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                                    UNSUNG HEROES

                                             By Veronica Heley

        Three retired men meet for coffee – and a grumble.

‘It’s not fair!’ Leo, the retired sales manager, tried to laugh at himself. ‘I sound like one of my grandchildren, saying “It’s not fair!”’ 

He poured sugar into his hot chocolate in defiance of his diet. ‘Hark at me. Mr Sorry-for-himself. All because Mr High and Mighty gets a medal for “services to the community”, when all he did was throw money around! And then, to add insult to injury, he shoots me out of my job. Granted, I wasn’t paid for the hours I put in at the Junior Football Club, but he said – in front of everyone – that I wasn’t as fit as I had been and ought to give way to a younger man. That really hurt. Maybe a professional coach would do the job better, but . . . Oh, never mind me. I got out of bed on the wrong side this morning.’


‘Surely we’re all entitled to complain now and again?’ Bruce, bald and brown, was getting over a cold and had also ordered hot chocolate. ‘But you’re right, of course. He doesn’t deserve it.’

Leo waved his spoon in the air. ‘I believe he earned his OBE for chairing a few meetings of the Mayor’s favourite charity. He received a lot of free advertising for his firm, but it was his staff who did all the donkey work.’


 ‘Other Boys’ Efforts,’ said the third member of the group in his soft voice. ‘That’s what they call an OBE, isn’t it?’


The other two stared at him, because that wasn’t the version they were familiar with. ‘B’ in this case could stand for, well, something else. Kerry’s gentle, lined face expressed nothing but innocence. Leo flicked a glance at Bruce, who rolled his eyes. Neither of them could tell whether Kerry knew the other version or not.


Kerry downed the last of his coffee. ‘I mustn’t be too long. A bit of a situation with one of my students.’


Bruce leaned back in his chair. ‘Come on, Kerry. Leo’s had his grumble; now it’s your turn to complain about something.’

Kerry smiled. ‘You first.’

Bruce lifted his hands, resignedly. ‘Ah, well. You’ve probably got someone like her in your church, too. She’s a grandmother whose children and grandchildren don’t visit. She’s having hospital treatment five days a week and she’s got nobody to ferry her to and fro. The vicar asked if I’d give her a lift now and then. Of course I said, “Yes”, but she’s assumed that I’ll do it every day. The thing is; she can’t open her mouth without criticising everything I do or say and, in particular, my driving. Enough said?’

Leo grinned. ‘And you with a reputation for patience!’

All three of them laughed, because if there was one thing Bruce was not renowned for, it was patience. 

‘I expect I’ll live,’ said Bruce. ‘And before you say, “Take it a day at a time,” that’s just what I am doing. Now Kerry, we’ve had our say. What’s yours?’

Kerry moved uneasily. ‘It’s nothing much. When I began to let rooms out for university students, I didn’t realise I was also expected to act as paramedic and psychiatrist.’


‘We know you’ve helped students in times of grief and home-sickness,’ said Bruce.


‘Not to mention dealing with alcoholics,’ said Leo. ‘The university thanks it’s perfectly splendid that you look after their students so well. Aren’t they always asking if you could squeeze one more in?’


Kerry’s hands twisted one within the other. ‘I do understand that they have monetary constraints and can’t give each individual student as much attention as they might need . . . Particularly when there is no one but me who thinks there’s anything wrong. I am not, repeat not, qualified to deal with some things. Oh, I try but . . . It’s anorexia. Tansy’s a loner, bright enough, but so thin you wonder why her head doesn’t wobble off her neck. When her problem first came to light, I got her admitted to hospital for treatment and visited her, of course. She turned up on my doorstep the other day, saying she’d been released because she was so much better. Theoretically, I hadn’t a room free, but it was half-term and one of my students had gone home, so I let her have his room for a week.’


‘Let me guess,’ said Leo. ‘When your student returned you acted like the saint you are and gave her your own bed, while you slept on the settee?’


‘No, no. She sleeps on my settee. I’ve asked the university to find her somewhere else to stay, but no luck, so far.’


Bruce was frowning. ‘Did the hospital really discharge her, or did she run away?’


Kerry nodded. ‘You have a suspicious mind, and I must admit I was worried enough to check with them. They weren’t happy about letting her go, but they said that so long as she maintained her body weight and continued with her therapy, it would be all right for her to stay with me. My worry is . . .’ he clasped and unclasped his hands, looking everywhere but at them. ‘It sounds ridiculous to complain, but she’s become very dependent on me.’ 


‘Ah,’ said Bruce. ‘Now, what sort of therapy is she supposed to be having?’


‘I’m not sure.’ Unhappily. ‘I asked the hospital, who gave me the name of the therapist but when I rang, the receptionist said they couldn’t possibly discuss her case with me. The girl says that I’m giving her exactly what she needs, and I do think she’s not lost any more weight since she returned.’


‘That’s all right, then,’ said Leo. ‘You’re saving the National Health Service a packet and your shoulders are broad enough to carry her for a while.’


‘Yes,’ said Kerry. ‘I suppose so. To change the subject; you’re all coming to me for lunch on Easter Day, as usual?’

Bruce smiled. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for anything.’

Leo grinned. ‘My son’s taking the kids to the other grandparents this year, so it’s just Dora and me. And we’ll be delighted to come.’

                                                  * * * * * * * * 

Leo looked at his watch and sighed. Another empty day stretched ahead of him. After he’d retired he’d spent most evenings and every weekend helping out, first at the youth club and latterly down at the football pitch in the park. It had given a focus to his life and he’d thoroughly enjoyed himself. 

Yes, sometimes he’d been whacked out at the end of a session and had more or less crawled home. His wife had said he was overdoing it, and should take it more easily . . . but he’d been devastated when their chairman – Mr High and Mighty with the OBE – had announced he was bringing in a qualified football coach and, almost as an afterthought, told Leo that he wouldn’t be needed in future. Thank you for all you’ve done but that’s it, folks.

Leo’s grandchildren were growing up fast and were pre-occupied with their drama activities, his son was working hard at a new job, and he had nothing in common with his daughter-in-law. He pulled the local paper towards him, and looked through it. Surely there was something he could do for somebody, somewhere . . . but nothing caught his attention. He threw the paper aside.

So, what was he going to do with the rest of his life? Sit in an armchair, watching television all day? Develop an interest in macramé work or rearing pigeons? 

Dear Lord above. I’m not all used up yet. I still have something to give, haven’t I? Would you kindly point me in the direction you want me to go before I start losing my temper over trifles and turn into an old grouch?

                                            * * * * * * * * 

Bruce looked at his watch every time his car drew up at the traffic lights. He was in plenty of time to pick up Thelma, but she had a horror of being late and was always waiting for him. Patience, he told himself. And then smiled, remembering his friends’ understanding and encouragement. 

She’s old and frightened. None of her children or grandchildren visit. The treatment she’s receiving is unpleasant enough, without her having to rely on neighbours to get her there and back. With God’s help she’ll beat this bout of cancer, even if it is her second bout of it.

Please, God. Don’t let me lose my temper today. 

She was waiting for him as usual, wearing her heavy coat and boots, and leaning on her stick. ‘You’re late. When the vicar said you’d be taking me to the hospital every day, I should have told him to find someone else. I’ll catch my death, waiting around in the freezing cold for you.’

‘Now then,’ he said, helping her in to the car. ‘I’m a few minutes early, and I didn’t think it was quite so cold today.’

‘If you were having to cut down the heating to pay the gas bills, you’d be feeling the cold, too. And don’t drive so fast. It makes me nervous.’

With an effort Bruce put some cheerfulness into his voice. ‘I see the daffodils are out on the roundabout. Are you looking forward to Easter?’

‘Easter? I don’t care for it nowadays. Easter is a serious business, and I don’t hold with these modern heathen superstitions, all eggs and chickens and rabbits and such like.’

Bruce held onto his temper. ‘That’s just the trappings, Thelma. As you say, they’re not serious. It’s the most joyful day in the year for me. Doesn’t it make you feel good to know that the Son of God took all our sins upon His shoulders, and went to his death for us? I’m filled with wonder and awe that the grave couldn’t hold Him and that He rose from the dead on Easter Day.’ 

‘It would take a miracle to make me feel good about this Easter, with all that I have to suffer and no way of getting to the hospital except with you, who’s always late.’

‘The treatment will soon be finished, and then you’ll feel better.’

‘I have a feeling I’ll not come through this. My mother went the same way, and so did my aunt.’ 

He brought the car to a standstill by the main door to the hospital and helped her out. 

She made no move to enter. ‘Well, aren’t you coming in with me? This place confuses me till I don’t know which way is up.’

He had hoped that he could catch a quick cup of coffee in the restaurant and meet her when she’d finished, but he made himself smile. ‘Wait just inside the main door while I park the car, and we’ll go up together, right?’

                                                * * * * * * * * 

Kerry let himself into the house, and smelled polish. Good; his cleaner had been. The furniture and floorboards shone and the kitchen surfaces were dazzlingly bright. He collected the mail from the letter box and sorted it out. Some bills for him. A postcard from one of his old students who was . . . where . . .? Buenos Aires this week? Well, well. She was a bright one. Some letters for his lodgers.


He carried his bills up the stairs to his flat at the top of the house. His little waif, Tansy, should be at uni, so he could have a quiet sit down with a cuppa and his Bible reading notes. 


Oh dear. His cleaner hadn’t done the last flight of stairs. And the telly was on in his sitting-room. 

‘You’re back!’ Tansy greeted him with such a joyful smile that he hadn’t the heart to scold her, particularly as she turned the telly off immediately. 

‘Aren’t you at uni today? And hasn’t the cleaner been up here?’

She beamed at him. ‘I’ve done the cleaning for you myself today. Isn’t that great?’


Yes, the carpets had been hoovered and some dusting had been done – but not with the ruthless efficiency of a professional cleaner. And . . . oh dear . . . the papers on his desk had been mixed up into one big pile which was about to topple over onto the floor . . . and his laptop, which he’d left on charge, had been unplugged and . . . whatever had happened to its Skype camera, which kept him in touch with his daughter twice a week? 


‘Now, now; Tansy! You shouldn’t bother with the cleaning. And what’s happened to my laptop?’


‘Oh, the silly Skype thing fell off and got broke. You mustn’t worry about my falling behind with my work. I’ve told the uni that you’ll help me with it.’


He was appalled. ‘Tansy, I can’t do that. I know nothing about your course.’


A down-turned mouth, and tears in her eyes. ‘Now you’re being horrid to me! And you know what will happen!’ She rushed into the bathroom, slammed the door and locked it. He could hear her crying, and then starting to retch. 


He sat down and put his head in his hands. Dear Lord, tell me what to do!

                                       * * * * * * * 

Bruce tried to get to Thelma’s extra early, but she was waiting at the gate, as usual. 


He thought she looked poorly, but didn’t say anything. 


She made up for it. ‘I’ve been thinking, here I am, with the family never coming near me except for a handout. Sixty odd years I’ve been serving that church. I must have made thousands of cups of tea and baked a billion cakes for them. It’s only right the vicar should get someone to help me get to the hospital and back . . . and then he chooses someone who’s always late! Mind that bike!’


‘You deserve a medal for what you’ve done for the church,’ said Bruce, meaning it.


‘As if! Medals aren’t for the likes of me. Mind that bus. You always drive too close to buses. I’m looking forward to a couple of days off this weekend. Your driving gives me palpitations.’

* * * * * * *                                          

Leo liked to switch the telly on straight after supper, but on Friday evening his wife said they were going to have a family conference instead. ‘I’m fed up with you going on about missing the football club, and I’m not having you hanging around at home all day and all evening, getting under my feet.’


‘We’ve been putting our heads together,’ said his oldest granddaughter, with an attractive air of maturity. ‘We’ve come up with ideas of what you could do in future, and we’re not letting you get away with the “I’m too old for that” routine.’


His son handed him a bunch of leaflets. ‘I picked these up for you from the library. There are all these charities who need someone like you to fund raise for them. Take your pick.’


His daughter-in-law looked awkward. ‘I’ve been thinking you might like to help at the Wild Life area in the park—’


His granddaughter, again. ‘What about the youth club? You used to come down and help us sometimes, till you got fixated on football. We don’t mind having the oldies around now and then.’


Leo started to laugh. How kind of them . . . and how little he liked the thought of anything they’d suggested. The youth club? Too noisy. Collecting money for charities? Not his scene. Working for wild life? Didn’t he have enough to do in his own garden?

On the other hand, perhaps there was something to do for someone close at hand; someone who worked unremittingly for others, without a word of complaint. He turned to his wife. ‘Well, Dora! What would you like me to do with my spare time? Perhaps there’s something we can do together?’


‘Old Time Dancing,’ she said, with a sparkle in her eye. ‘You used to be nifty on your feet, and so did I. How about it?’

‘Why didn’t I think of that? Splendid idea.’ He swept the rest of the leaflets into a pile. ‘I’ll give these others some serious thought, but Old Time Dancing twice a week will do for a start.’ 

That very evening he had a long phone call from the Senior Steward at church. ‘. . . Yes, it’s a thankless job and will mop up all your spare time. I was at my wits’ end to know who to ask, then someone said you might have some time to spare, and I can’t think of anyone who could do it better. So, what do you think?’

It was difficult to take it all in, but . . . ‘I’ll do it, yes.’ As he put the phone down he reflected that Kerry had once said to him that God often closes one door before he opens another, to make sure you go in the right direction.

Leo went to tell his wife that he’d agreed to be the property steward at church.  

    * * * * * * * 

On Monday morning, Bruce parked at Thelma’s gate. No Thelma. He gave a polite toot on his horn, nothing happened, so he got out of the car and rang the doorbell. A stranger, a big, bulky man came to the door. ‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Bruce, from the church. Come to take Thelma to the hospital.’


‘I’m her son. She had a heart attack and died, Friday night. She won’t be wanting you again.’


Bruce stared at the man, who stared back and said, ‘Go on, then. What are you waiting for? The end of the world?’


The door slammed in Bruce’s face.


Bruce got back in his car. He was shaking. Poor Thelma. She’d grumbled, but she’d had a lot to grumble about. She’d served the church faithfully, but wouldn’t see Easter again. He wished he’d done more for her, poor soul.  

                                               * * * * * * * * 

Coffee time again. 

Kerry explained, ‘I was proud of being able to provide my students with a home-from-home, and I prided myself on my ability to advise them when they were in trouble. Yes, I did use to ask God what to say to them, and it all worked out pretty well until I began to rely on my own strength and not on His. I didn’t realise how sick Tansy was until she tried to take over my life. 

 
‘At that point I rang the University, who said she’d dropped out of her courses, explaining she was going to get some private tuition from me, of all people! Her doctor reported that she’d missed all her recent appointments. I explained who I was and why I was worried about her, and now she’s safely back in hospital and being properly looked after by professionals. They tell me she has to accept she’s unwell before she can get better.’ 

‘You did your best,’ said Leo.

‘I should have realised what was happening earlier,’ said Kerry. ‘I’ll keep on visiting her, of course.’ He brightened up. ‘Now; Easter Sunday. Half past twelve for lunch as usual? I’ve asked two students who are staying on for the holidays to join us, plus a couple of neighbours who haven’t any family, and I’ve ordered a turkey. All right by you?’


‘Can’t wait,’ said Bruce, who was still wondering what more he might have done to help Thelma.


‘Bless you,’ said Leo. ‘Dora and I are looking forward to it immensely.’                                                                   

                                                   * * * * * * * * 

At church on Easter morning Bruce prayed for Thelma. He also prayed that God would help him be more tolerant and patient in future. 

Then the strangest thing happened.  There was a swoosh of wings on his inward eye. He could ‘see’ the wings clearly, cream to peach to apricot in colour . . . Carrying a soul upwards? He heard a voice exulting; ‘I’m free!’

He was not an imaginative man and he’d never had anything like that happen to him before. Perhaps the others would laugh if he told them about it.   


But perhaps Thelma had been given her own Easter miracle after all. 
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