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1 - Unpleasant News
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The double crash at the front door indicated urgency. The hard official knock made by a person who has important business. Dorothy tucked a wayward curl of hair from her eye and ran down the stairs, noticing on the way the unmistakable outline of a policeman through the frosted glass in the window alongside the door. Her heart skipped a beat. She opened the door and stared out at the tall officer.

‘Mrs Bradstock?’ enquired the policeman looking up from his notebook, his face set with that blank look that hid any inner emotions but nevertheless, betrayed apprehension at what he had to impart. She nodded mutely at his question, and the policeman continued. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you there has been an accident, just an hour back, on Kennington Road.’

‘Come in,’ said Dorothy, opening the door wider, her knees shaking. The officer stepped inside and removed his helmet. He looked again at his notebook and then at Dorothy, he was having trouble finding the correct words.

‘A road traffic accident..., I’m sorry, a lorry, hit by a lorry he was.’ 

‘My husband, George do you mean, is he, is he...bad?’

‘An elderly man madam, I’m sorry to say killed outright, your father I was thinking.’

‘My father... killed! Oh, but...’ she sat on a chair just inside the door that had remained open.

‘Yes. I am sorry to bring you such news and we are investigating. He was hit while waiting at the lights. Knocked off his bike by a lorry. Ambulance arrived but nothing they could do, passed away at the scene. Lorry drove off; we are looking for the driver.’

‘His bike? But my father doesn’t have a bicycle.’ Dorothy’s anguish lessened upon hearing this and she became curious. 

The officer again consulted his notebook, his face red. ‘Alfred Jones, so he is not your father?’

‘Oh, he’s our tenant,’ said Dorothy, ‘he lives on the ground floor.’

‘I see madam, I’m sorry for the confusion but we had to go by what we found on him. We had his name and this address, so I took you to be his family.’

Dorothy Bradstock and her husband George were lucky to have a house they nearly owned outright. They purchased their home a number of years earlier with a sitting tenant, the elderly Alfred Jones who had life tenure to the rooms on the ground floor. Because the house came with this ‘encumbrance’ as the estate agent termed the tenant, it was on the market at a considerably reduced price and affordable with the help of a small mortgage. 

The old man did not prove any trouble and lived self-contained below. He was generally quiet and kept his own company, and apart from the crash from the front door when he brought his bicycle into the hallway, they were hardly aware of his presence. In fact, the only time he uttered a word was when he handed over the coins comprising his weekly rent, and after that he tottered off back down the stairs to where he closed his door on the Bradstocks and the world.

Alfred Jones occupied the entire ground floor that was divided off from the upstairs at the stairs by a kind of garden gate. The Bradstock family resided in the slightly smaller upper level. Their accommodation consisted of a back room overlooking the garden they used as a bedroom; small, and made smaller still by a partition that provided a further bedroom for their two children. They had another room in the middle of the house at the top of the stairs they used as their kitchen, and this in turn had a screened off area for their meals. They used the front room as the lounge, and enjoyed the exclusive use of a small bathroom towards the back of the house. They shared the garden and a small shed with their tenant. 

Of course, their part-house felt cramped, and became increasingly so as their children, Anne and Tom grew older. Still, they were used to their rooms, and received a pittance of rent each week from Alfred; a sum that he paid without variance to them, and to previous landlords since the nineteen-twenties. Aside from the rent, the main advantage of this arrangement to the Bradstock family was that the house was to become their exclusive freehold dwelling when their tenant either moved out or passed away. 

This event had now come about without warning, and after the policeman had asked some further questions, and jotted a few details down in his notebook, he left Dorothy waiting for the return of her husband that evening to convey the sad news. Indeed, Dorothy felt a shock and sadness to hear of Jones passing so suddenly. To think that in a single moment, the careless actions by a lorry driver brought about that violent act to jerk him away from life in an instant. It brought home to her the frailty of our presence in the world. George, Anne and Tom, upon hearing the news of the accident, also felt shocked, and the four remained subdued for days afterwards.

Alfred had a sister who lived in the midlands; she came and stayed with them for a few days until his funeral, and then she bundled up his scant possessions and returned to Birmingham. And Alfred Jones was no more. His footprints wiped from the world leaving nothing but a fleeting memory of his existence to those who knew him. 

Consequently, the Bradstock family now fully owned their long narrow terrace house situated half way down a long narrow road in Lambeth, South London. George Bradstock and his wife were now the proud owners of this dwelling they shared exclusively with their two children. Anne aged nine, and Thomas just turned seven. George arranged, with the help of a loan from the bank, the conversion of the two apartments into one house, which after considerable painting and repairing, looked very respectable, although this had left them very short of money. However, the family moved down to the lower rooms, and thus expanded like the air in a balloon to fill the space available.



George worked as a teller at Martins Bank Limited, London. The year was 1959, the month was August, and at the age of thirty-eight, the passing years had endowed George with a rather thin crop of greying hair atop a thin sallow face inset with grey sunken eyes. Of middle height, he was of thin build, but covered his sparse frame in good quality clothing. He always appeared neat and tidy and well turned out whatever the time of day. 

George had a carefree attitude towards work. He felt easy in his job of long standing, and knew all there was to know about being a bank teller. He felt comfortable at his tasks and knew most of the customers who came to his counter; they in turn, knew and trusted him. George was mostly happy in his work and content to continue at his easy pace until retirement. That is, he would have been satisfied with his lot had it not been for Dorothy. His wife was ambitious and wanted her husband to advance within the bank and bring in more money. She plagued him regularly with questions about possible promotion through the tiers of the bank, and constantly asked when he would become the manager. 

Dorothy was a few years younger. She was pettish and somewhat cagy about revealing her age, but in confidence thought to be about thirty-five. Dorothy too, was particular about her appearance; specifically, her hair, arrayed light brown and wavy, almost fair, tied up in a high style, and secured with a comb. No gray ever showed through, but if any should appear, Dorothy took care to ask her hairdresser for a tint. In build, she was a little plump, and as she was of short stature, she liked to wear her dresses long in the belief this style made her look slender and willowy. She did not go out to work, and like her mother, maintained the long tradition that the wife remained at home to clean and cook for the family. They never discussed the question of Dorothy working, and George held the view that it was his duty to provide for the family. From her point of view, Dorothy was happy in her domestic role. She did not have the least desire to go to work although her main gripe was the shortage of money — George did not earn very much. 

George tried to get ahead. He tried, but was no longer very motivated, and therefore made no great effort. To please his wife, he aspired upon several occasions to the noble status of employee of the year, but every year his attempts failed. To achieve this position, an annual competition took place that encouraged the employees of Martins Bank to come up with ideas to save the bank money. Economy was the watchword for the bank and the driver for this award, with management reviewing all proposals made by the staff to see if any held out promise. George’s thoughts and efforts came to nothing, although he put forward several suggestions. 

The competition was fierce and many notions came forward to make amusing reading in the staff magazine. Following a spate of bank robberies at Martins Bank, one year, someone, and yes, the name of that person appeared in the bank’s magazine, put forward the idea to release marbles onto the floor from hidden chutes when a robbery was in progress. The motive behind this proposal was to trip the felons and hinder their escape until the police arrived. The person who put forward this idea proudly thought that he had made a constructive suggestion, and sat back waiting for his overdue recognition. However, everyone thought this a grand joke; laughed, ridiculed him, and said the idea could not work because all that the robbers needed to do was to walk out on tiptoe with their loot. 

Yes, this person was poor George and the disappointing outcome caused him to give up his fruitless quest. In future, he left such improvement ideas to others while he settled into the blissful anonymity of a simple bank teller with no aspirations for notoriety. 

As it was August, their two children were currently enjoying the long summer holiday. Anne was a thin studious girl with long fair hair usually tied in a ponytail. She attended the local school where she was by all accounts doing very well. The end of term reports from her teachers were all good, and they recommended extra coaching to make sure she was ready for the 11-Plus examinations in a couple of years to give her a place at the grammar school. 

Anne was a lover of horses and often visited the local stables where she tended and rode the Shetland ponies. Her favourite, Tinkerbelly, was chestnut brown with a long silky mane, and she rode the mare up and down a quiet back road when given the chance. 

Thomas or Tom, as he preferred, and as mentioned, had recently turned seven when he celebrated his birthday with a party at home for his friends from school. This did not prove a particular success as one boy vomited jelly over the sofa resulting in an hour of scrubbing from Dorothy to clean the upholstery. Still, this incident broke the monotony of the usual Saturday afternoon when there was never much to do, and made for a good topic for conversation afterwards. 

Unlike his sister, Tom was not a good scholar. He disliked school, and had a tendency to get into trouble that worried his parents. His latest prank took place just after his birthday when he discovered the water mains stopcock to the school and turned off the supply to the entire building. This caused much trouble in the toilets for half an hour until Mr Beasley the roly-poly caretaker waddled over to turn the valve back on. He glared at the watching boys with a silent threat not to do it again, and stomped back off to his lair. Tom however, was pleased with the effects of his caper that even surpassed the great snail plague he inflicted on the girl’s toilets on an earlier occasion. Tom disliked every aspect of school, and particularly the school uniform that he made every attempt to disarray to become the shabbiest boy in class. He achieved the scruffy look wonderfully despite his mother’s best attempts to tidy him up every morning before school. One thing he could not get out of was a short back ‘n sides haircut. His mother thought short hair looked neat, clean, and tidy on a boy, and the local barber, ex-military and severe, provided this service regularly every three weeks. 

George was an orphan. Both his parents died when he was very young — too young for him to remember either of them. He spent his growing years in an orphanage that he finally left for a cold and stark room in a hostel. This gave him the independence to find his way in the world at the age of sixteen. His late father in his time was also some kind of bank worker because he provided for his son through the Bank Clerks’ Orphanage. This organisation, while not an actual orphanage, arranged for George’s introduction to the world of banking through a cadetship with Martins Bank in Soho Square London; where he remained to progress no further than to that of a bank teller. 

One evening later in the month, Dorothy was in the kitchen washing the dishes with her hair wrapped in a cloth to protect it from the steam. She was in a chatty mood, and happy as the family were speaking of going on a holiday; she asked George whether he should apply to Lloyds Bank for a job as Martins Bank seemed so slow in awarding their employee’s promotion. 

George evaded the question, and instead mentioned the front windows of the house that needed painting; house maintenance was an ongoing event for the Bradstock household since Alfred’s death. As well as window painting, the pipes needed attention, the bricks wanted pointing, and a broken door required the skills of a carpenter. This diversion annoyed Dorothy, but she listened anyway, ready to resume her line of enquiry when he paused sufficiently. 

This evening, George having finished his fragile help in the kitchen, and having successfully diverted his wife’s conversation about his promotion over to the maintenance of their house, stood gazing out of the sitting room window into the street at a car he had just purchased. This vehicle was a dark red Jowett Javelin manufactured in 1950, and until recently owned by the family doctor. George consulted his doctor a few weeks previously because he was worried about a persistent cough. He returned from his appointment still with his cough, but with the offer of a new car.

This evening the street was busy and many people walked back and forth on their various errands. He stood a little way back from the window and watched. There came the stooped old woman from a few doors along, hurrying home with her bags of Friday shopping. Now his neighbour Peabody, late back from work, striding, and impatient to be home. Then the mother with the boy who always whined and fretted about sweets; yes, she clipped his ear! George smiled. Ah, and here was that man who slowed when he passed and seemed to peer into his house — he always wore a coat whatever the weather, and although the evening was sultry, he pulled the garment closer before ambling off to wherever he lived. George watched him disappear round the corner. This procession of people who passed his window seemed to coincide with the buses pulling up at the stop at the end of the street. He looked at his watch, it was ten minutes until the next one. 

He drew the curtains across after taking a final look out the window; he switched on the light and sat in an easy chair allowing his mind to drift back over the day, and the events leading up to the purchase of the car.
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‘It is just a little congestion on your chest,’ said Doctor Diriger, putting down his stethoscope. ‘Nothing to worry about as I am sure a breath of fresh air will help to clear it up. I recommend that you get away from London for a few days. Take a holiday by the coast. I suggest Brighton, and I can give you the address of a hotel that I recommend to my patients. Take a holiday Mr Bradstock and you will return as a new man.’

‘Thank you doctor I will consider it, but Dorothy says it’s smoking that causes my cough,’ said George, ‘she has the idea my pipe is to blame, do you think it does any harm?’

‘Not at all,’ replied the doctor reaching for his pen, ‘I have never had any reason to connect smoking with a cough; we all cough, it is a natural reflex, and in fact I believe that smoking is beneficial in that it clears a build-up of phlegm. I will write you a prescription, but don’t worry too much, come back and see me next week.’ 

‘Ah, that’s a relief,’ said George, ‘Dorothy is worried for my health but I will set her mind at rest and tell her there is no concern, I do like a pipe of an evening filled with a good plug of tarry rough shag.’

‘I tell you, don’t worry Mr Bradstock, women worry about health as it is a natural trait in them. I also tell you I never had any evidence to hand that smoking is dangerous. Why, only the other day I visited old Mrs Sparrowhawk at the Wandsworth gypsy site. She still smokes a cob pipe you know, and she is over ninety. Never a day sick in her life through smoking. I will further tell you that smoking has been around since the days of Raleigh, and don’t you think that if the habit were harmful, it would have come to light by now?’

‘Well, thank you again doctor,’ said George, you mention a holiday. We have been thinking of going away for a week or so as we haven’t taken the children anywhere this year, and last year it was only a day excursion to Littlehampton. I have been considering buying another car since my old Ford Prefect broke down. Failed big ends, the man in the garage said. Damned expensive to repair so I will sell it for scrap. I miss not having a car. With a car we can get out more often.’

Doctor Diriger sat back in his chair; he knitted his fat fingers together over his stomach like a fleshy corset while he thought for a couple of seconds. 

‘I don’t know if you like this idea, but I am selling my car as soon as my new Rover is delivered to the dealer. My current car is still good; you must have seen it, a Jowett Javelin. I bought it new, some years ago, but my wife recently saw the adverts for the new Rover 90 and she is no longer satisfied with the poor old Jowett. Mildred is like that once she gets an idea into her head; she becomes like a little terrier dog with a bone, constantly worrying at it. The dealer will part exchange the Jowett for the Rover, and has allowed a price of two hundred and ninety-five trade-in; which I think is too low, but having known you and your family for years, and seeing you are after a car, I will offer it to you for the same money.’ 

‘I am certainly tempted,’ said George, picking up his prescription and getting to his feet. ‘I like the idea, and I know your Jowett is reliable, but I will have to discuss it with Dorothy first you understand.’

‘Of course, of course! Please do, and there is no rush as the Rover hasn’t arrived yet and I can’t be without transport. Do you remember that the Jowett is red? It is dark red, maroon. I paid more for a coloured car. Black as you know is more usual, but red, blood-red seems more in line with my calling. Ha! and if a patient bleeds all over it, the blood doesn’t show as much.’

‘I don’t mind the colour,’ said George, ‘red is rather fun after black cars.’

George walked out of the surgery feeling pleased. He saw the doctor’s car parked outside and looked in the window. The seats were not torn and no chocolate smears appeared on the windows; this indicated that children had not sat in the vehicle. What did the doctor say he would take? Two hundred and ninety-five pounds. This was a lot of money, but he could borrow it from his bank on good terms, and then it would not seem so much of a burden on the housekeeping money. It was a matter of persuading Dorothy to accept the idea, and that was the hard part.

‘Ah, there you are George,’ said Dorothy, as he opened the front door and came into the hallway, ‘what did the doctor say, is it the smoking giving you that cough?’ 

‘No,’ replied George, somewhat irritably, ‘he told me that there is no connection between smoking and coughing, and a holiday to Brighton, and a breath of sea air will do me good and will help dry up the cough.’ 

‘All the same, I want you to cut back a little dear, I feel sure smoking doesn’t do you any good, but the doctor knows best and I trust him; I like his idea for a holiday, we have not been away for a long time.’

‘Speaking of holidays I have an idea, the doctor is selling his car; he told me that today as I was about to leave, it’s that red one he comes round in, do you remember? He said he would sell the car to me if we wanted it. It is not cheap I am afraid, but we know his car has been well maintained. It will suit us very well, and will be ideal for a family holiday to the coast.’

‘Oh, it’s not cheap, is it? I don’t want us spending money we haven’t got just for the sake of a car. How much does he want?’

George went into the kitchen and lifted the lid of a saucepan on the stove to examine the simmering contents. He told Dorothy the price, and clamped the lid back on the pan by way of a full stop.

‘How you imagine we can spend all that money on a car beats me,’ said Dorothy, wiping her hands on her apron, and gripping a rolling pin like a bludgeon.’

‘I can get another staff loan from the bank, love,’ said George, walking over and pushing his finger into some pastry on the table; ‘easy terms each week, and we won’t even notice it.’

‘I have heard you mention these so-called easy terms, and there is nothing easy about them. Just move away from my pastry, I don’t want your dirty hands all over the food.’

‘But we need a car,’ continued George; ‘you know that when I asked in the workshop about repairing the Ford, they said the engine will cost a lot to fix, and then it needs new tyres. The doctor’s car looks perfect to me.’

‘All the same, it’s a lot of money for a car, and I think we could get a cheaper one if you looked round the dealers. Tell the doctor it is too dear.’

They did not discuss the car further that evening. Dorothy finished the pie she was making, and the family sat at the table to eat it along with boiled cabbage and potatoes. The four generally sat down to eat at this time of day and discussed what had taken place since the previous evening meal. Anne started to talk about a new pony that had arrived at the stables, a Shetland pony mare called Rosebud, but she could not ride her yet. Her father looked up from his plate to ask if the beast had to be broken in before children could mount her.

‘She’s not a beast and they don’t break in the ponies,’ said Anne, her lip quivering at the thought, ‘Miss Blossom says Rosebud isn’t ready yet.’

‘If the horse was mine, I would ride him,’ said Tom, who sat at the table in his cowboy outfit, ‘I would ride him out to shoot injuns.’

The thought of his young son sitting on a Shetland pony dressed like Roy Rogers, and shooting imaginary ‘injuns’ with his cap gun, made his father smile. ‘You have to feed a hoss first,’ said George, ‘and then brush his mane before you can ride him. Could you do that?’ 

Tom looked at his plate and said nothing.

‘Anyway, it’s a lady horse,’ said Anne, pouting, ‘and she would not like cowboys riding her.’

‘Makes no difference, and anyway, cowboys have spurs to gee-up a hoss,’ said Tom. There came a loud crack as he fired his cap pistol under the table that made everyone jump.

‘I thought I told you not to bring that cap gun to the table at meals,’ said his mother frowning, ‘put it away or I won’t be buying you any more caps.’

Tom didn’t eat any more and sulked until Dorothy brought in the dessert. She had made rice pudding and placed the bowl in the centre of the table next to a jug of condensed milk. She silently served the two children, who sprinkled the rice with sugar and then slopped on the milk. George sat watching them and thought about reopening the subject of a holiday.

‘There is not much rice pudding today,’ said Dorothy, spooning a serve into a bowl for her husband, ‘the birds have been at the milk again, and I never fancy it once they peck through the top of the bottle.’

‘Um,’ said George, not seeing the connection between birds and rice puddings.

‘The pudding is made with rice and milk,’ said Dorothy, in a tone of impatience, ‘and I throw the milk away when they peck the cream out the top of the bottle. You don’t know what germs they bring in.’ 

‘Get the milkman to put a cloth over the bottles,’ said George, ‘that’ll stop them.’

‘Don’t you think I asked him, but he won’t do it,’ said Dorothy, ‘Penelope next door has the same trouble. She says the birds sit in a tree to wait for the milkman.’

‘Didn’t she complain about the baker having dirty hands?’

‘Oh yes, and I feel the same. He handles all that money, and then delivers the bread with no wrapper. Who knows what germs he puts on it. Penelope cuts the crusts off before she eats the bread.’

‘Well, we have got away without falling sick so far,’ said George, regarding the milky dessert with a critical eye and moving away from the table to fill his pipe from a tub on the mantelpiece. ‘We are going on a holiday,’ announced George, with a glance at Anne and Tom to see their reaction. He struck a match to light his pipe that he then clamped between his lips and teeth with a succulent squelch. He inhaled deeply, making the contents of the bowl glow brightly for a few seconds, and then puffed out a great cloud of smoke like a steam locomotive getting under way. ‘We are going to Brighton. Brighton-by-Sea, or Doctor Brighton as the place used to be called.’

‘When are we going?’ asked Anne, looking up from her half-eaten bowl of pudding and picking up her comic.

‘I don’t want to see the doctor,’ said Tom, pulling a face and snatching the comic from his sister. ‘I don’t want to go there.’

‘Give it back! Mum, he’s got my Beano,’ wailed Anne, trying in vain to snatch her comic, ‘tell him to wait his turn.’

‘Tom, now let your sister read it first, and you can have the Beano as soon as she has finished,’ said Dorothy, ‘George, I remember we discussed this holiday idea earlier, but how can we pay for it, and with a new car as well. Where is the money to come from?’ 

‘I think we can afford a week at Brighton,’ said George, coughing from the effects of his pipe, ‘it won’t cost much if we can drive there.’ 

There came a ripping sound and Anne screamed. 

‘Mum! He’s torn it, look he’s torn it in half.’

‘Go to your room Tom,’ said his mother sharply, ‘go there until you can behave better, I have a good mind to dock that out of your pocket money. You don’t deserve a holiday at this rate.’

‘I don’t care, who wants to go to see a doctor at Brighton?’ said Tom sulkily, as he headed out the door.

‘I’d like to go in any case,’ said Anne, smoothing out her torn comic, ‘what does the doctor do in Brighton?’

‘No, no,’ said her father, ‘you have the wrong idea. Doctor Brighton is the old name for Brighton and it means the air is very fresh there. It is where people used to go to get better after being in hospital. The air is full of ozone which is good for you, and fresh air puts lead back in your pencil.’

‘But we haven’t been in hospital and what’s ozone?’ cried Anne, the appeal of the holiday rapidly fading, ‘and what happens to the pencils if you need to put the lead back in them?’

George huffed on his pipe that gurgled unpleasantly. He could see this was not going very well, so he tried another tack. 

‘Brighton is a lovely spot; there is a beach where you can build sandcastles...’ His voice tailed off when he saw his wife flash a warning glance. ‘Well, maybe there is not much sand, there may be a few pebbles on the beach, but there are fishing boats to see, and further along is a place called Black Rock, and you can take a little train to it along the front and there you can fish for winkles.’ 
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George returned to see his doctor the following week. This time he waited an hour to see him because of the number of patients also waiting for an appointment. He felt irritated as he could not smoke in the doctor’s waiting room and feeling bored, looked at the ancient magazines left out on the low table. Ironically, the first magazine he picked up featured an article about bathing machines used at Brighton a hundred years previously. A humorous picture depicted a group of women draped in long cotton bathing costumes demurely emerging from a little hut on wheels halfway into the sea. George grinned. Some of the bathers were being carried into the choppy water by stout helpers. Well, the Bradstock family could go to the seaside too, and bathe in the healing waters of Brighton. George looked at the date of the magazine; it was May 1947. Oh well, it was a comparatively recent publication judging by the other well-thumbed reading matter in the waiting room.

‘Next please,’ called the doctor’s receptionist, and a boy with his hand stuck in a jug walked into the surgery with his mother. Ah, good, thought George, I am next.

The boy and his mother came out five minutes later, the boy crying, the mother looking vexed, and carrying a bag containing the broken jug.

‘Next please!’ called the receptionist.

George entered the consulting room. He sat in a chair facing the doctor who had just returned a small hammer to his drawer.

‘Ah! Mr Bradstock and how is the cough?’ asked the doctor, sitting back, and again knitting his fingers as he regarded George.

‘Better thank you,’ said George, ‘better since I took that medicine, but it does make me sleepy.’

‘Yes, it will do that as a side effect, but I trust you found it suppressed the cough?’

George said it made it better, but he dropped off to sleep twice at work and got told off by the chief clerk.

‘As long as you don’t drive a car under the influence of it you will be fine,’ said Doctor Diriger smiling, ‘and speaking of cars, have you discussed the little matter of my Jowett with your wife?’

George said he mentioned it to Dorothy but the car was too expensive.

‘Well, I might be able to meet you with a lower sum,’ said the doctor, picking up his stethoscope, ‘just unbutton your shirt Mr Bradstock to let me have a listen.’

George stood with his shirt undone and breathed in and out at the doctor’s request. Over in the corner of his surgery stood a tall skeleton wearing a hat and coat, George started at the bizarre sight, and the doctor followed his gaze.

‘You are looking at Alfie,’ said Doctor Diriger, ‘I don’t normally have him in my consulting room, but the storage room is being cleared ready for our move up north.’

‘What, are you giving up?’ asked George ‘I had no idea you were finishing here.’

‘Yes, I have given it a lot of thought. I am selling up here to take over a practice in Newcastle. My wife’s people are there, and I thought to take a break from London. I’ve been here over twenty-five years, you know.’

‘I expect Alfie will ride with you in the back of your new Rover,’ said George, fumbling with his shirt buttons.

‘Oh no, I don’t want him up there, and as a matter of fact it is a nuisance to me.’

‘A nuisance, how so?’ asked George, looking at Alfie, who stood grinning in his long coat.

‘I asked my colleagues,’ said the doctor reaching for a spatula to examine George’s throat, ‘and none of them want it. It is the real thing too, a real skeleton that is, and good quality if I can say that about him.’

‘What do you use it for? George asked, opening his mouth to allow the doctor to peer in.’

‘Say ahhhh!’ requested the doctor. ‘I used him for teaching purposes some while back. I held first aid classes here, and a skeleton is invaluable for tuition. But now no one wants to take it off my hands.’

‘I think he is fun,’ said George, ‘and I like his coat.’

‘I use my coat to cover him,’ said the doctor, ‘but even so, some of the children are scared of him, and then, despite his being covered, I have to turn him to face the wall.’

‘If no takers, what will you do with him then?’

‘I have not thought that through. Why, do you want him? He would make a novelty coat and hat stand for the hall. A good topic for conversation.’

‘Yes, I’d like him very much,’ replied George, laughing, ‘but I fear Dorothy would not. But to get back to the car, doctor, I am afraid we cannot afford to pay any more than two hundred and fifty pounds.’

Doctor Diriger looked at his fingernails and frowned. ‘I will tell you what I can do Mr Bradstock. My new Rover is still not delivered to the dealer, but if you are prepared to wait until it arrives, I am willing to take two hundred and fifty in cash.’

‘Thank you doctor,’ said George, ‘I think we can manage that. We are not in any hurry and can wait.’

‘Good, and I am pleased to tell you that your chest sounds better, and your throat looks normal, apart from a slight redness. I have your phone number and will ring you about the car. Good day to you.’

George also wished the doctor good day, and walked out of the consulting room where at least a dozen patients were waiting to see him on that busy morning. He quickly looked to see if any more boys with kitchen utensils stuck on their limbs waited in the queue, but there were none. 

He returned to his house where Dorothy had the evening meal well progressed. Today she fried sausages, and blue-grey smoke from the hot pan filled the small kitchen. His wife seemed flustered, and George thought it not a good time to discuss his purchase of the doctor’s car. He would bring up the subject during the meal, and sweeten it by telling her that he had worked a deal with Doctor Diriger.

‘Lay the table will you,’ said Dorothy, flipping a very brown sausage in the pan, ‘and get the HP sauce from the cupboard, and when you’ve done that, come and give this gravy a stir, and then mash the potato.’

George performed these tasks, and sat to eat his meal when his wife dished up. Tom had changed roles today and shunned his cowboy outfit for that of an American Indian. He sat and picked over his meal with no hint that he had earlier committed the outrage of scalping Anne’s favourite doll and had taken the hair with him to school like a trophy. Anne sat sullen and revengeful while she tried to think of a way of getting her own back.

‘I bought the doctor’s car,’ said George, after waiting until his wife had a good big mouthful of mashed potato, ‘I offered him one hundred and fifty pounds, and he accepted.’

‘Oh boy, a new car!’ cried Tom in great excitement, ‘when will it be here?’

‘That is nearly half his original asking price,’ said Dorothy, spluttering pieces of potato onto the tablecloth. Her eyes bulged, ‘one fifty pounds! How come he has dropped his price by so much?’

George felt that he could tell his wife the price was less because he expected to make one hundred from the sale of their old car. This was not strictly true, as his Ford would not fetch anything like that sum; but then, George was very determined to have the Jowett. He told Dorothy the doctor had reduced the price because his new car was delayed; and because of this, the dealer offered the doctor an extra discount.

Dorothy looked at him narrowly. ‘It seems very cheap all the same. Are you sure there is nothing wrong with it?’

‘Nothing at all. The vehicle is immaculate. Doctor Diriger always has it serviced regularly because it is important for him to have a reliable car.’

‘Well, it will be nice to have a new car. What sort did you say it is?’

‘It’s a Jowett. I think the car is about six years old, maybe seven, and it will be great for us. I will wait to hear from the doctor when I can pick it up.’

‘Same age as me, seven,’ said Tom, climbing on the table to reach for the sauce bottle.

‘Yes, it is. Get down please Tom. The car is red, now won’t that be special?’

‘I bet it’s quicker than our old one,’ said Tom, ‘red cars always go fast.’

‘It will go faster for sure, and we can go on holiday to Brighton in it.’

‘I wrote to that hotel the doctor recommended,’ said Dorothy, scraping the last of the gravy onto her plate, ‘The Sea Vista Hotel. I wrote to ask if they have a spare room.’

‘Oh good,’ said George, ‘let’s hope they have a cheap room left, but we are booking late and not giving them much notice.’

When George returned to work the following day, he made arrangements for a staff loan of three hundred pounds, repaid on easy terms from his wages over a period of three years. This represented a substantial slice out of his weekly pay, but he felt he could cope. The extra fifty pounds was for the family holiday, although he hoped to see some change out of this sum. 

Mrs Mopping from the hotel wrote back by return of post to say she had a vacant room at the Sea Vista Hotel available next month. In her letter she explained the room was at the top of the building and commanded fine sea views; and with breakfast and evening meals, the room could be theirs for ten pounds.

‘We can stay at the Sea Vista in two weeks’ time,’ said Dorothy, during dinner that evening, ‘that is just before Anne and Tom are due back at school, so it works out well for us.’

‘It also depends on us getting the car,’ said George, ‘I haven’t heard from the doctor yet.’

‘Well, phone him tomorrow to find out, and as soon as we know, I will book us in with Mrs Mopping.’

At work the following day, George was busy, and it was not until late in the morning before he remembered to phone Doctor Diriger to ask about his car. His receptionist answered, and told George the doctor was out but she happened to know the doctor’s new car had not arrived. The delay was due to the colour of paint he had chosen. George was disappointed to hear this and said he would phone again in a few days.

‘Just write back to Mrs Mopping and book us in,’ George told Dorothy when he returned home that evening, ‘the doctor’s car will be available in a day or two, and we have lots of time.’ 

During the two weeks leading up to their holiday, Anne and Tom became increasingly excited. Tom intended to take his pirate outfit to Brighton because his father told him of the fishing boats, and where there are boats, there are pirates. Unfortunately, however, he could not find his pirate costume anywhere, and this was not surprising, seeing Anne had taken it to get back at him for scalping her doll. The disappearance of his outfit puzzled Dorothy, who despite looking everywhere, could not find it because Anne had the costume hidden in her room.

The final week before their holiday arrived, and they still did not have the car. This caused Dorothy some angst, and she told her husband that he was altogether far too casual about such matters. The doctor had phoned George at work the previous week to explain about the problem with the paint. Black, gray, or cream...if he had chosen paint in any colour other than red there would be no delay, but red caused difficulties. He needed the car every day, explained Doctor Diriger to George. He was sorry for the delay, but he had to visit his patients, and therefore his Jowett was in daily use. There was a possibility — a slim chance that his Rover would arrive at the dealer on Friday, and then George could call round to pick up the Jowett. George thanked him, and wondered how best to tell Dorothy, who now worried that the family would have to go by train instead. 

‘The doctor promised me we can have the car Friday,’ said George, stretching the truth a little when he returned home that night, ‘he is still busy using the car, and cannot let us have it sooner.’

‘I think it’s too bad of him to keep us waiting like this,’ said Dorothy, violently mashing the potatoes in a pot to which she had added a generous knob of lard, ‘who is to say we will get it Friday? If not, we will have to rush to the station for the train, and think how disappointed Anne and Tom will be not to go by car.’

‘I know. He was very certain his new car will arrive Friday, and I think it will, so don’t worry.’

‘I cannot help worrying. Here we are all booked up, and ready for a holiday, and getting there is in doubt because of that doctor and his silly car.’ Dorothy pounded the potatoes extra hard and turned them out into a bowl. ‘Call the children down will you. The meal is ready.’

Despite his optimism, George now despaired that the car would not be available in time for the holiday. The week wore on, and at last midway through Friday morning, George took a phone call at work from Doctor Diriger. His Rover had at last arrived at the dealer, and if George liked, he could call in the evening for the Jowett. 

After dinner, George walked to the surgery, and saw the doctor’s brand-new car parked outside. Everything about the vehicle looked as clean and as new as he expected. Even the tyres had a glossy look to them, and the maroon coachwork, yet unblemished from the weather and traffic, shone with a deep glossy hue in which George saw his face reflected back grotesque and distorted. 

The receptionist had gone home, and the doctor himself stood in the empty waiting room. He shook George by the hand when he entered. ‘I am packed and ready to leave tomorrow,’ said the doctor, ‘I cut it fine, but my plans have all fallen into place, and we are off up north early tomorrow morning. I have to drive steady for a while until the engine is run-in. No more than forty they told me. Still, what better than a leisurely drive?’ 

The doctor then handed George the keys and the logbook, told him the tank was full and the car was ready to go. The doctor had used the Jowett right up to the last minute before his new one arrived, and he vouched for its reliability.

‘I am sure it is reliable,’ said George, handing the doctor an envelope containing the money.

‘A wonderful car, and to tell you the truth I am sorry to see her go; but my wife you see, she fancied the Rover and that was that. Come through to the back, I will open the garage and you can drive her home.’ Doctor Diriger then showed George the car and pointed out the column gear change. ‘That will take you a while to get used to,’ he said, ‘but it is so much easier than the gear lever between the seats.’ 

Anne and Tom waited by the front room window for the return of their father in his new car, and upon his slow and careful approach, they ran out into the street.

‘How fast does it go,’ asked Tom, with his hands on the sill and looking in through the open window, ‘does it do a hundred?’

‘No, not as fast as that, but isn’t it nice?’ said his father, grinning.

‘I like the colour,’ said Anne, ‘are the seats comfy?’

‘Get in,’ said George, pushing open the passenger door, ‘ah, here is your mother. Hello dear! See, I have it.’

Dorothy walked up to the car and ran her hand across the top. ‘All cars are much the same to me, but I do like the red colour, it’s nicer than black. Now come in you three, dinner is ready and I am keeping it warm over pans of hot water. George, we can pack our cases in the boot tomorrow morning.’
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4 - An Unexpected Find
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The family sat down to an early breakfast the following morning to make a quick getaway to avoid the traffic in London. Dorothy had the cases ready and waiting in the hall, she was impatient to get the car loaded so they could be off and on their way. ‘Come along, hurry up,’ she said to George, who was taking his time over the toast. ‘If you give me the keys, I will open the back of the car.’ Dorothy picked up the keys and walked out to the car parked by the side of the road. She went to the boot and raised the lid — she looked, she backed away — she screamed! ‘A skeleton, a skeleton,’ she shrieked. Dorothy ran back into the house and bumped into George, who, hearing her cries, had pushed his meal aside and rushed into the hallway. ‘There is a skeleton in the back of that car,’ said Dorothy, staggering into the kitchen and turning pale. ‘It must belong to the doctor, but what is it doing there?’ 

George hastened out to the car and looked in the boot. Sure enough, there was the same skeleton he had noticed in the doctor’s surgery. It was slumped and crumpled in a most unnatural position and seemed to be all arms and legs. The thought flashed through his mind that the doctor must have intended to deliver the skeleton somewhere, but because of the rush to collect his new car, had overlooked it. What a nuisance. He would now have to contact the doctor to ask him to take it away. George closed the boot lid and looked up and down the road hoping that none of the neighbours saw it. Dorothy had shouted her findings to the world, but he could not see anyone taking an interest. He returned to the house. 

‘What is it doing in there?’ asked Dorothy, looking very het-up, ‘I have never had such a shock in my life.’

‘It is not doing very much,’ replied George, ‘the doctor must have forgotten it was in there, I am going to phone to ask him to come and collect it.’ He picked up the phone and dialled the number; he waited, but no reply. George then remembered the doctor wanted to make an early start today.’

‘Well, what are you going to do about it?’ asked Dorothy, seeing George shake his head, ‘there is one thing for certain; I am not setting foot in that car with that... thing in the back.’

‘Don’t worry, I will drive to the doctor’s house and hope I can leave it with someone.’

‘Just get rid of it George. Was he going to deliver it to another doctor?’

‘I don’t know,’ said George, ‘that is my guess. Someone must be expecting a skeleton.’ He drove to the doctor’s surgery feeling a little uncomfortable with his bony passenger in the back making the occasional rattle over the bumps. He arrived and knocked on the door. 

‘Hello Mr Bradstock,’ said the receptionist, looking surprised to see him. ‘You are here early. I’ve just got in myself to tidy the place up. Doctor Diriger has left; he made an early start today. Did you wish to see him?’

‘Yes, I do,’ said George, ‘the doctor left something in the back of his car. The car I bought from him yesterday.’ 

‘How very unfortunate, what has he left?’

‘Alfie,’ said George, beginning to feel annoyed, ‘you know, the skeleton that he had in his surgery.’

‘I see,’ said the receptionist, suppressing a giggle, ‘Doctor Diriger was out and about all day yesterday delivering a lot of equipment that he no longer wanted. That skeleton was going back to the man he bought it from. Come in please, and I will find the name for you.’ George followed her into the surgery, and waited while she rummaged through her desk for the name of the person to receive the skeleton. ‘Here it is,’ she said, ‘and it is an odd name. Doctor Igor Mulecannary of the Medical Equipment Company.’ She wrote the name on a scrap of paper and handed it to George. 

‘Thank you,’ said George, ‘and where does this Doctor Mulecannary live, is there a note of his address?’

‘Yes, here it is and not very far away, he lives in Lambeth.’ She took back the scrap of paper to add the address.

‘Thank you, I’ll go round there right away as we are off on our holiday later this morning.’

‘Good luck,’ said the receptionist, ‘I have never met him, but I heard he is a strange type of person. I think Doctor Diriger only met him once.’

George returned to his car. The drive was not very far, only a mile or two, and he pulled up outside a house that looked very similar to his own house; that is an early Victorian terraced home in the middle of a long street. A tarnished bronze sign next to the door advertised the business, but the building itself looked derelict, with boards nailed across the downstairs windows that did not inspire very much confidence. George, nevertheless, knocked on the door; the sound echoing through the house confirmed the building to be as empty as it looked. He tried once more with the same result. What a nuisance he thought, I will have to take it back home again, and Dorothy will not like that. He returned to the car and drove home.

‘What took you so long?’ asked his wife, when he entered the house twenty minutes later, ‘here we are ready for our early start, and you were gone for nearly an hour.’ 

‘I called at the doctor’s house,’ said George, ‘and I got the name of the person expecting that skeleton, a medical supplier, but when I went to his place of business, it looked abandoned, and no one answered the door.’

‘You mean to tell me that you brought it back again?’ said Dorothy, ‘what are you going to do with it? I told you I am not getting in the car with that thing in the back.’

‘I will put it in the shed until we come back from holiday,’ said George, ‘and then I’ll try again to deliver it to this medical supplier — he must have moved, but I will ask the receptionist again.’

‘Can I come and see the skeleton?’ asked Tom, who, upon hearing mention of Alfie, waited by the door.

‘No, you just wait here and stay out of the way,’ said George irritably. 

‘Just take care that Penelope doesn’t see you,’ said Dorothy, ‘you know how she pokes her nose into everything.’

George went out to the car and opened the boot. The skeleton had shifted slightly and the skull being uppermost, grinned at him. He reached out and took the rib cage in one hand and a leg bone in the other; they had a smooth and cold feel that made him start back in horror. He could not bear the feel of the cold bones on his hands; this was once a live person, a living breathing human. He shuddered at the thought and returned to the house for gloves. He came out a few minutes later to find his neighbour, Mr Peabody standing in his front garden, bursting with curiosity and pretending to be checking his roses. 

‘Good morning George,’ said Mr Peabody, craning his neck to enable him a good view of the car. I hear that you’re going on holiday today.’

‘Yes, we are,’ said George. This was a nuisance, Penelope Peabody must have seen the activity, heard the word skeleton bandied about, and sent her husband outside to investigate. As well as gloves, George had brought an old sheet with him in which to wrap the skeleton before bringing it through to the shed. He opened the boot, threw the sheet over the skeleton, and then attempted to lift it. The awkward gangling arms and legs seemed to snatch at him. 

‘Do you need a hand?’ asked Mr Peabody, now standing at his gate to watch George struggle in the back of the car.

What the hell, thought George, he has probably seen the damn skeleton anyway by now, and I want help, it is very awkward. ‘Yes, please if you can take the legs, I will take the head and we can carry it out to my shed.’

‘So, it is a skeleton,’ said Mr Peabody, walking over to the car, ‘Penelope thought she heard Dorothy say something about a skeleton earlier, but then imagined she was hearing things.’

‘No, it is a skeleton all right,’ said George, ‘it is a long story, and the thing doesn’t belong to me. I am storing it for an associate of my doctor until we come back from our holiday.’

Mr Peabody worked in a hospital and had no qualms about handling bones. He apparently took it for granted that George should look after a skeleton for his doctor and store it in his shed for a week.

‘Tuck your hands under its armpits,’ said Mr Peabody, ‘and then walk backwards, and I will follow with the legs.’

George took the weight of the skeleton and lifted it; the skull lolled forwards on to its chest with a clatter. Mr Peabody picked up the legs, and they walked slowly into the house and then out to the garden shed. Dorothy had asked Anne and Tom to go up to their rooms while this was happening, and they both watched from the upstairs bedroom window as their father and the neighbour struggled in with their burden.

‘I must say that I didn’t expect to be carrying a skeleton this morning,’ said Mr Peabody, looking quizzically at George as they set Alfie down in the shed. ‘Still, it is out of your car now and you can go on holiday.’

‘Thank you,’ said George, ‘as I said it is a long story, and we are in a rush to make a start on the road, but I will tell you about it when we return.’

Dorothy walked out to the shed. She stood impatiently at the door, and watched while George and Mr Peabody laid Alfie out flat on the floor. As soon as they had done this, she ran outside, put the cases in the car boot, and slammed the lid. They were now ready to leave.

Anne and Tom seemed rather quiet when they came downstairs, and Dorothy put this down to the scene of their father carrying a skeleton through the house. Skeletons fascinated Tom, and he had a picture of one on his pirate’s treasure chest. However, seeing an actual skeleton brought home to him that this was real, and not something made up for an adventure story. Luckily, the holiday provided a diversion from their bony guest in the shed. 

Dorothy now paced the house making sure they had packed everything for a week away. She checked the doors and windows were closed, and no forgotten saucepans simmered on the stove; they trooped out to the car when everyone was ready. Anne and Tom got in the back, and Dorothy sat in the passenger seat. George started the engine, and with the children in a state of great excitement, set off for the coast.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

5 - To the Seaside
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‘Why is everyone waving at us?’ asked Tom, who sat in the back with his face pressed against the window.

‘Are they?’ said his mother, ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

They stopped at traffic lights and a woman crossing the road stopped and turned to wave, but she then appeared embarrassed, and carried on to the other side.

‘I know what it is,’ said George, ‘this is Doctor Diriger’s car, and they think the doctor is still driving it. The car stands out, you know, a red car stands out.’

‘What a funny thing,’ said Dorothy, ‘I wonder how long it will take before people realise that this is not the doctor’s car anymore?’

The traffic became lighter as they continued their journey south; there was hardly any traffic once they joined the Brighton Road and they proceeded at a steady pace. After an hour, George pulled over at an inn where they could take a break and have some refreshments. They sat outside despite the morning being chilly, and George ordered sandwiches and drinks. He told Dorothy that beer tastes different in the country. The break also allowed the car to cool down. So far, the vehicle had run very well with no sign of overheating, much to everyone’s relief. Despite this, and as a matter of ingrained habit, George lifted the bonnet and peered in at the engine. There were no oil leaks or fumes. He felt pleased with their new car, and after their snack, slowly continued the journey; as it was now only twenty or so miles to Brighton.

‘We are in the Weald,’ said Dorothy, turning to speak to the children in the back, ‘and next we have to cross the South Downs, and from there it’s downhill into Brighton.’

‘And if we can’t stop, we will go into the sea,’ said George, grinning and winding down his window ready to draw in the sea breeze.

‘Do you know the way to the Sea Vista Hotel?’ asked Dorothy, reaching in her bag for a sherbet lemon.

‘Yes, I've got a good idea. Once I see the station, I will get my bearings. The hotel is near Brunswick Square.’

They arrived at the hotel a little after two. Dorothy was pleased the journey was over because Tom and Anne were now bored and had started to fight. She distracted them by saying they could go out and buy new buckets and spades to dig on the beach; but then she remembered that the beach at Brighton was composed of shingle and not sand. The stony beach was a disappointing feature of Brighton, and if the pebbles were not enough, tar from the fishing boats spoiled the clothing of anyone who sat on the shingle to take in the sun. 

George remained pleased with the car. The trip down had been faultless, and unlike his old Ford, the vehicle did not overheat or complain once during the entire journey. He pulled up outside the hotel, and asked the family to stay in the car while he went inside to find Mrs Mopping.

The Sea Vista Hotel was a fine old bow-fronted Regency house spread over five levels, and at one time, one hundred years or more in the past, the residence of a wealthy family. George walked up the steps to the front door, and then into a large downstairs area that was once the principal room of the house. A smell, reminiscent of a mixture of menthol, tobacco, white oil embrocation, and boiled cabbage greeted him. Several guests, mainly elderly folk, sat in armchairs and looked up when George entered. A light wooden partition separated part of the room, and behind this was a small counter with a bell on it. George rang the bell.

Mrs Mopping appeared from an adjoining room. She was a tall horsey looking woman with short hair. Her thick spectacles were on the top of her head like a hair band. ‘Good afternoon, and you must be Mr Bradstock, ‘said Mrs Mopping, pulling down her glasses, picking up a pen, and opening a book. ‘I hope you had a good journey down today. The room is ready for you as soon as you sign in.’

‘Thank you,’ said George, scribbling his name in the guestbook, ‘the family are in the car.’

The Bradstocks did not have much luggage, and George returned to the car to summon the family and to collect the suitcases. Dorothy, upon entering, looked round at the guests in the lounge and nodded to them in a friendly way. She turned to Mrs Mopping who stood at her counter watching and smiling benignly; she nodded a greeting to her as well.

‘Welcome,’ said Mrs Mopping, handing Dorothy a dog-eared card, ‘here are a few notes regarding your stay. I add that we serve breakfast between seven-thirty and eight-thirty, and dinner tonight will be served at seven. Will you be having dinner with us this evening?’

Dorothy looked at George, who nodded. ‘Yes, we will thank you,’ she said, ‘dinner at seven will suit us very nicely.’

‘Good,’ said Mrs Mopping, writing it down in her book, ‘four for dinner, and if I can take what we agreed Mr Bradstock, ten pounds, less the deposit. That makes eight, and we will be all done for now.’

‘Oh, I see we have to book a bath if we want one,’ said Dorothy, looking at the list of hotel rules on the card.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Mrs Mopping, ‘the hot water you know is limited, and we have to be very careful. If you want a bath, the water will be hot at five o’clock, and I do make the small charge of one shilling for a bath. Do you want to take a bath?’

‘Yes please,’ said Dorothy, ‘I like a bath after a journey.’

‘Very well that will be one shilling please,’ said Mrs Mopping, ‘as I say, any time after five o’clock when the water will be hot; just come to reception, ring the bell, and I will give you the bath plug.’

George then picked up the cases, and with Dorothy and the two children following, climbed the three flights of stairs to their room right at the top of the building. 

‘Well, it is not quite what I expected,’ said Dorothy, puffing from exertion as she entered the dismal room; ‘the room looks so cold with no carpet down, aside from a few tatty looking mats over the boards, and the bathroom and toilet are on the second floor which is not very convenient for us.’

‘Many years ago, and in a world far removed from this one, the servants lived up here, and probably slept in those same beds,’ said George, looking round the room. 

At Dorothy’s request, Mrs Mopping had set up three beds. An ancient double bed with an iron frame and a hard buttoned mattress that seemed made with an insomniac in mind dominated the room, while under the window, two smaller beds were placed, also iron framed, and with well used and sunken mattresses. There was a washbasin with two taps, but when Dorothy turned them, nothing came out but a puff of air followed by dust.

George walked across to the window and looked out. ‘Not much of a view,’ he said, shielding his eyes against the afternoon sun, ‘there might be a hint of the sea in the distance, but
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