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THE GRANDCHILD 

by R J Burgess 

 

Elaine had always hated hospitals.  

It was the smell that did it for her. That chemical reek 

of bleach and medicine with just the faintest hint of stale 

urine riding underneath. There was a foreboding about the 

place that had always made her feel uncomfortable. A lingering 

threat, like a promise, that one day she too would be wheeled 

in here through those glass-panelled doors and never leave. 

Normally she avoided places like this at any cost. Yet 

here she was all the same, sat in the waiting room of the 

Seven Oaks hospital with no one to blame for being here but 

herself. 

You‟re crazy, Ellie. 

She sat as she had for the past hour, perched on the edge 

of a cheap plastic chair positioned so close to the front door 

she might as well have been sitting outside.  

She avoided the gazes of the other people waiting. The 

clock ticked loudly on the wall above her head.  

Propped open on her lap was the old family album she had 

rescued from her mother‟s place before coming here. She knew 

its contents well enough.  

The pictures were badly faded, as old photos often were, 

yellowed at the edges where some cheapskate in her family‟s 
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past had decided to mount them with sellotape, but still, the 

details shone through.  

Here, a picture of her grandmother, belly swollen with 

pregnancy. Her husband stood next to her, freshly returned 

from the war. 

He looked proud. 

Then later, pictures of Elaine‟s mother as a pudgy-faced 

baby, then aged three or four riding on her father‟s shoulders.  

Pictures of picnics. Family gatherings. Birthdays.  

Smiles everywhere. 

Elaine clutched the album‟s edges and struggled not to 

cry. 

Breathe, she told herself, her right foot jiggling 

against her left. You‟re just here to see is all. If you don‟t 

like it, you can leave. 

It will all be over soon. 

Almost against her will, Elaine found her gaze drifting 

down to the letter tucked into the pages of the photo album 

like some ominous bookmark.  

It was a letter she must have read a thousand times over 

the last few weeks, though it still didn‟t make it any easier 

to see. 

It was an official-looking document, meticulously typed 

up in wordy lawyer-speak addressed from the legal office of 

Gerald Bumstein & Sons. 

# 
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Dear Elaine Falstaff, 

It is with some trepidation that I find myself writing to 

you at this juncture, but my client has been quite insistent 

that you be contacted before it is too late. 

I wish to assure you that although what I am about to 

tell you will no doubt be difficult to hear, it is, 

nevertheless, the truth, and as my client has wisely reminded 

me, the truth is always preferable.  

In short, then, you know yourself as Elaine Falstaff, 

sole off-spring of Diana Falstaff née Smith, herself the child 

of a Mr Peter Smith, deceased. 

This, however, is not entirely true.  

# 

A page and a half of lawyer-speak followed; a vast sea of 

meaningless babble on the surface of which a few, key phrases 

floated like scum on the surface of a lake.  

Your grandmother‟s illicit affair. That was one. 

Child born out of wedlock. That was another. 

True paternal grandfather. That was the one that had made 

Elaine really sit up and pay attention.  

Fear of scandal.  

Cover-up. 

Dying. 

She wished she had never read it. 

# 
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As much as I am sure these words have shocked you, I must 

nevertheless insist on haste in this matter. My client is not 

a well man and the doctors inform us that he has but a few 

short months to live.  

He is regretful that he has never had a chance to meet 

with you before and wishes to rectify this situation as soon 

as possible.  

It is his wish that he be able to meet with you - his 

granddaughter - before finally passing away, so as to make 

amends for this „shameful secret‟ which has been kept hidden 

from you for so long.  

# 

Elaine remembered her grandfather: a round-faced man with 

a head of flyaway hair and a permanent wheeze from years of 

cigar smoking. It was true he looked nothing like Elaine, but 

then Elaine didn‟t look much like anyone in her family and it 

had never bothered her before.  

Now she found herself looking at those old photographs 

with a newly critical eye. 

# 

Illicit affair. Born out of wedlock. 

# 

She had loved him. Loved him almost as much as it was 

possible to love another person. She had almost fainted the 

day her mother called to tell her he had died. Fallen off a 
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step-ladder while putting up a Christmas tree; it was such a 

pathetic death, her first reaction had been to laugh. 

He had fought at Dunkirk. He had been captured by the 

Germans. He had spent so long in a POW camp the British army 

had declared him dead. 

Now he was dead for real. Killed by a Christmas tree. 

# 

Fear of scandal. Cover-up. 

# 

Did he know? Elaine wondered darkly. Had he ever looked 

down at his daughter – his only child - and questioned where 

she‟d come from?  

Certainly he must have been an idiot not to see how the 

dates didn‟t match. Among the old family documents squirreled 

away in her mother‟s attic, Elaine had stumbled upon the 

telegram the British army had sent declaring her grandfather 

dead. Next to this was her mother‟s birth certificate, dated 

just ten months later. 

Surely, he must have had doubts? 

Well, it was too late to ask him now. Her grandmother too, 

since she‟d died just the year after her husband. 

As for her mother, she was still refusing to have 

anything to do with the whole situation. She had burnt her own 

letter from Mr Bumstein & Sons the moment she received it. 
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“My father is dead and five years buried, God rest his 

soul,” she insisted when Elaine had dared ask her about it. 

“He was a good man. A hero. Let him rest in peace.” 

So, it was left to Elaine to make that final phone call. 

Left to Elaine, the grandchild, to drag herself down to the 

drab private hospital on the grounds of the Seven Oaks 

retirement home, declare her presence and wait. 

One hour later and she was still waiting.  

Other visitors had come and gone. Other patients had been 

admitted and then discharged with a cheery farewell and a 

handful of fresh medication.  

Only Elaine was constant.  

She hated waiting. Hated it almost as much as she hated 

hospitals. The two together was almost more than she could 

take. 

Her grandfather smiled up at her from the photos in her 

lap. 

Oh to hell with it. She snapped the album shut. “This is 

ridiculous.” 

Elaine stood up to leave. 

“Mrs Falstaff?”  

A man dressed in pinstripe was bounding towards her, an 

enthusiastic grin smeared onto his face. “I knew it was you!” 

he declared as he took one of Elaine‟s hands and pumped it 

with both of his own. “Five o‟clock, just like we said! 



THE GRANDCHILD by R J Burgess 

Copyright June 2013 

7 

7 

Punctual! There‟s more of your grandfather in you than you 

know!” 

Elaine took a step back. “Mr Bumstein?” she asked. 

“Please, Gerald,” he insisted. “This is no place for 

formalities.” 

This is exactly the place for formalities, Elaine thought 

but she chose not to argue. “We agreed to meet at four,” she 

pointed out instead. 

“Did we? Ah, yes, well. You know. Traffic.” He smiled 

through his embarrassment.  

He was a strange-looking man, this pin-striped lawyer of 

hers, all squat and round like an over-stuffed cushion and 

seemingly afflicted with an over-abundance of head. The top of 

his scalp poked out through his hairline like a giant egg 

shining at the centre of a nest. He waddled slightly as he 

walked away, indicating her to follow. 

“I must say I am so glad you could finally make it!” he 

enthused. “So truly, honestly glad! My client will be 

delighted!” 

“Is he here?” she asked. 

Bumstein nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes. Here. Just as 

I promised.” 

“Can I see him?”  

For the first time, the lawyer‟s smile slipped. They 

paused in the middle of the corridor and Bumstein turned 

towards her, his voice low.  
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“Ah, now, yes. About that. I‟m afraid that you took 

rather a long time replying to my message.” 

“I wasn‟t sure if I was going to.” 

“I understand. The thing is, my client has recently been 

afflicted with a most terrible infection of the lungs. Most 

dreadfully terrible! He has had to be moved to a new ward for 

observation.” 

“Observation,” Elaine repeated. Her throat felt dry. 

“Indeed yes. He‟s OK, don‟t worry! Or, at least, he is as 

OK as a dying man can be but the medication he is on these 

days, you know, it leaves him so dreadfully tired. He regrets 

that he will not be able to meet with you at this current 

juncture but asks me to assure you that he will do so just as 

soon as he is able.” 

“And what if he‟s never able?” Elaine asked, trying to 

hide the sudden feeling of dread growing inside her. To think 

that she had wrestled with the idea of coming here for so long. 

To think of the way her mother had looked at her when she had 

finally told her that she was coming.  

You‟ll disgrace your grandfather‟s memory, she had said, 

her eyes filled with such spite that for a moment Elaine 

almost hadn‟t recognised her. 

But mum, I have to know! 

If you ever really loved him, you wouldn‟t even consider 

going. 

How dare you.  
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To think that after all that, she was being turned away 

at the door. 

Bumstein shrugged helplessly. “Still, at the very least 

we can get on with the paperwork I told you about on the phone. 

There is such a lot of it, you know, especially considering 

your mother‟s refusal to co-operate in this matter. Why, there 

is the will that needs amending, legal administration. A whole 

gamut of loopholes to be jumped through…” 

“Cut the crap,” Elaine insisted. “If he doesn‟t want to 

see me, you only need to say it.”  

Strange, how much those words cut at her. She hadn‟t even 

known this man existed until a few short weeks ago.  

“Ah, now, „want‟ isn‟t exactly the word I would use,” 

Bumstein said, obviously flustered. “He is awfully ill, you 

understand.” 

Elaine avoided the obvious remark that if he wasn‟t ill he 

wouldn‟t be in a hospital. Instead she found herself stepping 

towards Bumstein, looming over him like a snake in search of a 

tasty egg. 

Elaine had always been tall. She used that now to her 

advantage. 

“You told me to come,” she said, her voice surprisingly 

calm considering the emotions raging within her. “I came. 

Isn‟t that enough? I want to see him.”  

Bumstein laughed nervously and took a step back. To his 

credit, he at least had the decency to look shame-faced as he 
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admitted quietly, “I did tell you it was your mother he really 

wanted to see…” 

“She wouldn‟t come.” 

“I know that. I wish I could help you in this matter but 

this is all rather out of my control, you understand. Without 

your mother‟s testimony, it calls into question your own 

status as next of kin. And without that, shared DNA or no, the 

courts will only ever consider you a third party in the will…” 

“I don‟t care about the legalities,” Elaine interrupted. 

“For Christ‟s sake, this is a man we‟re talking about here! 

You haven‟t even told me his name yet!” 

“This is all rather delicate…”  

“Bull crap. Either let me see him or I walk!” 

Still she loomed over him, her gaze broking no argument. 

Bumstein‟s head was suddenly looking a lot shinier than 

before. “Listen,” he said. “The nurse will be doing her rounds 

soon. Now I‟m not promising anything but I will put in a word 

if you like; ask if you can accompany her. I doubt it will be 

as good as a proper visit but perhaps it will suffice for 

now…?” 

He smiled up at Elaine, his expression caught somewhere 

between hope and panic. For a moment, Elaine wondered just how 

much this lawyer of hers was getting out of this deal. 

“He won‟t be able to talk, most likely, but you‟ll still 

be able to see him. Put a face to him. That‟s the main thing, 

right?” 
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It was. 

# 

His name was Thomas Riddick. A life-long bachelor and 

construction magnate who had made his fortune running a string 

of companies into the ground in the wake of the war.  

By all accounts he was a shrewd man, who kept his friends 

few and his enemies fewer. Today, his personal fortune stood 

at almost £7.2 million. 

And he was dying. 

Elaine could tell he was dying from the moment she laid 

eyes on him. There was a kind of absence to the man, a 

hollowness in his skin that went beyond simple age. His body 

was a grey, lifeless thing, more skeleton than flesh. All she 

could make out of it above the starched hospital sheets was a 

prominent nose, a few wispy white hairs atop a liver spotted 

scalp and a toothless, gaping mouth. 

The rest of him was tubes and wiring. A tube in the throat, 

a line in the arm, electrodes attached to his fingers and 

chest. His bedside table was an array of beeping machines and 

gurgling drips.  

It was the saddest thing Elaine had ever seen in her life. 

“How are you feeling today Mr Riddick?” the nurse called 

out loudly as she approached his bedside table. She checked 

the old man‟s vitals with a quick, professional look. “Oh look, 

your body‟s taking in fluids again. The doctor will be pleased 

to see that!”  
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At first Elaine had assumed the old man was sleeping, he 

was lying so still, but then she heard an answer. It was a 

soft, low moan like the sound of a breeze rattling against a 

window. If there were words inside it, Elaine couldn‟t make 

them out but the nurse chuckled good-naturedly all the same.  

“And you‟re talking again too! I told you we‟d have you 

back on your feet in no time, didn‟t I!” She came close to him 

then and pressed a hand gently to his chest. “You have a 

couple of visitors today. Are you OK seeing them?” 

There was the faintest hint of a nod.  

She turned to Elaine. “I‟ll give you five minutes,” she 

announced stoically, all trace of friendliness gone from her 

voice. “Try not to over-excite him.” 

Then she was gone.  

For a moment Elaine stood frozen in the doorway. The 

machines continued to beep around her.  

Bumstein coughed. 

“Well,” he said weakly. “There he is, in the flesh so to 

speak. Your grandfather. Don‟t you want to, uh, say hello?”  

Suddenly Elaine couldn‟t think of anything she wanted less.  

Up close, the old man was a horror. All tubing and grey 

flesh, a seeming absence of life but for the beeping machinery 

around him and the single pair of black eyes staring out from 

his skull. The smell of bleach coupled with stale urine. 

Despite herself, Elaine gasped.  
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“I know,” said Bumstein, resting a hand against her 

shoulder. “Death is seldom pretty, nor welcomed, but at the 

very least we can make sure that it‟s dignified.” 

“O-of course.” She pulled herself together. 

He was repulsive, and yet, now that she was looking for it, 

there was a certain familiarity about his features that 

somewhat mirrored her own. He too was tall and dark eyed. He 

too was long in the face and bore the scars of an acne-filled 

childhood on his age-pitted skin.  

His black eyes watched her silently as she stepped up to 

the bedside and sat down beside him. 

“H-hello,” she said. “My name is Elaine.” 

Bumstein sidled up to his client and whispered in his ear. 

“This is your granddaughter, Mr Riddick. I tracked her down, 

just as you asked.” 

There was the faintest tremor of a nod. The old man‟s 

black gaze never left Elaine for a second.  

“Hello,” she repeated.  

The old man whispered something that Elaine couldn‟t hear. 

Bumstein blushed. “No, I‟m afraid I haven‟t heard anything 

from your daughter, Mr Riddick. But this is your granddaughter, 

Diana‟s only daughter. She‟s come a long way to see you.” 

Elaine took a breath. “I brought some old photographs with 

me,” she said, lifting up the album for him to see. “I thought 

you might like to see what my mother was like when she was 

young. I‟m in there too, on the later pages, if you‟re 
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interested. Here. I‟ll leave it for you for when you‟re 

feeling better. Don‟t worry, I… I have copies.” 

A blink. A pause. The old man‟s eyes continued to stare. 

“I-I‟m sorry I took such a long time coming,” she babbled. 

“I got your letter over a month ago but to be honest I didn‟t 

know what to do at first. It‟s such a shock to find out you‟re 

not who you think you are. I‟m still not sure if I can believe 

it.” She laughed hesitantly. There was an awkward pause.  

“In truth, I… didn‟t come earlier because I was angry. All 

my life I‟d thought that my granddad was this great War Hero 

who fought at Dunkirk. It… takes some getting used to.” 

For the first time, the old man broke eye contact with her. 

For a moment, she thought he was in pain, but when he opened 

his mouth it was just to make another of his breath-like moans. 

This time, however, she understood what he said.  

“Elaine.” 

“That‟s me!” She smiled. “Look, I… I‟ve brought you some 

grapes. You can never go wrong with grapes in a hospital, 

right?” 

This time, he responded straight away, his eyes rolling to 

the sign next to his bedside. NIL BY MOUTH.  

He smiled weakly and made a sound in his throat that might 

have been a laugh. 

Elaine rolled her eyes. “Figures,” she said. “I‟ll eat 

them instead then, shall I? That way at least one of us will 

enjoy them.” 
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Again, the old man didn‟t respond, but this time Elaine 

was certain that he was paying attention to her, drinking her 

in with his cold black eyes as he watched her pick off the 

grapes one by one and force them into her mouth.  

He‟s trying to capture my image, she realised as she 

smiled nervously at him. He wants to remember me. 

That much, at least, Elaine understood. After a lifetime 

of not knowing one another, there was nothing that could be 

said by words alone.  

Instead they sat alone together in silence, she nibbling 

at shop-bought grapes, him watching her with his cold black 

eyes.  

Then, suddenly, he sighed and his eyes were drawing closed. 

Bumstein stood. “That‟s the lot for today, I think. He‟s 

rarely awake for long these days.”  

He looked fondly down at the skeletal man sleeping beside 

him. No doubt the two of them went back a long way. 

“Let‟s talk business, shall we? You stand to inherit quite 

a substantial fortune in the near future. As the next of kin, 

you would be the sole inheritor of Mr Riddick‟s entire 

personal fortune. Minus my own legal fees, of course.” 

“And how much do they amount to exactly?” Elaine asked him. 

She wasn‟t entirely sure if she liked this Gerald Bumstein.  

He waved her question away with a smile. “Details, details. 

Let‟s focus on the meat of the issue.”  
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Elaine laughed. “The meat of the issue is that I am not 

his next of kin. My mother comes first.” 

“Ah, but your mother has chosen not to recognise Mr 

Riddick as her paternal father. Therefore, she cannot inherit 

from him. You, however,” he withdrew a pen from his inside 

pocket and slid a sheet of paper towards her. “Can.” 

Elaine stared down at the document. It was a legal 

testimony, already typed up and prepared by Mr Bumstein and 

his sons and only missing her signature. Sign it, and she 

would be officially recognised as Mr Riddick‟s grandchild.  

What would granddad think if he could see me now? She 

wondered. Signing this would mean accepting into her life a 

man she barely knew and for whom she felt nothing but pity.  

It would mean rejecting her family. 

“My mother would never talk to me again.” 

Bumstein cleared his throat. “With respect. This is £7.2 

million we‟re talking about here. Mr Riddick is an old, lonely 

man. He just wants to know he has family to inherit from him 

before passing away. A legacy to leave behind. It‟s a small 

comfort to give a dying man: why not give it to him?” 

“Because it‟s meaningless,” she replied. “He could have 

claimed that legacy from me at any time. Christ‟s sake, I‟m 

almost 30 now. Why did he wait so long before making contact?” 

Bumstein shrugged. “Death does funny things to people, I 

find. Why, I‟ve seen rivalries demolished, prodigal sons 

reunited, old grievances put to rest, all right here over the 
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bed of the dying. I do believe that this right here is the 

greatest negotiating table in the whole world! Unite all the 

world leaders around a single dying person and I do believe 

we‟d have world peace tomorrow!” He laughed at his own joke.  

“Will you sign, Elaine? Let this old man die knowing he 

has lived a full life. He doesn‟t have much time left.” 

Suddenly the nurse was back. “I‟ll have to ask you both to 

leave now,” she said matter-of-factly. “Mr Riddick needs his 

rest.” 

That much, at least, was true.  

The lawyer stood. “Well?” he asked as they walked out of 

the room. 

Elaine handed back the pen.  

You‟re crazy, Ellie. 

“That man is not my grandfather,” she said aloud. “I‟m 

sorry, but I‟m not going to sign.” 

Bumstein gaped at her. “But he‟s your grandfather!” 

“He‟s a lonely old man is what he is, who missed out on 

the best part of his life. He means nothing to me, nor to my 

family, and his money is worthless without the love that 

should comes with it. I‟m sorry.” 

She started to walk away. 

“B-but Mr Riddick!” Bumstein called after her. “What 

should I tell him?” 
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“Tell him I signed it,” she told him simply. “Let him die 

in peace, just as you said. Only leave me and family out of 

it.”  

And then she was gone, walking back down the corridor with 

the nurse on her heels, fighting back tears as they sprung to 

her eyes.  

Well, she thought. Now I know.  

Her mother would be proud. 

“Granddad,” she whispered as she pictured him in her head. 

Not just as he had been in the faded photographs she had left 

by a dying man‟s bedside, but the way that she remembered him. 

Old, proud. Always smiling. 

The war hero from Dunkirk. The round faced man with the 

flyaway hair who had held Elaine in his arms and told her he 

loved her. 

She would never be anyone‟s grandchild but his. 

 

 


