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A cold and wet February day. Leo was the first to arrive. He ordered an espresso at the counter and found a vacant table. Recently retired, he’d have preferred a hot chocolate with cream on top, but his wife had put him on a diet to get his weight down and he had to admit he felt all the better for it. While waiting for the others, he took out his mobile and punched in a number.


‘Am I interrupting?’ His friend Bruce dumped a briefcase, and slid into the next seat. Bruce was a widower, spare of build and totally bald, who spend a lot of his time helping other retired people to fill out forms. ‘I need a coffee. I’ve been battling  with the council to get a home help for an old friend.’


Leo switched off his phone. ‘Do you know how to sell things on E-Bay? My wife’s gone mad, insists we clear out the loft. I’d get a skip and dump it all, but she’s convinced we’ve got enough valuables up there to settle the National Debt.’


‘We haven’t anything much in our loft. I cleared it all out when we had new insulation put in. I haven’t been up there for years.’ Not since his wife’s last illness, when she’d fancied she’d heard a rat scampering around up there. He’d left a trap up there, and the noises had ceased. Come to think of it, he’d never been back up to remove the corpse – if corpse there had been. ‘Is Kerry joining us today?’


‘Mm.’ Leo tried the number once more. ‘It’ll be one of the grandchildren hogging their phone. They have their own mobiles, but my son won’t let them run up big bills, so they make use of his landline whenever they can.’


A man with a gentle, lined face joined them. ‘Did I hear you grumbling about mobile phones? They tell me there’s a host of things you can do with them nowadays; listen to music, take photographs, get the latest news. I only use mine for emergencies, but – congratulate me! – I’ve learned to text.  One of my student lodgers taught me. ’


Leo said, ‘Ah, but do you know how to sell stuff on E-Bay? We’re turning out the loft and I found all those old 78s and even some EPs. Forty fives, weren’t they? The fun we had buying those at Woolworth’s every Saturday morning. Remember?’


They remembered. Kerry sighed. Bruce shook his head. ‘A long time ago.’


Leo straightened up, drank his coffee. ‘Well, there’s no use hanging on to the past, is there? I won’t listen to them again, and someone else might as well have them. If we get enough for them, I’m thinking of taking the wife off for a holiday somewhere warm. She’s been depressed since her sister died.’


Kerry put sugar and milk into his coffee. ‘I’ve put most of my dear wife’s things up in the attic, hoping she’d be well enough to come back some day, but that doesn’t seem likely, now.’

Leo and Bruce made sympathetic noises. Kerry’s wife had been a difficult woman. After running into debt, she’d suffered a massive breakdown and been in a secure ward at the hospital ever since. It sounded as if the medics had told Kerry not to hope for her release.

Leo thought Kerry was better off without her, but Bruce understood how difficult it was to move on when a long marriage ends in death or separation.

Kerry brightened. ‘I suppose it would be a good idea to clear the attics. Come to think of it, I could do with the space. I’ve got three students lodging with me at the moment, but the University would like me to take more.’ 

Kerry made ends meet by taking in students. He’d surprised himself by learning to cook good basic meals, which were much appreciated by his lodgers, and his sympathetic personality made him an ideal house husband. What he didn’t tell his friends was that to accommodate the three students, he himself had moved out of the master bedroom to sleep in the tiny room over the porch. 


Bruce said, ‘It must be a wrench, parting with things that have once meant a lot to you.’ Was he referring to Kerry’s wife, or what she’d left behind her?


Kerry avoided the question by asking another. ‘And you, Bruce? Do you feel that a good spring clean might improve your lifestyle?’


Bruce reddened. ‘Oh, well . . .’


Leo teased him. ‘What about your lovely widow? Didn’t you say she’s always on at you to smarten up your act? If you’re not careful, she’ll dump you for another man, someone who looks forward instead of back.’

   
Bruce didn’t reply, so Leo changed the subject. Picking up his phone again,   he said, ‘Which reminds me. I must ask my son about selling stuff on E-bay.’


‘No need,’ said Kerry. ‘My students know how to use E-bay, and Facebook, and Twitter, and the Lord alone knows what else. Suppose I ask them to help us? We hand over to them anything we think is saleable, sit back and collect the money. On commission, of course.’

* * * * * * * * * 

Leo carried his laptop up to the loft and switched on the light, intending to list everything he wanted to get rid of.


The boxes of records were heavy. He listed the contents of two, and then got up to stretch and prowl around. There wasn’t all that much there, apart from some tea-chests containing  china bequeathed to him by an aunt when she died, and the half-size furniture the children had used when they were small. There were some old lamps, a dress-maker’s figure – what a laugh! – and various remnants of wallpaper sitting in an old cool box. 


Over in the corner – he’d forgotten all about that – was a box of silver; christening mugs, napkin rings, a couple of small trays. Things he’d inherited from his father and mother and never used nowadays. And here was a bundle of hand-hooked mats which his wife had made to cover the bald spots on the carpet in their first rented flat. They’d come a long way since . . .  and he feared the moths had got into them.


What was it the minister had said the other Sunday? Something about not storing up treasure for yourself on earth in case thieves broke in or the moths got at it? He laughed out loud. His treasure was where his heart was, in family and friends – and in the youth club on which he spent so much of his spare time.


Only the other day it had been hinted to him that he might be put up for an OBE for his work for the local youth club. He ticked all the boxes for it, didn’t he? He spent hours every week working there. He’d donated new strip for their football team, and he knew that if only he could raise another fifteen or sixteen thousand towards refurnishing their tatty club house, the OBE would be his.  But it wasn’t easy to raise money in the present financial downturn.  


Temptation gripped him. He could probably raise enough money from the records, the silver and the china, to redo the club premises and secure the award for himself. And he did want it. In his retirement he missed being one of the movers and shakers of this world. If he got that award, he could see himself once more hobnobbing with the mayor and the councillors, and their member of Parliament. His picture would be in the papers. He would be looked up to, and listened to, and generally praised for his selfless work for the young. 


As for the holiday he’d promised his wife – well, she’d understand, wouldn’t she? She’d be really proud of him if he got an OBE.

 
‘Are you all right up there?’ She popped her head through the opening in the floor. ‘Supper won’t be long.’ She’d been crying again. He could hear it in her voice.


‘I’ll be down in a minute.’  


He could smell what the supper was going to be; lamb shanks done with red wine and rosemary. She was a good cook. He was a lucky man to have her. As he descended the ladder, he thought of Kerry and Bruce, and pitied them in their loneliness. 

He remembered that some time ago Bruce had mentioned applying for a grant to improve a bowling club’s premises. Would his youth club be eligible for such a grant? 

* * * * * * * 

Bruce shut his front door behind him and called out, ‘I’m home!’ before remembering that Emma had long since moved on. How many months was it now? Thirteen. Almost the last thing she’d said to him was, ‘No moping, mind.’


He hung up his coat next to hers. Her grey woolly cap sat above it, and her gloves were still on the hallstand next to her umbrella. The house was just as she’d left it, with the tapestry she’d been working on beside her chair in the sitting room. Upstairs her clothes still hung in their wardrobe, her hairbrush was on the dressing-table in the master bedroom, and her apron on a hook behind the kitchen door. 


He liked it that way. He told himself. 


Why change anything? Every time he touched her coat, he felt reassured. They’d met and married as teenagers, and they’d meant their vows to last for life. It didn’t make any difference that she’d gone on before him. 


Except . . . for the first time since she died he felt restless rather than soothed by these reminders of the past. He rejected his friends’ notion that he’d turned the house into a museum, and was fast losing a second chance for happiness. 


Sally was a lovely lady, a real home-maker. She wasn’t at all like his beloved Emma in looks. They’d sung in the same choir for years and been friends, though not close. Emma hadn’t wanted Bruce to fall into the doldrums after she died – which is what he had done. 

He wondered, if Emma were to come back now, this minute, what she would  think of him. Would she be pleased that he’d kept the house as a shrine to her? Er, no. She’d been a forthright sort of person, hadn’t she? She’d always known what she wanted. The first time they’d met she’d said, ‘I rather think we could make a go of it, don’t you?’ And that’s just what they had done, for forty three years.

If she’d known that he would one day want to ask another woman to come into this house, what would she have said? ‘Get on with it, do!’

But, parting with her things would be like pulling teeth. 

He imagined Sally coming into the room where he now stood, looking around him at all those reminders of Emma. Sally was sweet and warm. Sally had the most amazing blue eyes. For years she’d devoted herself to looking after her first husband, a man who’d never had a good word to say to anyone. After he’d died, Bruce had helped her with her financial affairs, and she’d got him to go Old Time Dancing with her and introduced him to all her friends. He enjoyed going out with her. He was proud of her. Almost, he loved her.

He knew what was holding him back.

It wasn’t Emma. It was himself, stuck in the mud. It was inertia. 

The phone rang. Sally had said she’d call him today to see if he’d like to go to the spring flower show. He didn’t know anything about flowers, but already he could see Sally’s pretty face bent over some bloom or other, and see her smile. ‘Come on, Bruce! You’ll love this!’ And he knew that he would . . . if only he could make the effort to move away from the past. 

If he didn’t answer the phone, she might not ring again.

* * * * * * * 

Kerry nerved himself to go up into the attics. His house had been built a century ago for people who kept servants. A narrow staircase led up to a small landing, off which were three sizeable rooms, each with a dormer window. Two of the rooms boasted small, tiled fireplaces, and the third was a primitive bathroom, long disused. All three were piled with furniture, clothing, suitcases and trunks, for his wife had been a great hoarder who had never thrown anything away. 

Kerry planned to visit her in the hospital that evening, not that she knew him nowadays. She’d shrunk to a shadow of herself, her breathing pitifully light. He prayed that she might rest quietly in God’s hands until such time as He chose to take her back to Himself. 

Their daughter was a busy woman. She visited the hospital once a month; out of duty, not love. She’d said she didn’t want anything kept from the past, having moved  to a brand new flat which she’d furnished in minimalist fashion. ‘That pile of junk?’ she’d said. ‘Get rid of the lot.’


The sun came out as he negotiated his way around the rooms; here were the boxes of china figurines his wife had collected over the years, suitcases containing clothing she’d never wear again, boxes of leather-bound books inherited from her parents but never read. In a corner were his daughter’s discarded toys and dolls house, her clothes, her tennis racquets. Broken-backed chairs, a stack of picture frames, an old marble-topped washstand. Rolls of carpet thick with dust.

There was nothing here that he wanted to keep.

It would cost the earth to make these rooms fit to live in, wouldn’t it? And he  didn’t think he had anything in the attics valuable enough to pay for it.

On the other hand, what a light and airy living space could be made up here! He could make a proper flat for himself, with the bathroom cut into two to make a shower room plus a small kitchen. 

Having students in the house meant he was always on call. They played and sang and laughed, and kept the house full of noise. Sometimes he longed for peace and quiet, and relished holiday times when he was – more or less – by himself. There was always the odd student who had nowhere else to go. 

But no; it would be selfish to keep such a wonderful space all to himself. He could accommodate two more students up here, and that’s what he must do. 

Would it be possible to get a loan from the bank to do the necessary 

alterations? Leo and Bruce would know how. 

The first step was to clear everything out. He went down the stairs to talk to the students.

            * * * * * * * 

Leo entered the coffee shop, and found a vacant table. He pulled the air tickets from his pocket, checking the time of departure once again. His wife had put up all sorts of objections to going away at first but he’d been ready for them, and now she was happily planning who could look after the house and garden in their absence. She deserved a holiday, if anyone did. And she’d been quite right; the stuff they’d got rid of had almost covered the cost.


He’d stopped thinking about the award that he might have won. Some things were not meant to be. He’d taken advice from Bruce, who knew how to go about such things, and there was indeed a possibility they might get a grant from the council to refurbish the club house. 


‘Counting your chickens?’ That was Bruce, disposing of his battered briefcase at the side of his chair. 


‘Counting the days till we go.’ He blinked. ‘Is that a new jacket, Bruce?’


His old friend reddened. ‘Sally chose it. Takes a bit of getting used to, doesn’t it? I’ve worn shades of brown all my life, but she wants me to try something different.’


‘Something old, something new? Something borrowed, something blue?’


Bruce laughed. ‘I can’t think why I hung back so long. I’m hoping you and Kerry will stand by me on the day. Sally insists the house be redecorated from top to bottom before she moves in, so it’s going to be a while before we’re ready to march down the aisle.’


Kerry arrived to put a hand on Bruce’s shoulder. ‘I’ve just heard about you and Sally. Congratulations.’


Leo grinned. ‘So that’s two of us sorted out. How about you, Kerry? Have you got the plumbers out of your hair yet?’


Kerry sank into a chair, raising his hands in mock despair. ‘What a nightmare. They’ve required tea and biscuits every hour, every day for six weeks. Then the decorators! You must come round to inspect the result. I’ll put on a lunch, and you will come and bring your lovely ladies, right?’


‘We’re looking forward to it,’ said Leo. ‘So, what have you decided to do with the new accommodation?’

Kerry sighed and smiled, shaking his head. ‘The man from the university came down to see what I’d done. He talked to me like Dutch uncle. He says I’ll burn out if I’m on call twenty four hours a day, seven days a week. So, except for emergencies, I’m to be available in the kitchen or in my little study downstairs only at certain fixed hours, and for the rest of the time I’m to seclude myself in the new flat at the top of the house. 

‘We worked it out that I can take in two more students, meaning I can easily repay the loan Bruce arranged for me, and employ a part-time cleaner and cook to help me out as well. How about that!’

‘Splendid,’ said Bruce. ‘I must admit Leo and I were worried you’d drive yourself into an early grave, working so hard and with no time off for yourself.’

Kerry looked down at his hands. ‘I took in students at first to fill the empty rooms left when my wife went into hospital. I’m beginning to realise that helping them is the next job that God wants me to do.’

‘Do you have to listen to all their troubles?’ said Leo. ‘I wouldn’t know what to say.’

Kerry smiled. ‘I admit there are times when I’m at a loss. But you know, He always comes through for me when I ask Him for help.’ 

                                                * * * * * * * * 

The following Sunday Leo and his wife went to one church, while Bruce took Sally to another. They looked to the future with confidence, rejoicing in the risen Lord. They sang His praises. They worshipped with hearts full of joy.



Kerry didn’t make it to church. He’d sat up all night with a student who hadn’t been able to afford to get back to Scotland for the holidays, but who’d just been told his younger brother had been killed in a car accident. In the morning Kerry lent the lad enough money to get home, and saw him off to the train station. 

He allowed himself three hours sleep, then set about cooking lunch. Later that day, he’d take his wife some flowers. Perhaps they might remind her of happier times and bring a smile to her face. Physically she’d been a lot better recently, though she still didn’t recognise him. She might even smile at him for change, his once busy and active wife. 


He gave thanks to God for the resurrection of His Son. What a wonderful gift for mankind, and how little we deserved it! He marvelled at God’s love for us.

He thanked God for his friends and asked a blessing on them.

He thanked God for giving him the opportunity to help others. 

The sunlight touched his face, and he laughed aloud. He turned on the radio to listen to the service being relayed from a distant church. He had a good bass voice, and now he lifted it up in song. 

                      ‘Great is thy faithfulness, 
                       Great is thy faithfulness

                       Morning by morning

                       New mercies I see.

                       All I have needed

                       Thy hand has provided

                       Great is thy faithfulness,

                       Lord, unto me.’
