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There You Are, Doctor!







For Cliff, Joyce, Clive, Petra, Janet and Sarah




Prologue


Life is a tragedy, for we are all born eventually to die. We survive our tragedies by laughing at them.






A friend once told me that when he was under the influence of ether he dreamed he was turning over the pages of a great book, in which he knew he would find, on the last page, the meaning of life.


The pages of the book were alternately tragic and comic, and he turned page after page, his excitement growing, not only because he was approaching the answer, but because he couldn’t know, until he arrived, on which side of the book the final page would be. At last it came: the universe opened up to him in a hundred words: and they were uproariously funny.


He came back to consciousness crying with laughter, remembering everything. He opened his lips to speak. It was then that the great and comic answer plunged back out of his reach.


Christopher Fry
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CHAPTER 1


Naked Truth




 




An urgent message was waiting for me when I arrived at the surgery; it was another of those ambiguous calls from Mrs Sanderson. No details, but would the doctor come straightaway, please?


Dare I leave it until after my surgery? I had been on so many wild-goose chases to Mrs Sanderson’s that it seemed a reasonable risk. The first time she called me out urgently she had a ruptured appendix; another time she had broken a hip; but quite often – at least thirty or forty times – I had been summoned in haste to find that she hadn’t even been in, having miraculously recovered and gone out to the launderette or somewhere. I decided to wait until after the surgery.


I saw my first patient, who had arrived ten minutes before time. Then Grace, one of our receptionists, rang through to say there was nobody waiting for me. The town must have been smitten by a sudden outbreak of health. ‘Oh hell,’ I thought, ‘let’s get this over with.’


I shot over to Mrs Sanderson’s. It meant leaving the surgery and crossing the bridge to go up to the uphill part of Tadchester, then down through a long winding estate to an old Victorian house. The house was completely unkempt, barely furnished and filled with all sorts of lodgers and hangers-on, plus Mrs Sanderson’s four daughters. It had been suggested that a red light outside the place would not be amiss.


I banged at the front door. There was no reply. This wasn’t unusual. I went round to the back door and shouted – again, no reply, though the back door was unlocked. There were altogether about seven or eight bedrooms in this tumbledown house. I would have to find out which one she was hiding in. I climbed the stairs shouting, ‘Hallo—oo! Hallo—oo!’ Still no reply.


I looked around the first landing, trying to decide which room to attempt first. The choice was made for me when, from the second room on the left, there came a tremendous groaning. Thank God I had come urgently; there was obviously something really amiss. I tried the door handle. It would not budge. There didn’t appear to be anybody else in the house and the door was almost falling off its hinges, so I put my shoulder to it, bursting into the bedroom.


There, instead of the ailing Mrs Sanderson, was one of her not unattractive daughters. She lay naked in the middle of a large double bed, covered by an equally naked middle-aged man in the middle of something his wife certainly would not have approved of. His activities could not have been helped by the door’s crashing down beside the bed; a sort of added climax, as it were.


The naked man, stilled by my entrance, lay with his head tucked into the pillow, obviously not wanting to be recognised, but there seemed to be something familiar about the boil on the back of his neck.


Meanwhile Miss Sanderson, smiling sweetly over her companion’s rotund shoulder, said, ‘Oh, there you are, Doctor. Thank you for calling. Mother felt better so she’s gone out to do the shopping.’


With a friendly wave of her hand I was dismissed and so I hurried back to the surgery for my next appointment.
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Unnecessary calls, happily, were not too frequent. One of the most irritating came one evening from Tommy Charles, a sort of male Mrs Sanderson, who actually lived only three or four doors away from her. His call came at the end of a long and tiring day. He, like Mrs Sanderson, had presented me now and again with something serious so I couldn’t ignore his call. I wearily strode up the path to his old people’s bungalow.


‘Well, Tommy,’ I said, ‘what is it this time?’


Tommy was sitting in front of a roaring fire enjoying a mug of tea and a piece of toast.


‘I don’t feel all that bright, Doctor,’ he said. ‘But the main thing that’s worrying me is all these empty medicine bottles.’ He waved towards a box containing about thirty empty bottles, representing several months of his medication, all washed and tidied up in the box.


‘Would you mind taking them back to the surgery?’ he said. ‘I don’t like the empties hanging about.’


The fact that we didn’t re-use bottles was of no consequence. I didn’t feel like upsetting Tommy with a dressing-down, but he never knew how near he came to having the whole box dropped on his head.


During the time I had been in general practice, the amount of home visiting had dwindled from being a major part of the work to a relatively minor one. This wasn’t because the nation’s health was getting better, but simply because more people had transport of their own or knew somebody who could give them a lift into town. The only time that home visits did pick up was in the summer months when Tadchester Bridge was so crowded with holidaymakers that it often took half an hour to cross it. Some patients felt that they would rather waste the doctor’s time than their own, but thankfully they were a very small minority.


As new drug treatments improved, night calls became fewer but were never ignored. It was very rare, if ever, that one was unnecessarily called out after twelve o’clock. Often the only treatment required was the appearance of a doctor who could take responsibility for the situation. I still deemed such calls necessary. Patients who felt they just couldn’t cope needed help or reassurance and could have worried themselves to death if they waited until morning for their fears to be allayed.


Also I was not brave enough to refuse to go on these calls. On the odd occasion that I hadn’t gone, when it seemed as if some reassurance over the phone might be enough, I had spent a sleepless night wishing I had gone and wondering if I had given them the right advice.


I was the fourth partner in a group of five and a half partners in a little Somerset town called Tadchester. It was a market town with a rising populaton of about eight thousand. It stood on the estuary of the River Tad in one of the most beautiful parts of the Somerset coast, with the resorts of Sanford-on-Sea and Stowin about equidistant east and west of it.


Although primarily a market town, it had in the past centred on its coal mine; there was some fishing, an increasing amount of light industry and a great deal of farming. The town was split in two by the River Tad and further split by the large hill which dominated one side of the river.


You are not just a Tadchester resident, you are strictly Up-the-Hill or Down-the-Hill. In years past this had important social distinctions in that the populations of Up-the-Hill tended to be the have-nots, whereas Down-the-Hill tended to be the haves. They had levelled off over the years with the coming of light industry which was mainly Up-the-Hill. It had encouraged the building of big housing estates, which had created the effect almost of two towns.


There were even two football teams. Tadchester United was the traditional Tadchester football side. It was Down-the-Hill and had a history going back more than 150 years. The team Up-the-Hill called itself Tadchester Royal. This was because at some point way back in the past, a King Charles or Richard or possibly even Henry VIII stayed at an inn on that side of the river. It made the Royals feel they were much superior to poor old Tadchester United, which in some ways they were as they had a better ground and were a better team.
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We were the only general practice in the town and we also took care of the local hospital. Of the five full partners, each had his own area of responsibility in the hospital. Steve Maxwell, the senior partner, had a special interest in medicine. Henry Johnson, the second senior, was the surgeon. Jack Hart, the third partner, was the anaesthetist.


I, as the fourth partner, was reckoned to be the expert of midwifery, although in recent years this meant just pointing the expectant mothers in the direction of the hospital. Midwifery had changed so much that instead of doing three home confinements a fortnight I now was lucky if I did one or two a year, the rest being handled by the big new maternity hospital at Winchcombe.


Our fifth partner was Ron Dickinson, an accomplished athlete who spent a great deal of his time running, jumping, swimming, sailing, water-skiing and removing all the local tonsils.


When I had a coronary bypass operation a couple of years before, we had a locum, Catherine Carlton to cover my work. Catherine, the wife of a local dentist, was kept on as a half-time partner when I returned to duty.


Catherine was a delightful girl who balanced the load by sharing weekend and night duties, and who increased the practice lists by two when she produced twins just a year after she had been made a half-time partner.


In my advancing years, all young doctors look as if they should still be sitting their ‘A’ levels rather than practising medicine, and Catherine was one of these. Like her husband Tony, who not only practised dentistry but played a vigorous part in the affairs of the town council, both of them had pilots’ licences. Whereas my family would think we were adventurous motoring through France, Catherine and Tony would fly to Malta or some other such place, piloting their own machine.


We were a happy and well-balanced team and having a new part-time lady member to add to the five was what we needed to round us off. There are some subjects that ladies only want to talk about to ladies.


We were all very lucky to be practising medicine in such delightful surroundings. Doctors in Tadchester were very important people. They ranked with vicars and solicitors as the leading lights of the town. If someone was to be successful in any other field apart from farming, then he had to go away up to London or to one of the big cities. It gave us an inflated idea of our own importance. Talking to a colleague who was in practice in a large town in Berkshire, I found that doctors there came much further down the batting order. They had to compete with airline pilots, merchant bankers, members of Parliament and property dealers. As my friend said, he often felt that he was just a clerk who had to supply notes before a patient could see a specialist.


We were indeed lucky. We had the championship golf course at Sanford-on-Sea; a flourishing sailing club at Stowin; the River Tad and its companion the River Tod, at Winchcombe, not far away. There was much unspoilt country and, as yet undiscovered by too many of the general public, coves and tiny beaches tucked away in quiet corners. It was a good place both to live and work in.




CHAPTER 2


Horses for Courses




 




Following the death of the octogenarian vicar of St Peter’s Church, Up-the-Hill, the new young vicar had made a disastrous start. At his welcoming party, his heavily built hostess’s right breast broke loose from its moorings, and was exposed for all to see. Instead of what I understand is the classical way of repairing the situation—gently returning the object with a warm tablespoon—the bright young man shouted, ‘Look out of the window everybody!’ Everybody looked out of the window. And there on the lawn were two dogs mating.


It was the beginning of a series of disasters in Tom Leather-bridge’s new ministry. Part of this was that any new vicar represented such change: the previous incumbent had held the post for more than sixty years. At his first christening, young Tom dropped the baby in the font and cut its head, leaving it in need of two stitches. This was a first as far as I was concerned.


Tom was a northerner, with a hearty sense of humour and bonhomie not in tune with the rather fixed southern ways of Tadchester. He was a leg-puller, but many of his parishioners didn’t understand his humour. Slowly, an area of viciousness and gossip sprang up round him. Three middle-aged ladies in the Mothers’ Union implied that he had made improper suggestions to them. The only thing the three had in common was they would have been a great success at a Hallowe’en ball, even without masks. They were leaders in the behind-the-scenes whispering campaign against this poor young man.


Two choirboys who were obviously avid readers of one of the Sunday newspapers, where there were countless stories of misbehaviour between vicars and choirboys, reported to their parents that he had looked at them in a funny way. Before long this amounted almost to homosexual rape, and the parents withdrew them from the choir.


An atmosphere of hate and viciousness that only a small community can generate grew up round this unfortunate, but most likeable, young man, all stemming from the one unhappy incident at his introduction to the parish. It was almost now as if he bore a coat-of-arms that included a pair of mating dogs. He was progressively shunned by his parishioners as more and more people imagined he had insulted them or done something. He wasn’t invited out. His congregation began to fall away and there was even talk of the three harridans having complained to the police of his improper advances. It was beginning to destroy him.


What I knew, but nobody else knew, was that soon after he had arrived he had been steadily and properly courting a sister from the fever hospital. It was she who persuaded him to talk to me about his troubles.


He came to me one evening in utter misery, pouring out all the unjustified troubles that had been heaped upon him.


I listened sympathetically and tried to reassure him. When he asked me what to do I said, and I believed it, that I’d always felt there were horses for courses. The answer was simple: he probably wasn’t the right horse for this course.


I said, ‘I think your employer,’ pointing upwards towards the Almighty, ‘really means you to do work elsewhere.’


‘Do you really mean that, Doctor?’ he said.


‘Yes, of course,’ I said, breaking one of my rules that I wouldn’t behave like a deity myself. ‘I think a change of scene is the only answer.’


Tom Leatherbridge was a northern lad used to northern people, brought up in an industrial town.


‘You don’t think I’m running away?’ he said.


‘No,’ I said, pointing upwards again. ‘I think it’s Him. He’s just trying to show you you ought to be somewhere else.’


Perhaps there was something in Tom that had lain hidden. He had escaped from the hard industrial north to the balmy south; something on his conscience told him he ought to go back to the muck and brass of the north, a move which was now often being suggested by his parishioners.


I appeared to have lifted a tremendous load from him.


‘Thank you, Doctor,’ he said. ‘God bless you.’


He handed in his resignation to his local church council which was readily accepted, served about a month’s notice, and easily found a parish near to where he was brought up in the north. A couple of months later his fiancée from the fever hospital went up and married him. Pam and I went up to the wedding and found he was already happily settled in an adoring parish with a packed church, and he had become a most popular young man.


His abrupt departure from Tadchester brought all sorts of more vicious rumours about him: that he had made three girls pregnant, that he had been unfrocked, that he had gone to South Africa, that the BBC had taken him on. I was utterly amazed at the bad feeling people had got for this very innocent, inoffensive, sincere, hard-working young man.


I am not usually vindictive, but when I came back from his wedding I went round to everybody I knew who had been unpleasant or had made half hints about him. The three harridans who were supposed to have been improperly propositioned I interviewed independently with a little notebook at my side, frightening them that police action was going to be taken for slander. The simple answer in their case was that there was nothing more they would have liked than to have been propositioned, but the chances of it were almost nil. Their only hope lay in stumbling across a blindfolded sex-maniac. I roasted the parents and the choirboys who had cast aspersions, and for a few days anybody who had said anything detrimental about Tom Leatherbridge got the sharp end of my tongue. There was, of course, nothing against him. He had been just a round peg in a square hole.


Eventually the community Up-the-Hill became sufficiently ashamed to send him an overgenerous wedding present, with many thanks for all his care of them.


A full time minister was found to replace Tom; an older man, Ross Stone, and his wife Bettine. Ross Stone’s first job after ordination many years before, had been as a curate at St Peter’s so he and his wife knew the people and the area very well. Ross was the epitome of everything that was good in an Anglican minister or any minister, or in fact any person. He was just a good man. His wife, Bettine, was a handsome and gracious woman, perfect as a vicar’s wife, joining in every single activity connected with the female side of the church, all the women’s organisations and the children’s organisations, many of which must have thoroughly bored her, but whether they did or not she always appeared to enjoy them.


Ross was a true man of God. Whenever I was called out to a death, whether the patient was a churchgoer, Roman Catholic, Jewish or nonconformist, I would usually find Ross there when I arrived or he would arrive as I left. The aged and lonely whom I visited routinely, so did he, and we seemed to follow each other around. He was a kind, caring, comforting man who went about amongst his flock just doing good.


I am afraid that Pam and I were not churchgoers. The only time that we did go to church was usually for funerals or weddings. This did not stop us from becoming good friends with the Stones. We often used to dine at the vicarage and they often came and had a meal with us.


Unfortunately, Ross was approaching retiring age when he arrived back in Tadchester, so was with us in all far too short a time. But we have kept in touch and seen each other from time to time, and they have happily always remained good friends.


St Peter’s was at its best under Ross. He cut out the cant and hypocrisy and his influence of good spread amongst the parishioners. It’s amazing how a community can make about-turns so quickly. I think my day of spitefulness had helped Ross, for the three harridans, the choirboys and their families, and one or two others, never appeared at the church again. It was some dead wood well cut out. Some had become Methodists and some Baptists, so they obviously couldn’t do without a church of some sort. I hoped they hadn’t taken their ability to poison the atmosphere with them.




CHAPTER 3


Round and About




 




Whenever the rare occasion of a sunny day and time off coincided, my wife Pam and I would slip away and drive to Green Cliff. We knew of a secret path that led to a little ledge that gave a panoramic view of the whole area of coast.


Most days, particularly if the sun was going to be followed by rain, Puffin Island, twenty miles off the coast of Sanford-on-Sea, stood out etched on the horizon. In years gone by it was a pirate stronghold, but it was now owned by the National Trust with a dozen residents, rare species of plants and assorted animals, including peacocks, and a herd of wild goats that destroyed everything in front of them. Two-and-a-half miles long and half-a-mile wide, the island was a natural paradise. There was one hotel and a dozen cottages that were let out in the summer.


If we were lucky we would see, like dots, the crowds on the beach at Sandimere, the great pebble ridge sweeping in an arc over several miles right to the mouth of the Tad, the drab-looking huts of the holiday camps, a couple of fishing boats trawling and a paddle steamer taking day-trippers from Coomten, a port twenty miles west of Winchcombe to Puffin Island. The trippers would struggle up from the island’s rocky landing stage just in time to buy some souvenirs before they came back.


To the south we could see Hovery, the most picturesque village in the area, like a cleft in the rocks, with steep cobbled streets that went down and down and down. Goods were transported by donkey and sledge, and every year three or four holiday-makers had coronaries after climbing down just a bit farther than they meant to.


We could see from our vantage point small sailing dinghies from the Stowin Yacht Club, a few pleasure boats bobbing up and down with fishing parties on board, a coastal vessel making for Tadchester and the regular supply ship, a small forty-five-foot trawler, the Puffin, carrying the essentials out to Puffin Island and often a dozen holiday-makers as well.


Peargate with its shipyard stood out clearly, and even from several miles away the clanging noises of shipbuilding could be

heard. The Peargate lifeboat lay patiently moored out in the sea on the sea side of the sand bar, ready whatever the state of the tide to dash off to a rescue.


I don’t think there was anywhere that provided a more picturesque scene than this, providing the sun shone. Alas, we had one of the heaviest rainfalls in the country. If we were caught in our vantage spot by an unpredicted rain shower, not only did it spoil the view, we would get soaking wet in the two-mile scramble downhill to reach our car.


It is amazing what changes had taken place since the Industrial Revolution. Only a hundred years ago it took a day to travel from Hovery to Tadchester, so people didn’t often do it. They lived in self-contained little communities in every access to the beach all the way round the bay. What in those days used to be a whole day’s journey, with probably a few highwaymen to be negotiated, was now covered by twenty-five minutes in the car.


Tadchester had not been too spoilt by modern developments. Many of the buildings dated back to the 16th century, and the place engendered a feeling of safety and stability. Most of the buildings were white, and there was even a town song about the little white town by the sea.


[image: image]


One of the most attractive features of Tadchester was that it was one of the cleanest ports that I have ever seen, one of the few that had no accompanying railway. All that came into Tadchester was two or three regular fishing boats and a few timber boats from Scandinavia, an occasional collier, gravel dredgers from the Channel, then boats with loads such as concrete and occasionally flour. There was usually one boat moored on Tadchester quay, very rarely two, and I think that the maximum in tonnage that they could take that far up the river was 2,000 tons.


We were about three-and-a-half miles upstream from where the Tad and the River Tod, coming from Winchcombe, joined. Stowin was at the middle of the confluence of these two rivers and on the Tadchester side was the shipbuilding area of Peargate.


Most of Tadchester’s spotless quay was an auxiliary car park. About once every two years a visitor would put his foot on the accelerator rather than the brake and we would have a tragedy, whether the tide was in or out.


There were few more picturesque sights on a sunny day with the tide going out, than to see the licensed seine-net fishermen with their nets fishing from the bridge pools. I could watch them for hours, fascinated, but it was when the tide was in that Tadchester looked at its best.


I remember one day at a wedding on the Up-the-Hill side of the water at a hotel near Stowin, seeing a couple of fishing boats coming up the river, bathed in glorious sunshine. A little coaster having unloaded its cargo on to Tadchester’s neat quay, was moving downriver. A couple of rowing fours from the Tadchester rowing clubs, the Reds and the Blues, were making even time with a couple of sailing boats. It was all peace and tranquillity.


The clean, peaceful, unindustrialised quay changed suddenly, literally almost overnight, into a filthy place with queues of lorries, snarled-up traffic and boats queuing up to come into the berths. The reason for this was the coal strike of 1984. Tadchester was an unlicensed port and was a loophole by which coal could get into the country. There never seemed to be any pickets down there trying to stop it.


From a leisurely timber boat once a fortnight, we had four or five coal boats from all over the place unloading on to the quay, with coal dust and grit sweeping all over the main quay road. A stream of lorries stretched back as far as the huge new Western Counties offices at the end of the quay. There was Polish coal, Australian coal, American coal, Chinese coal, Russian coal, Rumanian coal. I used to have a good look at it, as just before going up to medical school I had had two years in the mines as a Bevin Boy and reckoned I was an authority on coal. My coal was the rich, gleaming Barnsley bed from South Yorkshire. The stuff I saw coming in was a mixture of slate and coal dust and this was how it seemed to burn.


It went on for months and months. I forget the precise figures of the coal import into Tadchester but it went from something like six thousand tons in one year to 760,000 tons. A good 700 tons of that seemed to get into my eye every time I walked along the quay. It completely changed the town for a while. Every man who could drive a lorry had a job. The unloading went on day and night and seemed to go on for ever. We wondered when eventually the strike finished whether things would ever return to normal.


A lot of money was spent by foreign ships’ crews and lorry drivers, so one man’s loss was another man’s fortune. For a time Tadchester thrived, but it was losing its character. The miners’ strike eventually came to an end, but we wondered if the coal would still keep coming. Perhaps somebody had found that this was cheaper than buying coal produced in England. The boats kept coming in numbers for two weeks after the strike then they started to dwindle; finally they disappeared altogether. It was a further three months before the stains and coal dust were washed away by a combination of winter snow and rain and the municipal street sweepers. But, come the spring, the quay was restored to its old beauty again.


It did show how nothing is settled, how quickly in this moving world things that seemed permanent can change. It seemed mean in a way to grumble; we hadn’t been inconvenienced a lot, we hadn’t gone short of fuel. A lot of people had found employment, though at somebody else’s expense. But the big grumble was that our sleepy, beautiful little town had for a few long months been turned into a grimy industrial suburb.


A year later, a new bridge was begun over the Tad, of a structure which meant that none of the coastal vessels would be able to pass above it to the quay. Until the bridge was finished, we wouldn’t know whether it would enhance the town or be an eyesore, though one thing was sure: it would protect us from ever becoming a hectic industrial port again.


Selfish? Perhaps. But the world holds plenty of dirt and squalor. It doesn’t hold too many places like Tadchester.




CHAPTER 4


A Collection of Characters




 




I’m sure that every general practice feels that it has more than its share of eccentrics. I know that we in Tadchester did. We perhaps had some grounds for this as the town had plenty of out-of-the-way places where people could almost disappear from public view. But if perhaps we over-estimated the quantity of our eccentric patients, certainly they didn’t lack in quality.


One of our prizewinners was Hamish Richardson. His eccentricity was such that we didn’t learn much about him until after he died. He came to Tadchester before I arrived – a well-educated man with a little money of his own – and proceeded to build himself a stockade in a copse near Elfin Cross. He had the absolute minimum of contact with the outside world and was almost completely self-sufficient. He had an arrangement with a local farmer that if he was ever in distress or needed help, he would fly a white flag from the tall flagpole sticking out from the middle of his stockade.


One day I was summoned by the farmer. Would I go and see Hamish Richardson?


‘It’ll be quite safe,’ he said.


I didn’t quite know what he meant but I got there, having driven up to Elfin Cross, then driven two miles along a muddy lane, then walked a further mile to a wooden stockade straight out of Treasure Island.


The stockade consisted of an area of about a hundred yards long by thirty-five yards wide surrounded by tree trunks, sharpened at the top and standing twelve feet high. In the middle of this area was a log cabin and nearby was a wire cage with two bull mastiffs trying to tear their way out. Normally, apparently, they were left to roam at will. The one incongruous thing about the whole back-to-nature atmosphere, was two large Calor gas cylinders behind the cabin.


As I walked to the cabin, I took a quick look round. There were hens scuttling around inside the stockade, there were pigs grunting in one corner, and a goat very much in milk tethered to one side. There was a well with a shiny bucket attached to a rope and outside the gate at the back of the stockade was about half an acre of immaculately-kept garden, jammed full of every possible vegetable.


I had been asked by the farmer to bring some cough medicine and antibiotics; Mr Richardson had a chest infection.


I entered the log cabin. It was plain but comfortable and everything was neat and tidy. There were wooden tables, a rocking chair, a wood-burning stove, Calor gas stove, a couple of Calor gas lights and some oil lamps. There was no radio, no television, and just one row of books, all about gardening and growing things.


Mr Richardson was in the next room, a quiet, neatly-kept bedroom, in a sleeping bag on a bunk. He had an obviously bad chest, and asked me politely if I had brought him some antibiotics and cough medicine.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Thank you very much, Doctor,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you know if I require you again. Don’t ever try and come here without being sent for. The dogs could tear you to bits.’


I could quite believe that.


Back in Tadchester, I enquired about Mr Richardson’s background. Nobody was very forthcoming. He was about as self-sufficient as any man could be. Joe and Lynne Church had a nodding acquaintance with him. He was a keen fisherman, lobster catcher and prawner, and they would bump into him as he combed the beaches each day, travelling there by an old bike with a huge basket on the back. He had a map of all the lobster holes in the coves in the area, and usually made a good haul of lobsters, which he sold to hotels in the town. He appeared in the town once a week on Fridays at the local pannier market, just off the High Street.


Every Friday he sat behind a table piled with the very best vegetables, free range eggs, the odd chicken, goat’s cheese, and occasionally such delicacies as smoked trout. His was always the first stall to make for, as the quality of all his goods was so much better than anybody else’s. He was quiet and personable, did not communicate with his fellow stallholders but again was not rude. He never got into personal conversation, just brought his goods, set them up, and sold them.


I doubt if he sold enough to cover his expenses, or to make a proper living out of it but, as he just about fed himself completely, perhaps he did.


When the pannier market closed, he would go round the town making a few essential purchases like flour and salt, go into the hardwear shop for nails, screws and odd implements, then back to his stockade. The only other time that you were likely to see him was if he was nipping off on one of his fishing expeditions. There was no report ever of his shooting rabbits or birds, but that is not to say that he didn’t; there was always somebody, usually poachers, banging off at something in Elfin Cross.


I was only called to see him once more and that was about ten years after the first visit. He had an infection of one leg which I had to open and dress. I gave him an antibiotic and was able to question him a little about his life and about how he fed himself. There was no doubt he had an adequate and balanced diet. There was a brine barrel in the corner with joints of pork and goat in salt. He had his own smoking room and there were rows of smoked brown trout and sea trout hanging from the wall. When I started to ask about his past or where he had come from, he clammed up and dismissed me saying, ‘Thank you very much. That’ll be all for today, Doctor. I’ll let you know if I want you again.’


He never ever did send for me again. And he never put up his white flag again.


One severe winter, his farmer contact became suspicious that he hadn’t seen anybody around for some time and contacted the police. The bull mastiffs were loose, so nobody dared to go in, but both dogs looked emaciated – and there wasn’t a sign of another living thing, pig, goat or chicken. It would appear that the mastiffs had eaten the lot.


A vet was called, who threw some drugged meat to the dogs, who wolfed it up straightaway. Within an hour they were sound asleep and I was with the police when they broke through. First the vet dragged the dogs into the wire cage and then we went into the house to find Hamish Richardson very, very cold and very, very dead in bed. He was frozen stiff and had probably been dead for weeks. The post mortem revealed that he had died from natural causes and only after his death did we learn the details of his life.


He had been a university professor with an MSc and a PhD. He had a brother and a sister in Scotland and apparently his university work had been in some midland university. He had suddenly walked out one day with no explanation, and now it was so long ago there weren’t too many people about who remembered him at all.


As far as I could gather, he had lived in his stockade for probably forty years, and was round about his eighties when he died. He had lived completely alone, apart from his animals, and it would appear was quite happy. He never interfered with anybody and he made sure that nobody interfered with him.


I often wondered what started it all. Was it a scandal? Some broken love affair? We would never know. All we knew was that a distinguished man of learning had suddenly thrown it all up to go and live the life, the very lonely life, of a primitive backwoodsman.


He had done this successfully and I could not help but admire him. He really could not be classified as a true eccentric: he was just different. He must have been a man of tremendous inner strength and self-sufficiency to cope single-handed and create his own domain. I knew that I would never have wanted to live like that, even if I could have coped.


His life and lonely death moved me in a way I couldn’t explain. There was something rather fine about it all. I went to his funeral, to which none of his family came. Any survivors were too old, too far away and too out of touch to make it. When the vicar said, ‘God rest his soul,’ I felt myself echoing those words.
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Zackovitch Hebden lived in two caravans in a small copse of trees about fifty yards from the walls of a small brickmaking plant on the outskirts of Tadchester. He was not a Romany. We had our own Romanies – they were much too respectable to be called Gypsies – who lived in five settled caravans on the other side of Tadchester. These caravans were immaculate, very expensive, had every mod con, were filled with precious china and the owners were as nice a group of people as one could wish to meet anywhere.


I looked after only one member of this group, a Miss Rowley. She explained that although they were settled, two or three times a year they felt the urge to be on the move, and would go off and join some travelling Romanies.


‘It’s in the blood, Doctor,’ she said. ‘The year is never the same unless I do some travelling.’


Zackovitch Hebden never travelled anywhere. He never left Tadchester and its precincts. His two caravans were broken down, derelict, with no electricity, water or sanitation. His wife – who was almost crippled with arthritis – had to walk across a field with a milk churn to get the water from a stand pipe. What they did about sanitation, I never enquired. I just noticed that the grass in the area of the caravans looked rather richer than the grass beyond them.


Zackovitch – who was always Zackovitch, nobody would ever think of calling him Zack – lived in a daytime caravan which was equipped with Calor gas and where his meals were cooked by his long-suffering wife. At night he slept in the other caravan which was warmed by a smelly paraffin stove. He made up for any lack of heating by wearing layers and layers of grubby clothes. I was continually urging him to go into housing and the social services offered him council flats and council houses. Though his wife was keen, he always refused. He wasn’t short of money and always ran a good car, new enough to have cost him a fair amount.


I never knew the derivation of Zackovitch’s name. He was in actual fact a Yorkshireman, from where in Yorkshire I don’t know, unless it was Hebden Bridge. He was of indeterminate age: he could have been old enough to have served in the First World War or he could have been a First World War baby. There was a rumour during the First World War that the Russians were passing through England because somebody had seen them at a railway station up north with snow on their boots. Perhaps Zackovitch’s mother had happened to be in the station waiting room at the time.


Why he chose to live in such discomfort, nobody knew. In winter it used to be appalling. I treated him for pneumonia and had to go through eight or nine layers of clothes to reach his chest. But he recovered, refusing all along to go to hospital.


One Monday I came back from a weekend off to find an urgent call from him – he would never see any doctor but me. He had been having a little waterworks trouble for some time and hadn’t passed any water since the Friday night. Finding that I wasn’t on duty he was determined to wait until I came back.


I went early and found him in considerable pain with a stomach so swollen that he looked pregnant. There was a tremendous argument about whether he should go into hospital or not. I refused to try and catheterise him on the spot and told him he would probably need an operation. In the end he reluctantly agreed to go to hospital. A catheter was inserted and he was back in his caravan that night.


‘No more hospitals for me,’ he said. ‘Once is enough.’


At the time Zackovitch had his trouble, catheters were not as sophisticated as they are today. They were made of a substance that meant they would eventually block off, and had to be changed at least once a month, sometimes more. I spent a lot of time in the most unhygienic surroundings, particularly in mid-winter, inserting new catheters into Zackovitch in the most difficult circumstances, with only the relevant piece of anatomy on display, surrounded by a mass of grubby clothing.


I had a patient when I first went into practice who became an expert at catheterising himself, keeping a catheter wrapped in newspaper in his hat. He never washed it, just fished it out and inserted it whenever he felt his tank was full. Zackovitch couldn’t take his own catheter out; by this time they had progressed to the extent that they were kept in the bladder by a little balloon. The balloon was filled with water through a tube that ran alongside the catheter and would blow up to the size of a small tangerine.


One weekend the catheter became clogged. Zackovitch rang up to enquire whether I was on duty and being told ‘No’ he said, ‘Never mind’. Henry who was on duty for the weekend, rang to tell me of the call, so I thought I had better look in at the caravans.


I found Zackovitch quite happily wandering round the copse.


‘How are things?’ I said. ‘I’ve come to change your catheter.’


‘No need doctor,’ he said. ‘I pulled it out myself.’


The very thought of him pulling it out with this tangerine–sized bag attached to the end, made me wince.


‘I’m not having one of those things in again,’ he said. ‘No need. I’ve passed water fine ever since.’


Zackovitch had done the equivalent of a man efficiently cleaning a rifle barrel. How on earth he had done it I don’t know but his good pull-through seemed to work. From then on he had no further trouble with his waterworks.


I never knew much about him, nor could I find out even how he had landed up in these two caravans. His wife, a simple soul, was so concerned with her own troubles (she was getting progressively crippled with arthritis), that she was not much help either.


I had got quite fond of Zackovitch in a way and certainly admired his courage, and a doctor is always flattered when a patient will only see him and nobody else. But after his pull-through, he bothered me less and less. I would occasionally see him and his wife in the town, shopping. I was called once more to the caravans, this time to see Mrs Hebden who had sprained an ankle carrying the water across the field. Again I pleaded with Zackovitch to find better accommodation, but he wouldn’t hear of it.


After my coronary bypass operation I was off work for six months. When I came back I started to pick up the threads and contact my old patients. One day I popped in to see Zackovitch and his wife. They were gone. The dilapidated caravans were empty and had been vandalised; windows were smashed, doors torn off and scanty bits of furniture thrown all over the place. There was no record of Zackovitch going into any housing accommodation locally and as far as I knew he had no family. That was the last I thought that I would hear or see of them.


A year later Steve Maxwell was driving up north to see some relative near Birmingham. Turning off the motorway just south of Birmingham he spotted two dilapidated caravans in the cutting underneath the motorway. There was a crippled old lady struggling with a milk churn towards the caravans and a man wrapped in grubby clothing sitting at the caravan door, impatiently waiting. ‘I could have sworn they were the Hebdens,’ said Steve, ‘but there was no way I could pull off the road.’


I’m afraid I wasn’t prepared to get my car out and shoot up to Birmingham just to see if it was Zackovitch, so I never knew what became of him.
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Miss Peabody worked at the income tax office on Tadchester Quay. She was the sort of person who could not be called anything other than Miss Peabody, nor work anywhere other than in an income tax office.


She was short, plump, grey haired, wore glasses and was completely ageless. At a guess I would have said she was seventy-five but, knowing that she was a civil servant with a retiring age of sixty, I realised she must be less than that unless she had special dispensation.


She was such a permanent fixture at the local income tax office that I had visions of the cleaning ladies dusting her as part of their duties.


She was much like one of our venerable bishops whom I saw when watching a royal wedding at Eric’s Radio and TV shop one day. Seeing this snowy-haired, round-shouldered old man tottering up the aisle with only his shepherd’s crook keeping him from falling on his face, I said, ‘There’s a grand old man.’


‘Do you know how old he is?’ said Eric.


‘No,’ I said, ‘but I should think he’s creeping up towards the Queen’s telegram.’


‘In fact,’ said Eric, ‘he’s only forty-five. He’s been practising being eighty ever since he’s been forty.’


Miss Peabody was of this ilk. She lived in a neat council flat in the centre of the town. But she had an ambition.


If you asked her what she was going to do in the future she said, quite assuredly, ‘I’m going to win the football pools. When I’ve won them I shall buy a villa in Spain, and when I retire I shall go and live in Spain in the sunshine.’


Although everybody else that I’d ever met was sure that one day they were going to win the pools, I never met anybody quite like Miss Peabody who was absolutely, positively certain she was going to win. It was as if she had had some divine message.


On her annual holiday to Hastings each year, Miss Peabody made several day trips to Calais and Boulogne, so she had already acquired a taste for Continental life.


The win didn’t come in a hurry as she filled her pools in, week after week, year after year, on a very modest stake. But Miss Peabody pressed confidently on.


She was very rarely ill, but one Monday morning, she came to the surgery, grey-faced and tight-lipped, and asked for two tranquillisers.


It was taking every bit of her self-control to hold herself together, but she would give no reason.


‘Could I just have two tranquillisers doctor? Just the two tablets. I don’t mind how much it costs.’


It was the sort of request I got from people who were taking their driving tests for the tenth time and wanted something to steady their nerves the night before. I acceded to her request, wondering what emotional traumas had induced this state in this most staid little lady. Perhaps it was a love affair. No. On second thoughts …


I learnt two days later that Miss Peabody, as she had always said she would, had won the football pools. She hadn’t won a

giant amount, just £20,000. True to her word, she spent £15,000 of it on buying an apartment in southern Spain. To my amazement I found that she was only fifty-five and she was going to use the apartment for holidays until she reached her retiring age of sixty, when she would go to live there. It was nice having the extra £5,000 for furnishing and incidental expenses.


Miss Peabody went off and had three weeks in Spain, thoroughly enjoying it and getting to know the people. It should have been the end of a happy story.


But, alas, when she went back next spring for an early holiday, she found her apartment had been vandalised. The electricity had been cut off and there were all sorts of complex Spanish regulations to deal with. It was all more than she could cope with. She put the flat up for sale. She lost a bit of money on it, not too much, but her dream of living in the sunshine in Spain disappeared.


With the money she salvaged, she bought a nice little house near the park in Tadchester, quiet and away from the noisy council block she lived in. So her winning had been a great bonus, even if her main objective hadn’t been achieved. She duly worked on until her retirement, then spent the time in her own house with its nice little garden. She had her library books, belonged to several women’s organisations and was a strict churchgoer, so time didn’t hang heavily on her hands.


She had bronchitis a couple of winters after she had retired. I popped in to see her. She was lying, covered in blankets, on a chaise longue in her dining room. Covering the dining room table was a mass of football pool forms from about every pools firm in the land. Having checked her over, I asked about her pools. Was she having another go?


‘Yes, Doctor,’ she replied. ‘I’m quite certain that I’m going to win the pools again but this time I think I might look for an apartment in France. I think they’re rather more civilised than the Spanish.’


I prescribed for her condition, wished her luck and left her. I thought the chances of her having a second win on the pools

were absolutely minute. But for her it was an objective; it might happen any week. If it never happened at all, which was the most likely, she was doing that most important thing, travelling hopefully – which by definition, is supposed to be better than arriving.
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Problems that arose in the practice were not just confined to the patients. Not infrequently they involved the partners and their families as well. I remember once coming to the surgery, being handed the phone and told, ‘Just listen to this.’ There was a child screaming at the top of its voice. When I spoke to the mother I found it was Pam, and it was Paul, one of my own children, who had scalded his hand.


Jack Hart had decided to bring his parents to Tadchester so he could keep a better eye on them. Jack was a gentle, reserved man who was easy to underestimate. It was very difficult to get him to talk about his wartime experiences but he was a doctor working in Hull when the war broke out. He volunteered for the airborne forces, landed in a glider in France soon after D-Day and landed again in a glider during the Rhine crossing. In his second landing the glider came down smack in front of a German machine gun, leaving the troops no alternative but to surrender. Jack spent the rest of the war behind barbed wire in a German prisoner-of-war camp.


During the war Jack’s father had served in the Forces as a surgeon, mainly in Africa and sub-tropical areas. Not only did he have to battle for the health of his patients but also spend a tremendous amount of his time and energy on the hygiene of the medical station and the instruments, reducing the chances of cross-infection by making sure that they were sterile and didn’t go rusty in the humid surroundings.


Jack’s father was a bit eccentric and his mother an absolute dear: one of those little old ladies who was always smiling and who looked as though she were made of porcelain. She was handicapped with arthritis and her husband had to do most of the household shopping and, indeed, most of the housework. In his later years, his eccentricities became more noticeable, probably a reversion to his army surgical days in the jungle. Obsessed about things not being clean and going rusty, he was one of the few people who could empty the whole of a house hot-water system simply by doing the washing-up for two people. Every single item had to be washed thoroughly under a running tap. It had to be dried and then had to be blow-dried with a specially powerful drier. He gave the silver teapot an extra boost on his heater and eventually managed to melt it.


His eccentricities were all quite harmless but they did mean that a great deal of his day was occupied in the simple act of washing a few pots, pans, knives and forks (but alas no more his silver teapot) for two people.


Dr Hart senior had one other idiosyncrasy: his bed. He always refused to buy a new one. The middle of the bed had sunk so much that although his feet and head were at the same level, the rest of his body was down in a deep pit. It was the sort of bed that a camel would have been very happy in, providing it could stick its four feet up in the air. There was a theory that his dipping bed felt like a hammock and reinforced his feeling of being back in the jungle.


He had to go to hospital for a few days and, as Jack’s mother couldn’t manage on her own, his mother-in-law volunteered to come and hold the fort. There was a difficulty in that there were only two bedrooms in the flat; one occupied by Mrs Hart senior and the other by the bed with the bump in it in old Dr Hart’s room. A new bed was ordered to coincide with the day that he was to be admitted to hospital so that it would be a fait accompli by the time he came back.


When the time came for him to go to hospital, he decided that he wanted Jack to cut his hair – not that Jack had ever done it before. There was no arguing with his father, so they went into the kitchen and Jack started chopping off a few of his grey locks. In the midst of this the new bed arrived. There was then a sort of French farce, Jack trying to keep his father pinned in the kitchen while the bed was hidden in his wife’s bedroom until they eventually got him out of the house.


His stay in hospital wasn’t long, but long enough to get him used to a flat bed. He came home and made no comment about the new bed; he seemed to assume that it had always been there. But as soon as he got home, even before he got his coat off, he washed all the cups, plates, knives, saucers, spoons, and anything else he could lay his hands on, carefully drying them, before extensively blow-drying them, including the inside of the new china teapot.


Then he said, ‘Thank God. For the first time for days I’ll be able to have a clean cup of tea.’
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William Jessop lived in a row of Edwardian houses in a road near the hospital which, in Edwardian times, must have housed the crème de la crème of Tadchester society. Many of the houses had been subdivided, some turned into flats, but William Jessop’s house was in no way touched; on entering the house you felt you were back in the Edwardian age. It was still filled with the Edwardian furniture of his parents and William himself was an Edwardian figure with a wing collar and a silk cravat with a large diamond pin stuck in the middle of it.


He was an incredible man who knew more about everything than anybody else I’ve known. He shared his house with a housekeeper-companion, a Miss Winmaker, who was a sort of mental playmate. She could have been a physical playmate too, but somehow I don’t think she was, and they were both staunch supporters of the Methodist chapel.


To my knowledge William never went out to work. He played around with stocks and shares and was obviously not short of money. He had a tremendous appetite for knowledge of every kind. He read, and he loved Miss Winmaker to read to him. He played the piano and the organ and was a great authority on music. He was a ham radio operator and conversed with people all over the world. He could speak several languages fluently. And he seemed to know everything about everything.


One day when I had called to see Miss Winmaker, he came down and stopped me.


‘Do you know how the distance a furlong developed?’ he said.


‘No,’ I said, thinking about my next case and not wanting to get into a long intellectual discussion with William.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘it was one of the first distances of measurement. What happened was that they got some oxen and they hitched them to a plough and they made a note of how much they could plough in a certain period of time. From then on, that length was called a furlong.’


‘Thank you very much, William,’ I said, shoving the information into my own memory bank. Perhaps I could get the garage to change the speedometer in my car from miles to furlongs.


William loved to travel.


‘So many people think it’s the sights of places that are exciting but, to me it’s the smells,’ he said. ‘I love the smell of a place.’


He wrote three philosophical books: when I say wrote, he always used a typewriter, nothing handwritten, and he could type away as fast as the best shorthand typist.


I first met him when he was in his middle sixties and all the time I knew him, he was as busy as a bee. No moment of the day was wasted. If he sent for me it was usually to query me about some new medical advance. He always knew far more about it than I did. He was a very nice man, if a little brusque in manner, and tremendously perceptive. I only had to walk into the room on a visit and he would say, ‘What’s bothering you today, Dr Clifford?’ or ‘You seem pleased with yourself today, Dr Clifford,’ before I had even opened my mouth, and he was always right. He seemed to have an extra sense about people.


He had some wealthy gentlemen-farmer friends with whom he toured the Continent, Miss Winmaker always making up the party. One of the farmers told me that one day they were driving through Paris and were suddenly lost. They were aiming for Le Touquet.


‘I don’t know which way to turn,’ said the farmer.


‘Can you see Notre Dame?’ asked William.


‘Just,’ said the farmer.


‘Can you see its shadow?’


‘Just,’ said the farmer. ‘It’s pointing to the right.’


‘Well, it’s twelve o’clock now,’ said William, ‘take the next turning left and we should be on the road to Le Touquet.’


The farmer did and William was right.


Unfortunately I could never make a friend of William. Not that he was unfriendly, he just lacked the warmth of the old philosophical bookseller at Sanford-on-Sea, Bob Barker, with whom I had many chats. William was really far too intellectual to be chummy.


I would wager an even bet if you asked him any question, be it political, historical, geographical, he would know the answer. He was right up-to-date with current affairs. He always knew who would win an election and by how much. The only thing he wasn’t so good on was the weather.


William was quite a remarkable man. In fact, when I look back, probably one of the most remarkable, knowledgeable men I have ever met. The most remarkable thing about him was that you honestly couldn’t call him blind, in spite of the fact that at the age of eleven he had completely lost the sight of both eyes.




CHAPTER 5


Family Matters




 




Pam first started complaining about pains in her hip ten or eleven years back: a bit of stiffness, a bit of pain getting out of bed in the morning. I took notice because Pam was probably the least complaining person I ever knew. (Putting up with me for all these years should confirm that.)


Initially a couple of aspirin put everything all right. There would be no problem for two or three months, then her pain would return, calling for a few more aspirins. During the winter months she had more persistent pain and I or one of my partners would put her on one of the anti-inflammatory drugs that ease joint pain. Oiling the joints, I call it. The drugs relieve pain by taking the inflammation away. By removing inflammation they remove the local pain, as opposed to a pure pain-reliever which relieves any sort of pain. One of the anti-inflammatory drugs would help a little bit with toothache, but not as much as a straightforward pain-killer.


Pam was always better in the summer, and better still if we had been on the Thames with Joe and Lynne. I deduced, thinking man that I am, that having her leaping up lock sides with a rope between her teeth and pulling the boat in was doing her hip good. Anyway, I resolved that from her health point of view, it was much better if I did the steering and she did all the leaping about. She didn’t mind this and was actually sure that it kept her pain-free and stopped her being stiff. I encouraged her in this activity and became one of the best steerers on the river.


Pam, Paul, Jane and I once took a canal boat on the Brecon-Abergavenny Canal, a unique canal running parallel to the River Usk, surrounded by villages that seemed to be thirty years back in price as well as time and customs. Paul even caught a trout in the canal and was so confused to find such a beautiful game fish that he unhooked it and put it back in, as he would any coarse fish.


It was a complicated canal full of locks, and Pam had to run across the planks (I haven’t a very good head for heights), perch right over the tall locks, and tug on ropes while I hung on grimly to the steering wheel. It was one of the best years her hip ever had. I did think at one time of prescribing boating, or at least land-crewing for patients with painful hips.


However, her hip steadily worsened. She had spells when she was in a good deal of pain. We both accepted the fact that one day we would have to do something about it, but Pam hoped that day was many, many years off.


Her mother, who had been a most courageous lady, had both hips operated on years before artificial hips were thought of. In those days it meant going into hospital for a minimum of twelve weeks in traction, having one hip operated on and then going back six months later for a further twelve weeks while the other hip was done. The operation didn’t leave the patient walking about as if nothing had happened, as modern hip operations do. It meant the patient could get about and was relatively pain-free, but that was all.


We gradually went on to stronger and stronger anti-inflammatory preparations. At last Pam agreed to have an X-ray of her hip, and it did show gross arthritic changes. Although by now the anti-inflammatory drugs had begun to upset Pam’s stomach a bit, she still wasn’t keen on an operation. She had the brilliant idea of joining the over-fifties badminton club; the activity was almost like leaping from a boat. She went to the club twice and thoroughly enjoyed herself, but each time she came back with progressive pain and from then on her hip was sheer agony.


‘My love,’ I said, ‘we’ve no alternative. We must seek advice.’


There was an orthopaedic surgeon in Winchcombe, Pat Chesterfield, whom I’d known since our student days. ‘Let’s see him,’ I said.


There seemed to be a lot of obstacles.


‘I can’t have it done before Christmas,’ said Pam, ‘and then there’s Trevor’s birthday.’


‘Never mind darling,’ I said. ‘Let’s just go and see Pat.’


Pam had a further X-ray which showed that over a period of three months the condition of her hip, almost certainly aggravated by the badminton, had deteriorated markedly. The head of main bone in the leg, the femur, had almost disintegrated.


‘You must get this hip done as soon as possible,’ said Pat Chesterfield when he saw the X-rays. ‘I don’t know how you’ve managed to walk on it.’


Pam went over to Winchcombe to be operated on, coincidentally a year to the day that I had had my coronary bypass operation. She was to have a total hip replacement which would mean removing the whole of the diseased joint and putting in a new artificial one. She felt pretty rough the first day after the operation and was in some pain. The second day she was sitting up taking notice, eating and reading a paper. The third day she was swinging her legs out of bed, thoroughly enjoying being waited on. By the fifth day she was beginning to walk. By the sixth day she was doing some stairs. By the twelfth day she was home, determined not to use sticks, and climbing the stairs unaided.


Within a few weeks she was driving the car and walking into town. Nobody would believe that she had ever had anything wrong with her hip.


We both had our operations on November 23rd. For both of us our first major social event was a New Year’s Eve dinner with friends, a sort of first-footing.


Pam was a different woman with her new hip. She was pain-free. She could turn over in bed without any trouble. She was off all drugs. It really was a miracle. We were so fortunate to be born in an age when these great advances in surgery had been made. I certainly, without my operation, would have had to give up work. If there hadn’t been these marvellous new artificial hips Pam would have had to undergo the same traumatic experience as her mother and would have finished up, not fully mobile but just pain-free and able to get about only moderately well.


At the time Pam was in hospital there was somebody else having an artificial shoulder put in and somebody else having an artificial knee put in.


Jack Kitchen, an old friend, used to call in and see us with his French wife, Pierette. Now a consultant orthopaedic surgeon at Bath, Jack was the British, if not the world, authority on ankle replacements. He was a huge, broad shouldered, gentle giant who played in the front row with me in my medical student days.


The rugby team called him Garth, after a cartoon character in the Daily Mirror, who was a cross between Tarzan and the Incredible Hulk. Jack was rarely ever roused, but on the rare occasions that the opposing pack did rile him enough to lose his cool, he would seem to swell up about twice his size and sling the opposing set of forwards all over the field.


He had met his wife on a French rugby tour when we were playing in Bordeaux. They always said I had introduced them. I never quite worked out how this had happened but anyway, thirty years later, they were still very happily married. Whenever we met, Jack and I used to have a semi-scrum down to remind us of old times.


As well as being an orthopaedic surgeon, he had written several books on the history of British surgery and had a great passion for literature.


Jack would sit there, brow furrowed, and say, ‘It’s quite incredible. Who would ever think of two front-row forwards writing books?’ The true front-row forward was supposed to be bone from the neck up and with his ears coming out on his shoulders. If you weren’t born like that, by the time you had played rugby, that’s the shape you became.


It was so good to see Pam free of pain and mobile again. She started to ride her bike, went swimming, and said tentatively, ‘What about squash?’


‘I should leave it just a little while,’ I said. ‘Certainly until the scar has healed.’


The children had all visited their mother in hospital and were at the house when she was discharged. They were standing at the door to meet her as I brought her home in the car.


There stood Trevor, Jane, Paul and Gill with a big bunch of flowers.


‘We won’t say “Welcome Home Mother”,’ said Trevor. ‘We’ll just say “Hip, Hip, Hooray!” ’


[image: image]


We were fortunate in the spacing of our children’s ages that none of them was close enough to have to compete with each other. There was three-and-a-half years between Trevor, the eldest, and Paul, and ten years between Trevor and Jane, our youngest who although having two much older brothers, was neither a tomboy not spoilt. Jane developed into a good-looking, fair-haired young woman who never said a nasty word about anybody, was always a delight to have around, and was the true definition of a ‘good sort’.


When I look back over my life, the best times I had were holidays with the children. The practice was good in that it allowed us to have a month in the summer so that, even when the children were quite young, we would roam all over the Continent on camping trips or get out on a boat. Even when the children had all left home, we would always try and have a few days together somewhere.


Trevor, after taking a masters’ degree in law and spending a couple of years lecturing in law, went to drama school and joined the acting/writing profession which he loved. Although to date he has not become a front-line star, he has done very well and never seems to be unemployed. Part of this is because he mixes writing with acting, and mainly because he works very hard at it. If there’s not much acting about, there’s usually a bit of writing and vice versa. We are all of us Trevor groupies and follow him around to watch him in his various performances. To York to see him in an Alan Bleasdale play, to Southampton for a Melvyn Bragg musical. One memorable evening in London, memorable because of the heat which I thought was going to make me pass out, we sweated it out watching him play Rosencrantz and the first gravedigger in Hamlet, with Robert Lindsay a brilliant Hamlet.


Trevor did a bit of everything. He wrote a few episodes for Tucker’s Luck for the BBC, as well as appearing in one. He wrote several episodes of Albion Market for ITV, became the Schweppes’ man for the New Zealand market where he had to play a barmaid, a yokel and a butler, as well as doing commercials for Shell, some Scottish ales and various other companies.
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