.’

I stressed that the NHS statistics weren’t all rotten. Patient 
deaths from cancer and heart disease were both down, and the 
average life expectancy in the UK was now nearly a whopping 
eighty years old.

‘Oh, great,’ said Jake. ‘So the fact Bruce Forsyth is still danc-
ing and David Attenborough still hugging gorillas is all down to 
the NHS.’

‘Don’t be so cynical,’ I said. ‘The NHS has its faults, sure. But 
it gives free health care to the country. We should be grateful. 
It’s a national treasure!’

‘Was a national treasure,’ said Jake, with as much gravitas as a 
man in a blue poncho could muster. ‘It now spends all its billions 
on managers.’

‘But it needs managers,’ said Bill. ‘Just not as many. And only 
medically savvy ones who don’t charge through the nose.’

‘Like you do, Bill,’ I said. ‘And if you keep troughing pork fat 
like that you’ll need the NHS before you hit forty.’

‘Ooooh, matron, give me a break.’ Bill winked at me. ‘I make 
no excuses. I’m a fat businessman – get over it.’

‘Florence, here,’ Jake said, pointing at me, ‘is right, Bill. You 
need to take more care of yourself. You’re plump as a goose.’ 
Being a stick-thin, rock-climbing, tofu muncher, Jake had every 
right to criticise Bill – but he could sound horribly smug.

‘I know I’m a nurse in waiting,’ I stressed. ‘But could we cut 
down on the “oooh matron” and Florence jibes.’

So far people had reacted very differently towards my decision 
to be a nurse. My family and female friends – with the exception 
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of Jess, my girlfriend – tended to bathe me in angelic glory and 
proudly announce: ‘Jimmy’s training to be a nurse you know, 
isn’t that lovely/noble/scary as hell.’ (The last comment was from 
Jess.) Many of my male friends, however, teased me relentlessly. 
They jested about bedpans, sensible shoes and Ann Summers 
suspenders. Their image of nurses seemed to veer wildly from 
saintly Florence Nightingale types to pouty temptresses such as 
Abby in ER.

To be fair, by starting my nurse training in my thirties, I was 
smashing the three golden rules of hospital soaps – namely that nurses 
should be one: female; two: young; and three: gorgeous. Yet one 
in ten nurses is now male, compared to only a handful during the 
birth of the NHS more than sixty years ago. In fact, there are now  
more male nurses than ever before with numbers steadily on the up.

Sadly, this encouraging statistic failed to stop the likes of 
Jake and Bill milking all the stereotypes. And by last orders that 
evening they were at it again.

‘Hey, Bill, listen up!’ Jake cupped his hand to his ear. ‘It’s 
Jimmy’s song on the duke box.’ In the background I could hear 
Robbie Williams breaking into the opening lines of ‘Angels’. At 
the chorus they both serenaded me with a horribly off-key duet. 

‘And through it all, he offers me protection, a lot of love and 
affection, whether I’m right or wrong . . . ’

‘Please, guys, we’re going to get kicked out,’ I pleaded. ‘You 
sound like Keith Richards drowning . . . ’

‘DuhDuhDuhDuhDuuuu . . . DuhDuhDuhDuhDuhnaaa-
naaaaaaah . . . ’

‘Enough, you plonkers!’
‘Lighten up, Jimmy,’ said Jake, as he drained his pint. ‘Worse 

things happen at sea. At least we didn’t sing “Sisters Are Doing 
It For Themselves”.’

On the first day of nursing school I arrived in good time at 
the assembly hall. Watching my fellow students, many of them 
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shouldering backpacks – their faces part anxiety, part hope – I 
was reminded of refugees arriving in a new land.

Our group – about 150 in all – was a complex cultural stew. 
Voices from Africa, the West Indies, Canada, France, Eastern 
Europe and South America, not to mention Hackney and 
Huddersfield, swirled around, creating a babel that sounded as 
strange and rich as a flock of tropical birds.

We varied greatly in age, too. It was safe to say a few students 
had just left school – one girl even wore pigtails with red bows 
as if she’d just skipped out of Grange Hill – while at the other 
end of the scale were a few silver surfers, well into their forties 
and even fifties.

We really were the most incredible jumble. To my right sat 
Tola, a chatty Jamaican mother of three, with a Walnut Whip 
hairdo held in place by a lacquer so strong not even a tornado 
would ruffle it. And to my left was a sturdy, middle-aged man 
called Kiko, bald as a billiard ball, who had spent time in the 
Senegalese army. In front of us sat an elegant Muslim girl in a 
black headdress next to an exuberant Scot called Laura, a former 
aerobics teacher with a nose stud. Nursing clearly acted as a  
crucible to all ages, races, faiths – and hairdos.

Tola and Laura were both studying to be adult nurses. Adult 
nurses made up the lion’s share of the assembly, and were mostly 
young women in their twenties. Kiko, however, was studying 
mental health – a branch of nursing that radically boosted the 
number of men and older students in the profession. It seemed 
children’s nurses were the smallest group; in fact I had yet to  
meet one.

The assembly hall was huge, cold and dusty. There were no 
desks to write on, so we poised our notebooks on our laps, like 
journalists at a press conference.

Before the class started, a pigeon that had been roosting on 
the hall’s roof beams began flapping around above us. A man in 
blue overalls appeared with a window pole. He tried chivvying 



STARTING OVER

11

the startled creature, but it only flew to a fresh perch, causing lots  
of cheering and whooping from the class.

‘Quiet!’ snapped a familiar voice.
And then, with the authority of Moses parting the Red Sea, 

Mr Temple walked in. The hall immediately hushed. Even the 
pigeon stopped cooing. What was it about this man, other than 
that he looked a bit like a Bond villain (the one with the white 
cat, I think, rather than the one with three nipples or the killer 
top hat)? Accompanying Mr Temple was a splendidly upright 
lady with a neat, black bob and the warmest of smiles. Tola told 
me she recognised her. She was known as Super Nurse, writer of 
many text books on nursing and something of a legend. 

‘Good morning, everyone,’ said Super Nurse, beaming. 
‘Welcome to the Grand Hall.’

‘Otherwise known as the Not So Grand Hall,’ mumbled Mr 
Temple.

‘It’s a joy to see so many of you keen to become nurses,’ said 
Super Nurse. ‘The best profession there is.’ Mr Temple rolled 
his eyes at this point. It was clear these two were going to be a 
great double act. Super Nurse as Tigger, Mr Temple as a much 
angrier version of Eeyore.

Super Nurse then proceeded to give us a half-hour barn-
stormer of a speech. If this had been a party political conference, 
she would have won several standing ovations. Like Mr Temple, 
she did not shy from the profession’s tougher aspects. She even 
confessed that she had very nearly given up in her final year of 
nurse training, tired and disillusioned after too many night shifts 
and battling with her overdraft.

Heavens above, I thought, if this human dynamo nearly threw 
in the towel, what hope have the rest of us? But Super Nurse 
dwelt on the positive, too – the soul-charging satisfaction of 
doing a job that improved people’s lives every day.

‘Whenever times are tough,’ advised Super Nurse, with evan-
gelical zeal, ‘think of the good you are doing. Unlike some jobs, 
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nursing is never trivial. You are helping the sick, the vulnerable. 
Is there a more rewarding job than this? I don’t think so. Thank 
you and good luck.’

Super Nurse received a huge cheer and left us all on a high, 
basking in her positive aura. Mr Temple then took to the stage. 
Here we go, I thought, from the sublime to the sanctimonious. 
But, this time there wasn’t to be a single ‘You are mine!’ It 
was all low-key practical stuff, with Mr Temple explaining the 
events of the day such as picking up uniforms and distributing 
timetables. Then, just as we were about to leave, he couldn’t 
resist one final pep talk.

‘You are the standard bearers of the new generation!’ shouted 
Mr Temple. ‘So don’t let yourselves down. But more import
antly – don’t let me down!’ He softened his tone. ‘Many of you 
here will not make it through the next three years. You will fall 
by the wayside. You simply will not survive.’ Good God, what 
was this? The eve of Agincourt?

‘But remember, if you’re struggling,’ Mr Temple gestured to 
us all, ‘and, trust me, you will struggle, remember we are here  
to support you. Every! Single! Step! Of! The! Way!’ Another 
cheer erupted, almost as good as the one for Super Nurse.

‘Now shut up and collect your uniforms,’ snapped Mr Temple. 
‘And someone get that bloody pigeon out of here.’

Later, I met some of my fellow children’s nurses. According to a 
list given to us by Mr Temple there were a dozen of us, all women 
except for me and a man called Chips, an Irish photographer.

Chips was the first of the group I came across. I bumped into 
him at the uniform fitting as I tried on my blue trousers and 
white tunic. I also had a badge that proudly proclaimed: jimmy 
frazier – student nurse.

‘Hey, it’s Gordon Ramsay’s little brother,’ said Chips, point-
ing at me. To be fair the male nurse’s uniform – especially the 
white-buttoned tunic – did make me look a bit like a chef.
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Chips sported a pork-pie hat and heavy, black-framed glasses. 
He was about my age, perhaps a bit older. He told me that his pho-
tography work – everything from weddings to war zones – was 
drying up and he wanted something more stable. One of his nieces 
had needed heart surgery recently and the high standard of care 
she had received at an NHS hospital had inspired him to become a  
children’s nurse.

During lunch break, Chips and I perused the text books at 
the college shop. Here we met two more of our group – Jana, 
a bright, rangy-limbed Bermudan girl who used to work in 
IT and Vicky, a boisterous Essex teenager, fresh out of school. 
Jana was elegantly dressed in black with a spangly, Boho neck-
lace while Vicky sported crucifix earrings, ripped jeans and a 
face full of mischief. They were both ranting about the cost  
of books.

‘How am I supposed to buy paperbacks worth twenty quid?’ 
Vicky said, running her finger along the book spines. ‘I can 
barely afford to pay my rent.’

‘Same here,’ agreed Jana. ‘Even my room in the nursing hall 
is over sixty quid a week.’

I realised how lucky I was to be living in my own flat and 
without an overdraft. Chips was in a similar position to me, but 
for many students – especially the younger ones – money was a  
huge concern. Their annual bursary – around £7,000 – was 
their lifeline.

But Vicky and Jana had the edge on us oldies when it came 
to technology. Chips and I wouldn’t have known a Power Point 
presentation if it hit us full-beam in the face. And neither of 
us had studied subjects such as biology, maths and essay writ-
ing since our teens. For this reason I badly needed a basic biol-
ogy book and was eyeing up one called The Body – A Duffer’s 
Guide.

‘All I remember about biology from school days,’ I said, pull-
ing out the book, ‘is that a man’s body is 90 per cent water.’
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‘A man’s body is only about 60 per cent water, actually,’ Jana 
corrected me. ‘And a woman’s body 5 per cent less. Women 
have more body fat than men, though.’

‘Where do men store their extra water, then?’ asked Vicky.
‘Probably their brains,’ said Jana.
Apart from a basic biology primer, I also wanted a more 

personal book on nursing. Not a text book, but a blow-by-
blow account of what it is like to be a nurse today, of life on 
the wards. Incredibly, there didn’t seem to be one. There were 
stretcherloads of books by other health professionals – surgeons, 
doctors, paramedics – and several couchloads by therapists, with 
titles such as Oedipus Revisited and How to Make Somebody Fall in 
Love with You in 10 Minutes: or Less! – but not one contemporary 
nursing book.

Considering there are more nurses than any other health 
professionals in the NHS, and the NHS employs over a million 
staff, this was an arresting fact. The only nursing memoirs on 
show were Florence Nightingale’s dispatches from the Crimea. 
Groundbreaking, sure – but over 150 years old.

‘Of course there are no nursing memoirs,’ Vicky told me, 
decisively. ‘Nurses are far too busy to ponce about writing books.’

She had a point. The nurses I met always seemed active, prac-
tical people. They wanted to crack on and care for the sick, frail, 
mentally ill, and when not dashing about doing this they liked to 
gossip and eat biscuits. Finding their inner muse was understand-
ably low on their priority list.

Eventually, I bought a basic biology book and a discounted 
copy of The Motorcycle Diaries by Che Guevara, which I found 
in the history section – Mr Temple would not have approved. I 
told Chips that as Che Guevara had trained to be a doctor in his 
early life, this was my excuse for buying his diary.

‘Rubbish,’ said Jana, reading the front cover, which showed 
Che on his Norton 500. ‘You bought it so that if the nursing 
doesn’t work out, you can become a revolutionary.’
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‘Well, the hours are probably better,’ mused Vicky. ‘Wages, 
too. And you get to grow the coolest beard in history.’ 

In sharp contrast to Che Guevara’s beard, that afternoon we 
confronted the two least cool beards in history. These belonged 
to a pair of St John Ambulance workers – Rob and Robbie – 
our manual handling teachers.

It was hard to tell Rob and Robbie apart. Both had equal 
amounts of jungly, grey-flecked facial hair and matching blue 
jumpers with elbow patches. They resembled Arctic explorers 
who’d just returned from the Pole, although judging by the size 
of their paunches they had tucked into too many walrus suppers 
en route. In fact, Rob and Robbie were so hard to tell apart that 
Vicky decided we should simply call them The Beards.

The Beards’ class was the first to bring our group together.
Other than Chips, Jana, Vicky and myself there were two 

very polite, slightly anxious Muslim girls enshrouded in black 
(Hadia and Shima); a Zimbabwean mother of four with a 
booming laugh (Sheena); a serene Ghanaian woman, who had 
a degree in marketing (Coco); a Somali girl with an equato-
rial girth disguised by beautiful, swirling robes (Ola), and a tiny, 
smiley girl from Cameroon who was reading a Mills and Boon 
romance (Mayla). 

The Beards were veteran teachers blessed with a confident, 
easy banter. They had their ‘How to Lift’ lesson down to a tee.

Robbie (or maybe Rob) was first up. We have 206 bones in 
our body, he told us while primping his side-burns, and of these, 
our spinal vertebrae are the most crucial for lifting.

‘And did you know,’ said Rob (or Robbie), ‘nursing is perhaps 
the most dangerous profession of all for knackering your back?’

Vicky quickly raised her hand: ‘What about weightlifters?’
‘Or sheep shearers?’ I said.
‘Or builders?’ suggested Sheena.
Rob looked at us, unfazed, and said that nurses historically 
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had more back injuries than builders. He said he’d never tried 
sheep shearing or weightlifting himself – ‘I leave all the heavy 
lifting to the missus’ – but he imagined both professions required 
strong backs to start with. He stressed that nurses had to lift 
patients of all shapes and sizes – even children’s nurses, such as 
us, would have to deal with some hefty teenagers.

Nowadays though, Robbie assured us, nurses didn’t really 
need to lift at all – thanks to hoists, which we would be taught 
how to use later.

‘In fact,’ Robbie said, ‘the only movement you need on the 
wards now is this . . . ’ He slightly bent his knees, parted his legs 
and gently rocked back and forth. ‘And that’s it,’ he said. ‘No 
need to tense muscles, no need to twist your back. Just like a 
reed in the breeze.’

At this stage all hell broke loose. Some of the students had 
recently worked on wards as volunteers or health care assistants 
and insisted they had done lots of manual hefting.

‘Listen up!’ said Rob, raising his hands. ‘If any of you are 
asked to lift a patient manually you needn’t do it. Simple as that. 
Just call me and I’ll speak to the ward manager. I’ll write my 
number on the board.’

I was impressed by this gesture and could see it was genuine 
but I also knew there was a huge difference between what Rob 
was teaching in the class, and the reality of the wards.

Clearly if a patient fell to the floor in a hospital and no hoist 
was available we couldn’t simply leave them. If we refused to 
help – ‘Sorry, Matron, there’s no way I’m lifting anyone, Rob 
said so, OK!’ – surely we would be laughed out of town. It 
would be like an army cadet refusing to do an assault course. 
‘Sorry, Sarge, in school we were told not to climb ropes unless 
we really had to. I’m texting my health and safety adviser.’

But Rob did have a very good point. ‘You only get one spine 
so be careful,’ he said, a biscuit vanishing into the wilderness of 
his beard. ‘Damage it and your career is over.’
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As we finished the lesson early Robbie asked us all to briefly 
give our reasons for wanting to become a nurse. Chips men-
tioned his visits to see his niece in hospital while Jana had been 
inspired by her doctor father. Others had helped care for family 
members – a parent with dementia, a sister with autism – and 
some had been won over by volunteer work. Hadia, with win-
ning clarity, simply told us: ‘I was born to nurse.’

Fortunately, the class finished before it was my turn. I knew 
I would have trouble explaining my reasons for nursing as  
eloquently as my colleagues. In truth, I was still working them 
out.




