
What does listening mean to you?  By Rosie Baillie 

They lay in beds opposite each other on the acute receiving ward. 

He was in his late teens.  He’d been admitted because of severe headaches, he 

was training to be a boxer. 

She was a woman in her thirties, a mum of two, the youngest of whom was 

only a few months old.  She’d had an allergic reaction to penicillin. 

They were admitted at roughly the same time, but they didn’t speak to each 

other.  The space from one side of the ward to another seemed vast, small talk 

wasn’t easy, and their current troubles were over-whelming.   

But, she listened as he repeatedly told the doctors that pain killers didn’t work 

on him.  She heard him ask if he’d make his fight on the Saturday.  And she 

listened to him put on a brave face as he talked to his mum on the phone and 

reassured her that he was okay.   

He listened to her as she told the nurses that she’d never been allergic to 

penicillin before.  He heard her tell her husband to go home, that she’d be 

okay, and that it was more important that he was at home with their children. 

The night was sleepless, a man in the bed by the window had a cough which 

wouldn’t settle, and the old lady next to him shouted out random names in her 

sleep.  They heard the relentless history-taking of the doctors as patient after 

patient was admitted, and the soft back and forth of the nurses as they 

monitored the patients under their care.  As the sun rose, they settled into 

their lives on the ward. Dozing when they could, he watched telly or listened to 

music; she read her book.  He had visits from his uncle and his trainer.  She had 

visits from her husband, and her mum who brought in her baby daughter. 

He watched as she cuddled her little girl to her, and listened as she explained 

to her daughter how sorry she was that she wouldn’t be able to come home. 

And once the visitors had gone, he listened as she sank back into her bed, and 

quietly sobbed her heart out. 

She didn’t notice him climb out of his bed and go to the nurse’s station.  He 

didn’t know how to comfort her himself, but he asked one of the nurses to go 

to her.  The staff nurse knew just what to do and went to the woman and 

wrapped her in a warm embrace. 

Later that day he was moved to another ward and the next day she went 

home.  They hadn’t exchanged a word. 


