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                      Harvest Home    

                           A short story by Veronica Heley

Three retired friends share their problems over a cup of coffee on an autumn morning 

‘It’s not funny!’ said Bruce. He was a retired accountant, bald and brown. His friends didn’t often hear him complain about anything. 


‘Oh, but it is!’ Big Leo hit his knee, and roared with laughter. ‘You say this man walked up to the altar during the sermon and moved the cross around?’


‘He said it wasn’t in the centre of the altar and it was worrying him.’


Leo said, ‘So what did you do about it?’


‘Nothing. He went back to his seat and, apart from making a couple of loud remarks during the intercessions, he was quiet for the rest of the service. Afterwards he buttonholed the minister and told him a long tale about someone pinching his belongings, and that was when we began to suspect that he wasn’t quite all there.’

‘Poor man,’ murmured Kerry, he of the tired, lined face. ‘How old is he?’

A shrug. ‘Seventy plus? There’s not much of him, but he’s got a big voice.  Carries himself like an ex-Army man. His clothes are clean enough but you wouldn’t be surprised if his collar were frayed, that sort of thing. I reckon he’d be better off at the Salvation Army place. The thing is, he says he’s taken a liking to our church and says he intends to come every week. Last week he brought a bunch of flowers for the minister, who had to dash off to take another service. So he gave the flowers to my wife and told her all about losing his bus pass at great length. I had to interrupt in the end and he was most annoyed with me . . . but we were due to meet some friends for lunch, so what could I do? What would you do with him, eh?’


Leo turned Kerry. ‘What do you say? You must come across all sorts, taking in students as you do.’


‘Slight paranoia? He thinks someone’s stealing his belongings, and now he’s lost his bus pass. He was probably afraid to go into the post office by himself, to report that he’d lost it.’


‘He’d lost the plot all right,’ said Leo, with one of his loud laughs.


Bruce’s eyes narrowed. ‘You mean, when he was going on at my wife about his lost bus pass, he was really asking her to go with him to the post office? I hadn’t thought of that.’ He shrugged. ‘I suppose he’s living in a home somewhere locally. Probably the one up Queens’ Walk. It’s their job to look after him.’


‘But,’ said Kerry, ‘it was your minister and your wife he took his troubles to.’


Bruce was uneasy. ‘Yes, but it’s not our job to–’


‘And he says he likes your church. Perhaps he feels safe there.’


Bruce shook his head. ‘Nonsense. You’re trying to make out that . . . No, not my scene. Look, why don’t I suggest he comes to your church instead? Then you can look after him.’


Leo leaned back in his chair, smiling. ‘That’s it, Kerry. You know how to cope with all sorts, dealing with a ragtag and bobtail of students as you do.’


Bruce was relieved. ‘Yes, that’d be it. I’ll send him along to you if he turns up at our church again.’


‘No,’ said Kerry, with unusual force. ‘God didn’t send this man to me or to my church. He sent this man to you, Bruce, and it’s for you and your church to make him feel at home.’


‘But he’s impossible!’


‘No-one’s impossible, in God’s terms.’


‘But he’s disruptive and oh yes, I forgot to tell you . . . He bursts into song at the drop of a hat. I suspect that’s why he’s come to our church. We’ve a cracking good organist.’


Leo was still smiling. ‘Reminds me of my uncle. They didn’t have an organist, so he used to lead the singing. The problem was getting him to stop.’

Bruce was sour. ‘Bert hasn’t got a stop button.’ 

Leo was bent on reminiscence. ‘My uncle knew all the old time hymns about harvest, gathering in the sheaves, that sort of thing. He could sing all the parts, too.’

‘One at a time, I hope,’ said Bruce, managing to smile. And then his expression froze as he looked over Kerry’s shoulder. ‘Don’t look now, but–’

Someone was shouting, ‘Look out, you idiot!’ 

A woman complained, ‘He shouldn’t bring that in here!’

A small, perky-looking man was trying to manoeuvre a shopping trolley through the tables while carrying a cup of tea in one hand. One wheel of the trolley was wayward and he was having considerable difficulty in steering. He was sweating, red in the face.

‘Don’t tell me. This is Bert?’ said Leo.

Bruce nodded, but it was Kerry who got up and courteously helped the newcomer to park his trolley and take a seat at their table. ‘Would you like to join us? It’s very warm for the time of the year, isn’t it? My name’s Kerry, by the way. You know Bruce, of course, and this is Leo.’

‘Stupid woman wouldn’t get out of my way,’ grumbled Bert, checking over the packages in his trolley. ‘All I wanted was a word with Bruce about the hymns for Harvest. They should sing the good old-fashioned ones, not pussyfoot around with tunes that no-one’s ever heard of. I remember in the old days in the East End we’d all go down the pub, was it the Red Lion? Or the Queen Vic? My memory’s not good, but–’

Kerry took the tea cup from Bert’s hand, mopped up the overspill, and put it on the table. ‘You were on the stage at one time?’

‘No, no. Not me. On the barrows, that was me. They said you could hear my calls from the Hackney Empire, though that’s all gone, now. But in the pub at night we’d sing around the old Joanna – the piano, you know – on a Saturday night, and they’d say to me, “Come on, Bert, you give us one of the good old ones,” and I’d stand up there, and belt it out. They don’t know how to belt it out nowadays, do they? It’s all microphones and karaoke . . .’

Leo tuned out the tirade, said he had to be going and took himself off. Once outside, he shook his head, feeling sorry for his friends left behind to cope with Bert. But happy to have escaped.

                                 * * * * * * * * *

Kerry walked back up the hill, feeling depressed. He’d intended to ask the others about a problem that had arisen with one of his lodgers, but then Bert had arrived and there’d been no chance to talk of his own concerns . . . which meant, probably, that  God thought he could cope without their advice.


Until this term he’d only had male students. But the University had made it clear they didn’t discriminate, so now he had three girls living in what was almost a self-contained flatlet on the ground floor; one large bedroom, one small, a sitting-dining room with a telly in it, and a shower room. They had their own cooking facilities, but he’d always welcomed anyone who wished to eat with him in his own big kitchen in the evenings, provided they gave him notice beforehand, of course. 

Nowadays he had a part-time woman who came in to clean and cook four evenings a week, and it was Anna Maria who’d spotted that one of the girls was looking peaky and never joined them for an evening meal.

Only then did Kerry begin to worry. Tara hadn’t had any post since she arrived. There’d been no phone calls for her. Or visitors. 

Perhaps she was communicating with her family by email? That could well be, but how about her loss of weight? 

Of course Kerry knew that teenagers were very weight conscious, but this girl’s flatmates were both rollicking, well-built young women, and Tara’s slightly built frame was a big contrast. 

Kerry managed to catch her on her way out. ‘Tara, my dear; you’re looking peaky. Are you quite well?’

Tara tossed back her hair. ‘Mind your own business. I don’t expect to be quizzed about myself by a man old enough to be my father.’

Which was something of a facer and made Kerry wish he’d never agreed to take women students. 

As usual in any difficulty, he took the problem to God, who seemed to be saying that he was concerned about the girl, too. So Kerry asked Tara’s flat-mates if they thought there was any cause for uneasiness. 

‘Well,’ said one, ‘She doesn’t eat with us in the evenings, and all we’ve seen her eat at lunchtime is an apple. She seems to live on energy drinks and low fat yoghurt. We wondered at first if she’d got enough money to live on, but she bites our heads off if we offer her any of our food.’

‘I offered to lend her some money till the end of term,’ said the other, ‘but she went out and spent it on a new top, not on food.’

Kerry said, tentatively, ‘She seems a bit of loner.’ 

They nodded. ‘We don’t think she gets on with her mother for some reason. We think maybe she’s anorexic. She’s quite sharp if we mention anything to do with her weight, so we’ve given up talking to her about it.’

Kerry knew that people suffering from anorexia need medical help. But how to get Tara to accept it? He went back to his prayers. ‘What do I do now, Lord?’

And God said to him, ‘Let her see that you care.’

* * * * * * *    

Once or twice a week, Leo and his wife had his whole family, which included his son and daughter-in-law, and their two stroppy teenagers, to supper. Usually the talk was all about what the two girls were doing, but this time Leo held the floor with his tale of the awkward newcomer, and Bruce’s horror at being asked to deal with him. 

He concluded, ‘Of course I feel sorry for the fellow. Got a screw loose, not to be trusted with matches, that sort of thing. I suppose I’m grateful that we don’t have anything like that in our family.’

His granddaughter Chloe, who’d only recently started to attend church, observed that Granddad was just like the man who thanked God that he wasn’t like other men. ‘And,’ she said, with a superior smile, ‘we all know what Jesus thought of him.’ 

Leo wanted to smack her, but instead made an excuse to leave the table early, without offering to help with the washing up. ‘Dear Lord above!’ he said, stumping around the garden, ‘what is the world coming to that she can talk to me like that! As if I were as hypocritical as . . . which I am not! No, of course not. What I meant was, that . . . She took it wrongly, that’s what.’ 

He went into the greenhouse to check how his tomatoes were getting on. He wanted to have a good trugful to give for the Harvest decorations this year. The aubergines were doing well, but one of them was misshapen. It wasn’t its fault, something had stunted its development, but he wouldn’t give it to God.  

Perhaps . . . perhaps Bert in his old age had grown misshapen, like the aubergine? Like a bird with a broken wing. But if God cared for even the sparrows in this world, then surely He included the broken bird, the misshapen aubergine, and Bert?

Leo sighed. ‘Chloe was right, and I was wrong. Dear Lord, I am ashamed. Show me what I can do to make amends.’

        * * * * * * *     

‘Tara, I’m worried about you,’ said Kerry.


‘Dunno why.’


‘Are you quite well? I like all my students to register with a doctor down here. Have you done so?’


‘Have the others been telling tales on me? I don’t need a doctor.’

‘You don’t look well. Is anything bothering you?’

‘Why should you care?’


‘Oh, but I do. I care about each and every one of you. Here’s a card with the name and telephone number of our local doctor. Why don’t you go down and get yourself on his books? Just in case you go down with appendicitis or earache or something.’


A shrug. ‘I’m not ill.’ But she took the card, anyway.

    * * * * * * *      

At their next coffee meeting, Bruce entertained them with a report on Bert’s latest.


‘He’s rather pathetic, really. Wife died years ago, no children. Boys’ Brigade, then the Army. There’s no great harm in him, but he couldn’t cope on his own outside the Home. We’ve drawn up a rota of people who will stop on after the service to listen to him. I thought he might be deaf because he can only talk about himself, but it seems he can hear all right. It’s just that his world has turned in on itself.

‘Our minister had the nerve to say to me that it doesn’t cost much to listen to Bert for half an hour each week. I disagree. To one of my impatient temper, it costs a lot to stand there, listening to him rant on about people at the Home making snide remarks behind his back, and going through his things when he’s out.’


‘But you manage,’ said Kerry, with one of his warmest smiles.


Bruce laughed. ‘My dear wife tells me that Bert is like a grain of sand in an oyster. He irritates, and I grow the pearl of patience around him. He has his good days and his bad. He says that on his good days he hangs on to Jesus, and on his bad days he can only hope that Jesus is hanging on to him.’


‘That’s about it for everyone,’ said Kerry.


Leo checked that Bert wasn’t around. ‘Quickly, before he descends upon us. I know the manager of the home he’s in and  I’ve been keeping tabs on him. Sort of. Checking that they don’t really want to get rid of him, that sort of thing. Which they don’t, by the way. He’s an awkward cuss, but they’re used to him. The manager said Bert was the life and soul of the party when there’s a sing-song, but they were having difficulty getting him to take his medication.’


‘Good for you,’ said Bruce, trying not to look surprised that Leo should have cared enough to do something for Bert. 

‘And here he is,’ said Kerry, rising with a smile to help Bert park his trolley and take a seat. ‘How are you doing, Bert?’

They could all hear him wheezing. 

‘I’m going fine, if only people would leave me alone. They go on at me, all the time at the home, saying nasty bad things about me behind my back. They want to get rid of me, you know.’

‘I’m sure not,’ said Kerry.

‘I told them. I like it here. It’s the best place I been in for a long time. Shuttling me around, first this place and then that . . .’

He continued on for a while, till Bruce managed to get a word in edgeways. ‘You’ve got a load of tins of food in your trolley, Bert. Aren’t they feeding you properly at the home?’

‘Home, Sweet Home it is not,’ said Bert. ‘Those are for the Harvest weekend. I don’t hold with giving people fruit and stuff that’ll rot. Tins is sensible. Tins you can put on the shelf, and know you’ve always got a meal when you want one. I’ve been spending all I’ve got on tins for Harvest. I’ll take them up to the church tomorrow.’

‘Harvest isn’t for another week.’

‘What’s that got to do with it? I’ll take them while I’m well able, and I’ll have a word with that organist of yours, too. I told him, “You give us something to sing that’s got a swing to it.’ He raised his hand and started to conduct as he sang but, wheezing, after a few notes had to give up.

Leo said, ‘I’ve got the car nearby. Bert, how about I give you a lift up to the church in a minute or two. Bruce, have you got keys to let us in, so that we can put the tins somewhere safe?’

‘Can do,’ said Bruce, checking his key ring.

Kerry smiled at Bert, and began to sing, quietly, so as not to disturb the rest of the café. ‘Come, ye thankful people, come . . . Raise the song of Harvest Home.’

Bert hit Kerry on his arm. ‘You’re all right, you are.’

* * * * * * *                

That evening Tara’s flatmates asked Kerry to look in on Tara, as she hadn’t got out of bed for a couple of days. 

Kerry left the bedroom door open and asked one of her flatmates to stay within call. He took Tara’s hand. ‘My dear, this has gone on long enough. You are ill, and I’m going to call the doctor, and your family.’

‘No, you mustn’t. My father left when I was a baby. There’s only my mother, and she doesn’t like me.’ Tears came, then. ‘I’ve tried and tried to please her, but nothing I do seems to work. I’m still fat and podgy and it’s no wonder she doesn’t want me near her.’

With sorrow Kerry diagnosed the root of Tara’s anorexia was her poor relationship with her mother. ‘My dear, why don’t you tell me all about it?’  

He spent nearly an hour with her, and then rang for an ambulance. On the verge of collapse, Tara had at last agreed to see a doctor – if only Kerry would agree to visit her in hospital, and accept her back into the house when she was ready to face the world again. 


‘No one’s ever cared about me, until now,’ she said. 


                                                 * * * * * * *    

Harvest Festival Sunday.

Leo and Kerry had only just back home after the morning service, when Bruce phoned them. ‘We put out all the tins Bert gave us to decorate the church, but he didn’t make the service. I’ve just rung the home, and they say they’re worried about him. They’ve called for the doctor.’

‘You’re going round there?’ said Leo. ‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Count me in,’ said Kerry.

They found Bert resting in a big armchair in his room. His breathing had worsened, and his colour was poor. ‘What you lot doing here? Slumming, eh?’

‘We came to tell you how much difference your tins made to the harvest,’ said Bruce. ‘And that we missed you at the service.’

‘I’ll be up and about again tomorrow. Just, my breath catches.’

‘We were worried about you,’ said Leo, surprising himself.

Kerry smiled, and took Bert’s hand.

Bert demanded, ‘Did the organist play my hymns? That’s what I want to know. This pesky chest of mine. I’d have sung out, given them all a lead. You’ve got to put some welly into it when you sing a harvest hymn.’

‘That’s true,’ said Bruce. ‘And he did.’

Bert struggled upright. His voice rang out, clear as a bell. ‘I’m coming, I’m coming, my head is bending low. . . I hear those gentle voices calling . . .’

‘Don’t try to sing,’ urged Bruce. ‘You’ll wear yourself out.’

Kerry disagreed. ‘Let him sing himself out.’

‘Come on, you lot! What, cat got your tongues! Sing with me.

                  “Come, ye thankful people, come

                    Raise the song of harvest home . . .’

They sang with him. Bert’s voice soon gave out, but he conducted them to the last note, when he sank back in his chair, smiling. 

‘Not long now,’ said Kerry. He held Bert’s hand for a while, and laid it down only when he was sure Bert was asleep.

