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               I have always loved this time of morning, this hour before dawn. There is a comforting stillness, 

the wonderful promise of early light about to appear. It is a time I love quite selfishly. I can dream a little 

before the world rises again and forces itself upon me. All my life I have wanted to live and work in 

moments like this. Surrounded by calm, silence, giving into the expectations hope brings. Perhaps it is 

because I have nothing that I don’t give in to despair. 

              I am an orphan. I taught myself to believe that when you are alone you have a special freedom. 

You belong nowhere and everywhere. And this feeling  gives you courage to be what you dream. I 

became a nurse. Which is why I am here now, at twenty four, a spinster, riding in a quarantine train 

across a wilderness and coming to the end of a journey. 

 When this upcoming day turns to night, I will start a new life. Now, I have opportunity. I have 

been reflecting on the past two weeks since I boarded the train in Halifax. Time spent in hard work and 

much sadness. But time also sparing me a few moments of joy such as I’ve never had before. The last 

seven hours have been free of incident. What with the two stops for water and coal, the clanging of the 

engine’s bell, the infernal slamming of doors and the conductor’s shouts, I am astonished we did not 

have a revolution. Since half past midnight until now my soldiers have been mercifully calm. This is 

unusual on my night shift. I have been blessed, temporarily, if I may use that phrase. Not that God will 

punish. So far, He has been rather aloof from our bitter suffering. We have a new enemy. The doctors 

call it the Spanish influenza. A vicious monster, it shows no respect for age; a demon—yes, that is the 

proper word—who tortures muscles, shatters reason with delirium and drowns young men in their own 

blood.  

Now my last two hours: I look into each soldier’s face as I move down the rows of beds. Eyes are 

closed and features seem so peaceful in spite of the sweat on their foreheads. A fever nurse must 

remain alert to changes in skin colour, the strains of laboured breathing and, above all, any sign of 

gagging. What is most important is to be ready.  What is most heartening is that my men trust me and 

say they like me. Some of the bolder men address me by my name, Miss Dare. Only Colonel Talbot 

knows my first name is Mildred. This is what I love. The bringing of comfort. I tell the soldiers this and it 

is just as well, for two or three of them will not live beyond this coming day. When the sun starts gliding 

in shortly, we must all be on guard for Death will start on his rounds soon enough.  



  The eighteen in this carriage are all members of the Canadian regiment, the Princess Patricias. 

We are incarcerated together on a troop train, in a quarantine car requisitioned by the British and 

Canadian armies. In spite of their wounds and shell shock and now this new contagion, my soldiers try—

as I do—to be merry. Brave fine souls they are, released from war hospitals in England and the Front. 

There is talk of an armistice but what these men have gained is freedom from the trenches. At a terrible 

cost, mind you. Lost eyes and limbs, unbearable howling nightmares, and on top, the beastly flu in their 

lungs. Mary Bolt, my sister nurse, and I live cautiously in limbo between what we can do to ease the 

dying and our own terror of falling victim to this plague. We are travelling from east to west, from the 

port of Halifax and on to the Pacific delivering survivors home to their families. It is possible to work like 

this, with more loss than gain. Poor Mary looks so worn. The War has paled the roses in her cheeks. She 

and I signed on, labour for passage, fully aware that in the end, we both will have new lives to look 

forward to—if we come out of this whole. 

  * 

 Something  happened last night. 

 I had just unlocked the door and come into the Pullman converted into our sick ward. 

 Sergeant Williams was curled up on the floor at the far end of the car. Bellowing, flailing his 

arms, the poor man crouched in the corner, his eyes rolling with flu delirium. He would not let Mary 

touch him, the reason no doubt being the syringe held high in her left hand. The other men had grown 

restless. As I rushed by them in their berths, a couple reached out to touch my arm. None of them were 

of much help as we tried to get hold of Sergeant Williams. By this time, he had climbed onto Colonel 

Talbot’s berth and was crowding the other man up against the shaded window. The spectators were 

shouting him down, their throats croaking with coughs. 

“Hold onto him, Mary. Take his left elbow.” 

Mary tried but Sergeant Williams had an agile left arm and he struck her on the shoulder. 

“Millie,” Mary cried. I could see he had hurt her. “Let’s shove him now.” 

This seemed to do the trick. We secured the raving man against the window. What terror 

resided in his eyes.  Mary is strong and quick herself. She was able to lift the syringe, tap it with a finger 

and pose it over Sergeant William’s left thigh. 

“Come along, sir, calm yourself,” Mary said, gentling her voice.  

 Between us, Mary and I finally arm-wrestled our sergeant out of the berth. Our bonny red-

haired boy had torn off half his pyjamas. 

“There we are,” Mary said. She pricked the needle—she is adept with a syringe—and the dear 

sergeant barely flinched. He turned to me, his eyes so full of pleading I wanted to stroke his cheek. Then 

he turned to Mary. 



“You devil hag,” he blurted out, his voice straining. Mary jolted back. Sergeant Williams then 

raised up his fist to hit her, weak and limp as he was with the quick effect of the sedative. “Come, 

Sergeant, come along,” Mary said, her voice falsely cheerful. She and I have gotten better at controlling 

a delirious fellow and rarely end up with black eyes. We apologized to Colonel Talbot, half asleep as he 

was, and draped a calmer Williams over our shoulders and marched him back to his sweat-soaked bed. 

“What a bloody long day, Millie,” she said, back at what serves as our nursing station, a narrow 

bench and one chair. How ridiculous we both looked:  wimples knocked sideways and our masks yanked 

down to our chins. 

I wrapped my arms around her. “There, he was dreaming. You needn’t let his words touch you.” 

 There were tears. I had never seen Mary do that in all the time we trained and worked 

together. At St. Bartholomew’s she shouldered the task of poor women with smallpox, but Mary 

remained calm, steady as a flagpole. 

              “Millie, they all despise me. They do!” 

 “You’re tired, dear. It’s been a long day.” 

 “I try, I do bloody try. But what is the use?” she moaned.  “They hate it when I touch them.” 

 “Now, Mary. You know that is not true. Sergeant Williams himself told me he found you 

amusing. Kindly.” 

 Mary broke away. “You always do that, Millie. Damn you.” 

 She untied and pulled off her plague mask. 

 “Mary, please. We mustn’t disturb the men.” 

 “Your men, Millie. Don’t sweeten it. You know what I mean. Don’t tell me sergeant this and 

sergeant that found me kindly. I can read their eyes, Millie. What have you done to make them hate 

me?” 

 I reached out my arms but Mary backed off toward the door. She turned her face away from 

me.  I had seen that before, how she sensed she had broken apart a moment of comfort and trust. 

I went and held her. Mary is a tender soul. Too tender for her own good. True, the men tell me 

she is unfriendly. After my shifts, I am always exhausted and I bury my head in my pillow with tears in 

my eyes. A black feeling takes hold of me and gives me a shake.  

“Well, dear, “she said, cheering up a little. Like most of us Mary tried to brush away the feeling 

of guilt that so often follows an outburst about complicated, hurtful things. “I think you’ll have a good go 

this night,” she said. With that, she turned and after I had unlocked the door, stepped into the foyer 

without bidding me good night. I wonder if she will spoil, if the cruelty of this new disease will render 

her bitter and unforgiving. I have seen such in some of my fellow nurses back home in England. Their 



inclination to bring comfort disappears; a resentful duty replaces it, a cold efficiency. What might 

protect dear Mary is her ability to put on an outer Mary Bolt, as if this other self were like an overcoat 

knitted up from smiles, grumpy complaints, smart work to protect her heart.   

 *           

   It is now dawn. If I must complain about anything, other than tired feet, it is lack of space to 

write.  For once, we cannot blame the Huns. The contagion first appeared in a boot camp in Kansas of all 

places, fled to Spain and now like an old goat seduces men, women, and children from China to Ireland. 

The problem is we have become numb. There are countless funerals—we see them on the streets 

passing by the depots where we let down men to join their families. We separate ourselves from each 

other in our grief as if it were contagious and needed shutting up.  

 Today we make two stops. McNally and Wilson are meeting their families in the town called 

Regina. Such a flat broad country this is here—the buildings barely make a mark on the landscape. The 

horizon is so far off I can see a single tree ten miles away. I hope the crowd will not become a problem 

when we arrive. Mary and I and Mr. Weyland, our conductor, must lay the men on stretchers. Their 

families stand back wearing masks until we are safely inside the depot. But there are always angry folk. 

Men, mostly. How they swear at us! One in the city of Winnipeg call us ‘plague carriers’.  Perhaps trains 

are the villains in this epidemic. Might we carry the infection in the oil of the wheels or in the hair of the 

cattle—dogies, they call them,--we are transporting out to markets in the towns of Calgary and 

Edmonton? 

I rise from the desk. In my last hour. My boys need liquids so their throats and lungs remain 

moist. Which means I must first stir them, then walk up and down and back and forth with a large jug to 

encourage—dare I say nag, like a fishmonger’s wife? “Think of it as good lager, gentlemen,” I say, my 

joking words muffled by my mask. 

               What binds us together is the sound of coughing. Like a refrain in a vaudeville. Morbid, yes, but 

after all, we are travelling inside a rushing metal coffin. I cannot begrudge the Northern Railway Line. It 

attached us behind the caboose. Healthy men in uniform ride in the carriages nearest the engine. They 

are fortunate; they are returning home from Europe as the German nation has pulled back thousands 

from the lines and there is constant talk of an armistice. 

 “Good morning, Sister,” says shy Sergeant Holman. I help him sit. Pour out a glass.  

 He is a devout Catholic. He suffered the gas, and he has shell shock, and so he confuses me with 

a nun he once knew as a boy. I am Sister Ignatia to him. 

 “All the way down, please, Sergeant Holman.”  

 It is warm water. Well, room warm. The porters bring it in milk cans and leave it with Mr. 

Weyland. He, in turn, masks his face and crosses over from his caboose onto our platform and leaves the 

cans in the narrow foyer that once served as a storage hall and is our changing room besides a lavatory 



for those who can walk. Given what the Canadians call a ‘heat wave’ this September, it is no wonder the 

water is tepid. I imagine it scooped out of the streams in this country’s wild forests. 

 “Good day, Colonel Talbot.” 

 I have walked up the right side of the bed rows and am now next to the one at the far end.  

There is quiet here—or it seems—since Colonel Talbot is very ill. How changed he is. The worst thing 

about the final stages of the flu is its colour. A leaden blue in the lips, the cheeks, the palms of the 

hands. Colonel Talbot is struggling to expand his congested lungs. I have twice given him this past night a 

back rub—a brief hard up-and-down to aid his circulation. The glass I now hand him is too heavy for him 

to lift. He flops his left arm and I move closer. Raising up his head, I tilt the glass to his lips. His hair is 

damp and hot even through my padded glove. There is a sensual softness to it, a feeling of strength, for 

it is thick. My fingers fold themselves through it to cup the colonel’s burning skull. 

 “Well done, Colonel,” I whisper. He has slowly sipped half the glass. He has a terrible effort  

pulling air in through his mouth and nose. Colonel Talbot was blinded at Amiens. He cannot recall 

much of the catastrophe. His right hand is missing and he fears he will be useless on his return 

to the ranch where his family lives. 

  “A calm night, Colonel,” I say.  “We are now on the plains. A marvellous sight!” 

 “I can picture them in my thoughts, Miss,” he says, his speaking held low.  

His voice is raspy. I place the thermometer in his mouth. I remember when Colonel 

Talbot boarded the hospital ship in Liverpool for the Atlantic leg of our journey, his poor body 

was razor thin—ribs showing under his taut muscles. This was more from trench exhaustion 

than the influenza he’d caught in the camp at Gloucester. He is always trying to be cheerful. In 

those brief moments when he touches my gloved hand I cannot suppress the rush of pity from 

my heart. I dare not allow myself to feel fully the strong affection I have for him. He will never 

see me; his knowledge of me is my voice which he responds to with his wonderful smile. This is 

a ridiculous infatuation, I know. A one-sided swooning but without any whispered sighs. A 

foolish habit, my being easily charmed by a handsome face. I cannot deny it: dear Colonel 

Talbot is very lovely, his lips are full and even, his jaw a strong V softened by a rounded chin. 

“What will you do without me?” I ask, the abrupt impertinence of my question making 

me blush. I have read in his file that he is headed into the mountains, three depots west from 

where I will leave the train to take on a new posting. He half-smiles, the thermometer at a 

cocky angle in the corner of his mouth. I have never made mention before of my leaving to any 

of the men. Colonel Talbot is the only one I tell. 

“I’ll stay stuck right here, Miss,” he answers, the thermometer I now hold telling me he 

still has a high fever. He reaches over with his left hand and paws the air until he takes hold of 



my sleeve. “But if you’d care and leave me a forwarding address, I’d like to drop you a line once 

I’m settled back home.” His throat erupts into a hacking cough forcing me to break his grasp 

and help him lift the glass once more to his lips. When he has calmed, he folds his arms over his 

chest: “You’re posted, you say?” he asks.  “Is that what you told me yesterday?” 

I struggle now because I must not linger with him. Other men are coughing. I do not 

want to hurt Colonel Talbot’s feelings, though I would rather stay by him. 

“Is that it? A new post?” he says, his voice louder this time. 

“A new post, indeed,” I answer. “I joined this train, my labour for passage, to travel out 

here. I have come from England to work in an isolation hospital. In a small frontier town.” I try, 

now, to joke with him: “In a charming dusty corner of our great Empire.” 

“Careful Miss, you may not find it so. Towns out here, they’re rough lonely places for a 

fine lady like yourself.” 

I am touched by his words, more than by the solemn tone of his voice. I move away 

quickly, across the car to another man, a tank driver by the name of McNally, a freckled 

talkative chap. He is coughing badly. Fortunately, there is no blood, and once he lies back down, 

I go back to check on Colonel Talbot. 

“Colonel?” 

He opens his wayward eyes. He is like a dog I once found on the street as a child—a 

blind animal—sleek but unsure of his footing. Always tentative as he sniffed along the gutter. I 

do not mean this comparison to insult dear Colonel Talbot. But he is similar in the ways he tries 

to focus his empty eyes, tentative in his reaching out to touch me a second time. 

“You’re going to nurse really sick folk, then?” He turns his face right and then left as if he 

were trying to shake an idea out of his mind. “Why in Hell would you do such a thing?” 

I am taken aback. Colonel Talbot has impressed me as a gentle man, perhaps with a 

tough inner spirit, but always polite in his way of speaking. 

“That’s quite a mean dirty pack of people you’ll have to wash up,” he says, his face now 

more agitated.  

“But they won’t do me harm,” I answer him. “I want to help the sick, Colonel. I have 

always felt myself,”--I search quickly for the most honest words--“known in my heart of my 

need to make others....” 



“Lord Jesus, Miss! You’ve seen enough of men like me.  You’re putting yourself in a 

prison, can’t you see?” 

Before I can answer, Sergeant Johnston calls to me. The soldier climbs out to go to the 

lavatory in the foyer and we begin our walk together to fetch the key to open the carriage door 

and head toward the single toilet. Returning with him, I see the dawn at last brightening the 

windows. 

“All well, Sergeant? “ I ask, helping Johnston lie between his sheets. He, too, has luck on 

his side; he has nearly recovered from the flu; there are those who do, in fact, survive. I turn 

and look around at all the men. ‘The quick and the dead’—a haunting Bible phrase, one Colonel 

Talbot used two days ago, my mind fixing on its symmetry as I return to the side of his bed. 

“Here I am, then,” I say softly. Colonel Talbot has fallen back to sleep. I imagine him 

saying, ‘Come and visit me in the mountains.’ I watch his chest, its laboured rise and fall. He is 

unfailingly a fine man. I feel he is a true good person from the fleeting times I have spent with 

him. And I am thankful for his attention as I am certain he is of mine. 

* 

Sometimes I wonder what my mother might think if she saw me now as a grown woman. She 

died when I was seven, when I was a shy, wary child. I am still shy and polite, tall, and in my estimation, 

plain. I am a spinster who never believes well-intentioned older women who tell me I have lovely 

posture or perfect hands. Those are code words for—‘my, she is an ordinary-looking girl, isn’t she? 

Nursing is a good profession for a single woman’--a kiss-with- a-slap compliment, if ever there were one.   

No doubt she’d be delighted to discover her only child earns her keep by tending the sick. A fever 

nurse—I have my certificate—licensed at St. Bartholomew’s in Theobalds Road, London. Come to think 

of it, you might imagine I would run in fear from the heart-splitting sights I see every hour. My mother, I 

am sure, would know better. She would know I was cut out for this life. 

Miss Mildred Dare. Twenty-four years old, orphaned, taken in by Quaker neighbours, Mr. Beck 

and his wife, both childless but kindly. I once imagined myself as a tree, like the elm in my grammar 

school courtyard, rooted, but ignored by the other children who beat about its whitewashed trunk. 

“Come, Silent Sal,” Mr. Beck used to scold. I could sew a seam well, better than other ten year olds—Mr. 

Beck was a tailor. “Put them here, for your future,” he’d say (he died of a tumour, the dear man) and 

with the box of shillings I went off at sixteen to St. Bartholomew’s, the War demanding licensed nurses 

to tend at the Front, to nurse the wounded, and now those sick with this new disease.  

             My license explains much.  First, I am registered and may demand a fair wage. I change 

bandages, clean wounds. I can recognize rashes and spots and the colour of bad phlegm. I know about 

tinctures, doses, the measure of a fever pulse. I may not carry a stethoscope. That instrument is for men 

only, for the doctors. I must bide my time, never falter in my patience.   



 I was an obedient child; I am an obedient adult. Even now I comply to the necessities of the 

world in the hope of understanding my meagre place in it. Without doubt I am aware my first 

acquaintance with Death was gentle. He was kind to my mother.  I also know that in days of war He will 

grant me no quarter. 

  * 

“Millie?”  

There is a light tapping at the door. The sun has come up fully, pale and smoky, the edges of the 

blinds lined with silver. 

“Don’t rush,” Mary says to me. “I’m a bit ahead.” 

I can hear her through the door, pulling off her boots and outer garments, rummaging.  

 Where is the key? I keep mislaying the smallest of things. Mary is knocking now and I rise and 

the key clangs to the floor. 

“Good morning,” I say, slipping down my mask. Mary blinks twice in return, though I can tell she 

is grinning from the stretch of her mask. She looks around quickly, then slips it down to her chin. 

“Another riot in Quebec City,” she whispers. “Mr. Weyland told me in the caboose. Heard it by 

the telegraph.” 

“The fear is as bad as the flu,” I say, my eyes glancing toward the beds and the vulnerable men 

in them. 

 We both look at each other as Mary slides up her mask. We are remembering the incident in 

the depot at Quebec City three days ago. Large crowds of men and boys brandishing sticks, screaming 

through their plague masks. As we drew to a stop at the central platform, a barrage of pebbles thrashed 

our windows. I could not believe the fury. Mary and I tried to calm the men in their beds; outside, 

shouts, waving arms, a rumble of violent bodies. Then seconds later a shrill of whistles, the crowd swept 

into clusters driven forward by horses and mounted men in blue uniforms, truncheons cracking heads 

and shoulders. 

“Be sure the windows are locked,” I had said as Mary and I ran up the central aisle. At the foyer 

window we saw a phalanx of lit torches. Women were standing beyond the depot in the open street, 

holding the smoking brands high in the air. 

“What do you think of it?” I asked Mr. Weyland who had come into the foyer wearing his plague 

mask. “Frenchies,” he answered me.  

Now I look at Mary and think of her as a bandit in white with her mask pulled up again over the 

lower half of her face. 



“I have accepted the job in Coalbanks City,” I say, suddenly. This is my confession. I said it 

carelessly, and it sounded brusque and odd out in the morning light, the name of the town as amusing 

to me still as it was when Mary and I first heard it at the meeting in London a year ago.  Immediately, I 

regretted my words. Mary does not move. Perhaps she thinks I am joking and that this is a way of 

bidding her a good morning. 

 “Mary, dear,” I go on, fearless now. “I will be leaving the train this evening. I do apologize....” 

 Will she chide me? We did talk about this possibility a number of times. She always listened and 

nodded as I proclaimed my independence.  A contract was signed by me and I had the choice whether or 

not to follow through. Mary hesitated to sign up; she said she did not want to be cornered into a 

decision to stay, and she has often since then said to me she would prefer England after the War.  

“I need to embrace the wider world, Mary,” I then say hoping to get some response.  

 “Are you sure, Millie?” she says. Her voice is steady. 

“I have decided to go out on my own,” I say. “I do not want to share digs with you back in 

London. I cannot abide the idea of returning to the city to work again in the public wards of St. 

Bartholomew’s. Truth to tell, the War and now the plague have given me the best opportunities.”  

 “Death can be a beginning for some,” she then says. 

I suddenly feel very sad for her. I think of my mother dying in her bed. It is that kind of acrid pity 

one feels when so much is about to end.  Mary, who stands rigid, does not return my embrace. 

 “Watch Wilson and Colonel Talbot,” I say, ready at the door. “Make them drink more water. 

Make them think they are in the desert and pour it down their throats or we will be sewing the two of 

them into their shrouds by dusk.” 

* 

I stand on the platform. A strong wind is blowing. No one has come to meet me so I must walk 

alone in the failing light to Number Fourteen, on the Spit, a rough hilltop place muddy and rutted by 

wagon tracks.  

I can see the hospital from here. A red two- storey building with a flag attached to its chimney. A 

white flag for ‘pest house.’ Diptheria, the Spanish Flu, measles. A prison of sorts. Ten patients to tend, 

the letter in my pocket warns me. The streets are quiet and lit by new electric lamps stuck into cement 

blocks and smelling of tar. There is one light on; the doctor will be waiting for me so I can settle, review 

the routines, stock the fires and make my bed so that he can go home to his family. 

Colonel Talbot died. Four hours ago. I was asleep when Mr. Weyland came and told me. He said 

he and Mary would prepare the body and telegraph his family down the line.  



Four hours already. I will bear it. An ache fills my chest still. Soon it will lessen, soften, become 

benign over time, a shadow in my secret life. 

***  


