
Frank

Frank isn’t the sort of bloke to trouble the doctor very often, or make a drama out of a crisis.  A retired engineering worker in his late sixties, he comes to see me with a persistent cough and turns out to have lung cancer, too advanced for an operation.  He’s quietly matter of fact about the diagnosis.  He doesn't seem worried about being a single man living alone with a terminal illness - he says he has a big family who will help him out.  He agrees to come and see me regularly so I can keep an eye on him.  

After a while, in May, he misses an appointment.  A few days later I get a message to visit him.  He lives in a dingy rented flat on the ground floor of a newish block at the rough end of the practice area.  The carpet is stained, torn and a bit sticky, there are overflowing ashtrays everywhere and not much furniture.  Frank is his usual gentle self, admits that he doesn’t feel so good, his appetite is poor, he feels sick and has lost some weight.  He introduces me to his niece Joanne, who says he wasn’t keen on sending for the doctor, but she felt he was going downhill.  She is a weary-looking woman in her 30s, obviously pregnant, shouting at an unruly toddler and his three year old brother to keep quiet and keep out of the doctor’s way or they’ll get a smack.   Her voice softens when she tells me she’s planning to look after Frank and will be able to visit him daily, as she’s moving to live nearby. 

The shabbiness of the flat is relieved by a few photos on the wall, several of a dark-haired, sharp-eyed girl.  

Frank says ‘That’s my little pet, that’s Danielle’.  

Joanne explains ‘She’s my eldest, she’s had a lot of trouble, I got a lot of abuse off her dad and she seen a lot of things she shun’t, you know, violence and that, I find it really hard to get on with her, I do love her, like, but she’s such a difficult child, much harder than t’others, never does what she’s told.  She idolises Frank, he’s always been like a father to her.’  

We spend the rest of that visit talking about practical things like applying for Attendance Allowance, asking the District Nurses to visit and asking Social Services to pay for a telephone to be installed.

Over the next few weeks I get to know him better - and watch him gradually decline.  He tells me he used to like sea fishing and photography, and he’ll show me some of his many photographs when he manages to sort them out.  He talks about Danielle:  she has said that when he dies, she wants him to be cremated so she can keep his ashes in a jar in her room, and he’ll always be with her that way.  I am glad they are able to talk so openly but feel shocked by the rawness of it,  and shiver inside with the sense of Danielle’s impending loss. 

I meet Danielle when I visit during the summer holidays, a thin, prematurely knowing ten year old.  She says she’s upset at not being allowed to stay at Frank’s overnight any more, but he says he’s worried that something might happen to him in the night.  She and her wild little brothers are in the room with her mum when Frank asks me whether I think he’ll still be around for Christmas although, he says, it doesn’t matter as he’s bought all their presents already.  She protests when Joanne tries to hustle her out of the room with the boys, and I say maybe she should stay with us.  She sits on Frank’s knee.  We manage to talk gently and openly about the uncertain weeks ahead, and the certain end.  Danielle asks Frank to come back and haunt her mum when she shouts at her.  

Joanne’s pregnancy advances, and Frank’s strength ebbs.  There’s always a few days’ grey stubble on his face.  I suggest he might like to go into a hospice when she has her baby in September, but he says his other niece will take care of him.  I’m not sure what Joanne thinks of this - on a previous visit she’s said ‘I’m t’only one what really cares about him, t’others are just vultures, after what they’ll get when he’s gone’.  Looking around the threadbare flat, I can’t see anything which the vultures might want.  

A few weeks later, Frank tells me Joanne has had a baby boy, but there’s something wrong with his bottom and she’s having to spend a lot of time at the hospital.  He insists he’s all right, his other niece is visiting, he can get around the flat with either his sticks or his Zimmer frame, and although he’s in his pyjamas in bed, he assures me he isn’t spending all his time there.  A few days later Helen, the District Nurse, tells me he has a pressure sore.  She has raised the question of a hospice again, but he was very clear that he would rather stay at home.

The next couple of visits, he seems to be minding all three children.  Danielle greets me with an enthusiastic cuddle.  Nice but inappropriate, I think, as I hug her back.  I ask her to turn off the Jerry Springer show on the TV, but decide not to send the children out of the room.  The toddler spills the contents of an ashtray over the floor and the older boy tries to explore my medical bag.  Frank chides them ineffectively - his voice is very weak because the cancer has affected the nerve to his larynx, and I think the children are used to discipline by shouting.  Nevertheless, I feel he’s content to have them around him, part of the life he knows and a symbol that life goes on.  

Two days later at lunchtime, I get a call to say that he has been found dead, the ambulance service has been called and will I visit?  I arrive to find him lying in the bathroom doorway.  He must have fallen a couple of hours before.  Two paramedics are there, in bright green uniforms which remind me of Casualty on the telly.  There’s a youngish man I’ve seen there before, and an elderly woman neighbour.   After a few moments of uncertainty, I decide I can write a death certificate giving lung cancer as the cause, even if it isn’t clear exactly how he died.  The paramedics move him on to the bed and we close his eyes.  I stroke his forehead and think ‘Goodbye Frank’. 

The paramedics leave, mentioning that they’ve called the police, this being a sudden death in the home.  The young man tells me his name is Paul, he’s a sort of relative of Frank’s, well he was married to one of his nieces, divorced fifteen years ago but he’s kept up with Frank, none of the others have, except Joanne, the others are just after his money.  I say I liked Frank, he was a good bloke.  The neighbour on the sofa looks bewildered.   Paul says she’s a bit deaf.  

‘I liked him a lot’  I shout in her ear.  ‘He was a good bloke’.

A young policewoman with a warm, thoughtful face arrives, and starts to write down the details.  

‘I see, he was terminally ill.  What was wrong?’  

‘Lung cancer.’

Paul takes another drag on his cigarette:  

‘He were in a dreadful state, wan’t looked after properly, Joanne said she did but she din’t, no-one’s been here since eight o’clock last night, if I hadn’t come here this morning it’d have been them kids what found him, suppose they’d run in and found him, why didn’t you send him into hospital, it wan’t right, him being at home here in that state, just look at him, no-one cared about him, why didn’t you send him into bloody hospital?’  

I start to tremble inside but check myself, faintly remember a course on how to communicate with angry patients, and muster a dignified reply: 

‘I realise you’re angry but I want you to know that I did care about Frank, I visited him every week and I looked after him to the best of my professional ability.  I need to tell you that you’re hurting my feelings with what you’re saying.  I did think he might be better looked after in a hospice but he told me he wanted to stay here.’  

‘Yeah, well, I din’t mean you din’t care, I meant his family - that phone’s been red hot since I told them, they’ll all be round here for what they can get,I don’t know what to do, I’ve got to go to work at 2, Joanne’s at t’hospital and I can’t get hold of her, I’ve collected all t’money I can find in the flat, it’s here, look, about six hundred pounds in this carrier bag, I can’t leave it here.’

He draws a wallet stuffed with notes out of an ASDA carrier bag, and the young policewoman asks about the key to the flat.

‘There in’t one, t’door’s always open, t’lock’s bust.’

I’ve always assumed Frank left the door open because he was expecting me.  I’m glad that none of our druggie patients in the area knew that a frail old man kept six hundred pounds in cash behind an open door.  

The policewoman says that she will have to arrange for the body to be removed to the police mortuary, and the undertaker will collect it from there.  It’s against their policy to leave a dead person alone at home.  She also says she’ll remove all the valuables, and Frank’s next-of-kin will have to contact them.  

I’m beginning to take my leave when two short, stout women storm in, one in her 60s with wiry grey hair and a worn face, the other thirtyish, bleached blonde, with a very disconcerting squint.  Both of them burst into a free-floating tirade:  

‘Look at t’state of him, look at t’state of this place, it shun’t be allowed, not in this day and age, Joanne never looked after him like she should’ve, she used to leave her kids here until eight at night, it’s not right, he shun’t have bin left here, should’ve been in hospital, did you say you wa’ t’doctor, well you should’ve sent him into hospital, he’s bin totally neglected, din’t you care about him?’

Paul defends me:  ‘Don’t have a go at her, we’ve been through all that, it’s not her fault, she asked him to go and he wun’t’

‘You should have forced him to go’

I look the younger woman in the face, wondering if I have picked the wrong eye to focus on:

‘No, I discussed it with him, I needed to find out what he wanted and where he’d be happy.  How would you feel if someone forced you to go into hospital against your will?  Anyway it’s against the law to force someone to go into hospital unless they’re not right in the head.’

‘Well I don’t think he wa’ right in t ‘ead, we rang him up and he din’t know us.’

I’m not sure who they are, but if they’re the vultures, I reflect that he might well have chosen not to know them on the phone.  The older woman revives the theme of how Joanne hasn’t looked after Frank properly.  I say I won’t comment on a family dispute, but before I leave I just want to say that I really liked Frank, thought he was a really nice man.  

I walk to the car feeling shaken.  I can smell cigarette smoke on my clothes.  I feel sad that Frank died so suddenly and that he was alone.  I hope it happened instantly as he fell.  I feel upset that I hadn’t  said any kind of goodbye to him when he was alive, and then think of how Danielle is going to feel.  And the unexpected anger against me really hurt - and it knocked my confidence:  Should I have reported Joanne and her family to Social Services?  Should I have been more insistent that Frank went into a hospice?  What would a coroner have made of the situation if I had decided not to write a death certificate? 

Back at the Health Centre, the nurses and receptionists give me tea, comfort and support when I tell the story.  I feel cared for, lucky to work in a good team. 

Joanne rings:

‘I’m at the hospital wi’t’baby - me family have been ringing me up here and abusing me - where’s Frank? What’s happening?  Have you been there?  Were they there?  Did you hear what they’re saying about  me, me mum and me sister?  Did Paul tell you what they said to him on t’phone: “just bring his wallet down here”?  What have I got to do now?’

I explain what’s happened and tell her to contact the Police who I think will accept her as Frank’s next-of-kin.

‘Yes, I’ll go straight there, I daredn’t go to t’flat wi’ what they’re saying, they'll skin me alive.’

‘What about Danielle?’

‘She’ll take it hard.  She wanted to, you know, be there when he ... I know people would think it in’t right, a kid of her age, but she really wanted to ...’

‘She’s going to need a lot of love.’

‘Yeah, I know.  But I don’t know what to do, what with all they’re saying about me, and I know he wanted me to make all t’arrangements, he were talking to me about it all t’time, t’last few weeks.’

‘I think you should contact the police and take it from there.  I really liked Frank, you know, he was a good bloke.  And you did all you could.  And will you give my love to Danielle?  And you know where I am Joanne, if I can be of any more help you can contact me here.’

I put the phone down and decide to send Danielle a story book I’ve seen, about a girl whose grandma dies, and how she gets over it.  And then I remember that my dad died of cancer when I was ten, and I didn’t get the chance to say goodbye.  
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