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‘What do you do about insurance now you’re retired?’ Leo dumped an untidy file of papers on the table, causing his friend to shift his coffee cup to one side. 


‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’ 

They made quite a contrast in appearance; Leo was big and burly, long-time married with a grown son and grandchildren. He’d spent most of his spare time working in a youth club and coaching football players until his son lost his job, rented out his own house to pay his mortgage and his debts, and brought his wife and their two children back home to live.  

Bruce, bald and brown, had no children, but had recently married for the second time. His ‘free’ time was mopped up in helping pensioners with paperwork. It made sense for Leo to bring his query about insurance to Bruce. 

‘The thing is,’ said Leo, tipping sugar and milk into his coffee, ‘that I had a broker who did all the insurances for me. He retired, a big concern took over, and the premiums went sky high. Every day I get letters urging that for my own peace of mind, I should buy a five year guarantee on this or that. Even the Building Society and the Bank are on at me to take out their cover for buildings and contents. To tell the truth, I can’t work out which is best.’

Bruce raised an eyebrow. ‘And the worry makes you break your diet by putting milk and sugar in your coffee?’ 

Leo shook his head. ‘It’s worrying about the family that’s driving me to comfort food. I love the grandkids to bits and it hurts to see them so unhappy, grieving for their old life; their friends, their home, even their old school. They don’t want to know about church holiday clubs or activities in the park. My son’s out job-hunting all day; my daughter-in-law’s just found a low-paid job locally but they’re both worn out in the evenings and can’t help with the kids. Sorry, shouldn’t grumble.’ 

Leo had a big house and garden, but he and his wife had been jogging along nicely by themselves and were finding the influx hard to cope with.  Not to mention household bills for six instead of two.

Bruce leafed through Leo’s file of papers. ‘This’ll take some time. I’ll have a look and get back to you.’

Leo looked around. ‘Is Kerry joining us?’ 

‘I spoke to him yesterday, urged him to come. It’s two weeks since his wife’s funeral.’

They were silent, thinking how lucky they’d both been in their married lives.  Kerry’s wife, once so active and busy, had wrecked his finances before descending  into paranoia. She’d been in the secure ward of the local hospital for months, not recognising her husband or their only daughter. Most people thought it a blessing for Kerry when she succumbed to pneumonia, but Kerry didn’t see it that way. 

Leo shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but–’

Bruce agreed. ‘She wasn’t kind to him – or to anyone, was she? But being Kerry, he still grieves for her, thinks he should have been able to help her more.’ 

‘What’s all this?’ A man with a gentle, lined face, put his hand on Leo’s shoulder. ‘Tax returns overdue?’

‘Good to see you, Kerry. Can I get you a coffee? It’s my insurances.’

Kerry’s face twisted. ‘We can’t insure for all the ills that might befall us, can we? More’s the pity. Thanks, I’ve ordered an espresso. How are you both doing? Bruce, where’s your pretty wife today?’

‘Clothes shopping.’ Bruce tried to sound doleful about it, but his eyes were bright and he gave the game away by laughing. ‘Sally’s great, thank you.’

‘And you, Leo? How’s the Under Fifteen team getting on this season?’ Kerry’s jollity was forced, but at least he was trying.

Leo grunted. ‘If it ever stops raining, we’ll see what we can do. The pitch is a quagmire. My grandkids are couch potatoes, I’m sorry to say. I wish I could get them interested in football, but they don’t want to know. They spend far too much time on computer games and texting on their mobile phones, in my opinion. There I go again, grumbling. Sorry, sorry.’ 

Kerry was smiling. It was painful to see the effort he was making. ‘It’s the done thing for their generation, isn’t it? Have you heard the latest? You live longer if you avoid the company of  doleful people. What do you think? Sounds good to me.’

His two friends eyed him with concern. 

‘Surely,’ said Leo, ‘that’s what friends are for, to share your troubles?’

Kerry was bright. Too bright. ‘Oh, no one wants to listen to anyone’s troubles, do they? I mean, a quick “How are you”? You reply, “Not too good” and they can’t get away fast enough.’

Bruce demurred. ‘You listened to me when I was down in the dumps.’

‘Yes, I was good at it in those days,’ said Kerry. ‘I was always available to listen and sympathise, wasn’t I? All the world and his wife, all the students who lodge with me, used to tell me their problems. But you see, I’ve lost the knack. They start talking, and I find myself getting impatient . . . Don’t take any notice of me. I’ll drink my coffee and be on my way. Lots to do. Got to keep busy.’

When he’d gone, the two men stared at their empty cups.

Finally Bruce said, ‘Was I as bad as that after my dear first wife died? I hope not, but I fear I was. It wouldn’t hurt to put in a spot of prayer for him, would it?’

‘Just what I was thinking. Poor Kerry. He was a tower of strength, always ready to help others. I’m not much good at prayer. Some people can plump down on their knees and put in twenty minutes or half an hour at it, and rise to their feet, refreshed. I never seem to go more than thirty seconds at it, and my mind wanders off. But I’ll try, if you will. ’

* * * * * * * *                  

Kerry did the rest of his shopping and trudged back up the hill to the house he called home. Once he had lived there with his wife and their daughter. His daughter had long since flown the nest and his wife was dead, but he’d filled the rooms with students from the nearby University, to whom he was a father figure. Except that he was no longer up to the job.

He thought how strange it was that Leo and Bruce should be talking about insurances. He’d cashed in his own life insurance to pay for his wife’s debts but for some reason had completely forgotten about hers. She’d been the chancellor of the exchequer throughout their lives, her policy had been with a different company, and paid for by direct debit. Only after her death had this policy come to light. 


He’d taken out various loans to pay for converting the house to bedsits, updating the bathrooms, and so on. Cashing in her policy would mean he could be free of debt and no longer need to earn money by letting out rooms . . . which was ironic, because he’d thought that looking after students was what God wanted him to do nowadays.


He let himself into his house, and listened for signs that anyone else was in. The cleaner had been and gone in his absence. The house smelt fresh and gleamed with polish. 


A treacherous thought struck him; the house had never looked so good when his wife had been living there. She’d always been so active, buzzing around like a busy little bee attending to other people’s business, but she’d been a hit and miss  housekeeper.


He struck his forehead with the palm of his hand. Why couldn’t he recall any  happy memories of his marriage? When thoughts of her slipped into his mind they were nearly all of her mouth opening and closing as she denigrated this and criticized that. 

He’d never lived up to her high hopes of him, he knew that. He’d tried and failed and she’d never let him forget it. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said aloud.


There he went again. He couldn’t remember her ever laughing spontaneously at something. No, tell a lie. She’d laughed when an overweight neighbour had fallen on her icy path and broken a leg. 


He groaned. ‘Dear God, whatever is the matter with me? She was my dear wife and my partner for so many years, yet all I can remember is how much I disliked . . . No, I didn’t dislike her. That can’t be the truth. It’s just how I’m feeling at the moment. Maybe I’m going down with flu. Her death releases me from a job which I find wearisome, and for that I am, I must be grateful.’

* * * * * * * * 

Bruce went home and told his Sally about meeting up with his friends, and how concerned he was about their problems.


‘Insurances?’ She shook her head. ‘You can’t insure for love dying out of a marriage.’


‘What makes you say that, Sally? You know I love you.’


She fidgeted. ‘I’m sure I’m worrying about nothing at all. But when you marry for the second time, there’s always the thought at the back of your mind that one day, if the supper isn’t on the table on time, or if I say something to irritate you, you’ll start comparing me with your first wife. And that makes me afraid.’


Bruce felt shame well up inside him, for what she had said was true. He’d found it hard to let go memories of his first wife and, if he were honest, he knew he sometimes thought of her when he should have been thinking of Sally.


She turned away to hide the fact that there were tears in her eyes, and he felt a painful wrench in his mind. He couldn’t bear to see her cry. If he refused to let Emma have so much space in his head any more, he could devote more time and thought to his pretty Sally. He suspected that the more he let go of the past, the better the future would be.


‘Insurance, my eye,’ he said. ‘What premium can you set on love? Sally, my dear, shall I prove my devotion by buying you a diamond ring?’


‘Silly man.’ She produced a tiny handkerchief and sniffed, blue eyes smiling at him. ‘No, no. Of course not. I have one already.’


‘Then what can I do to prove I love you for ever and ever?’


‘Take no notice of me. I know I’m a silly billy. What would you like for supper?’ There was a note of weariness in her voice that alarmed him. What if she were to die before him? The thought was unbearable. There must be something he could do. 

Dear Lord, show me the right way . . . 


                                             * * * * * * * *

Leo and his wife retired to the kitchen. Their son, daughter-in-law and the two teenagers were stretched out in front of the television set, set to stun volume. Without words, Leo rolled up his sleeves to wash the dishes, while his wife cleared the table.


‘I saw Bruce; he’ll look at the insurances for us.’


His wife nodded. ‘Do you think we could run to a dish-washer? When it was just the two of us it was all right to wash up by hand. But not now.’


‘The kids should do their share of the chores.’


‘I don’t think they ever did, before.’

He put his arm around her shoulders. ‘It’ll get better; he’ll find something soon.’

‘Of course he will.’ She wiped her hand across her eyes. 

It hurt him to see her so tired. ‘We could let them have this big house and move into something smaller. Only, we couldn’t afford to buy anything decent, and they couldn’t afford the upkeep of this place.’


She tried to smile. ‘You love this house. I do, too.’


‘We could re-mortgage, give them the money, help them start afresh.’ 


‘And how would we afford the mortgage?’


He sighed. They couldn’t, not on his pension. He remembered his conversation with Bruce that morning. ‘We could put in a spot of praying about it, I suppose. Something might come to mind.’


They went on doing the washing up, moving slowly but surely through the task. The kitchen filled with the light of the setting sun. And the peace of prayer.


Leo wondered if they could make better use of the house. Suppose . . . 

* * * * * * * * 

Bruce laid aside the papers he’d been looking at for Leo, spent a moment or two in silent prayer and went to find Sally. She was in the kitchen, but gazing out of the window, not cooking. She put on a bright smile for him. ‘What would you like for supper?’

‘Baked beans on toast, which I will prepare for you.’

‘What? Don’t be silly.’

He put his arms around her. ‘My dearest Sally, I know your first husband required you to provide three cooked meals a day for him and you did it, year in and year out, without complaint. You said there could be no insurance for loss of love in a marriage, but I’m going to prove my love by cooking supper for you at least once a week. I’m also going to suggest that we eat out every Sunday lunchtime.’


‘Oh, Bruce!’ She flung her arms around him. ‘How did you know I was tired of cooking all the time? That would be wonderful! Far better than another diamond ring!’

He held her tight, his pretty, loving Sally. He wondered if he might take some cookery lessons. Kerry had learned to cook late in life, so why didn’t he, too? For instance, he’d always wanted to know how you prepared Beef Wellington . . .

* * * * * * * *       

Leo was clearing the table after supper. ‘Bruce came over today while you were at the shops. He’s got the insurances sorted out for us.’ He bent to stack the dishwasher. As he straightened up, he groaned and rubbed his back. ‘Can’t the youngsters do this for us?’


His wife was dealing with the pans and didn’t bother to reply. There’d been tantrums that evening because the children’s mobile phones had run out of credit and their father had refused to top them up. Looking out of the window, she said, ‘Harvest Festival this weekend. I really must get out into the garden and cut some flowers for it. I wonder if the kids would enjoy helping me decorate the church?’


Their son came into the kitchen, looking haggard. He laid a letter on the table.

‘I didn’t get that job I went for today.’


Leo managed an encouraging smile. ‘Never mind. You’ll get the next one.’


‘You remember I went for one last week, that I didn’t get, either? Well, they’ve offered me something else; less money, temporary contract. I wouldn’t have looked at it in the old days, but . . . it’s something I wouldn’t mind taking a stab at, if only it paid better.’


Leo took a deep breath and sent up an arrow prayer. Dear God; a spark of hope? Give me the right words to say. ‘Take it. It might lead on to a permanent contract and more money.’


An anxious smile. ‘Do you really think I should? It’s in the industrial estate a mile away. I could walk there, but the money wouldn’t be enough to let us get our old house back or let the kids go back to their private school. Only, if I did take it, I could start paying you something for our keep.’


Leo said, ‘Your mother and I have been talking ways and means. Why don’t we have a family conference?’


It took time to get the children coaxed downstairs, the television turned off and the grownups all seated. 

Leo said, ‘First of all, we want you all to remember that this is your home as well as ours. Suppose we turned the attic into a play-room for the youngsters? The floor’s already boarded over, it has a skylight and electricity. I’m going to see if we can afford to put in a fixed staircase instead of the pull-down ladder, and add a night storage heater. You could have my old television, and even sleep up there if you wanted to. How does that sound?’

‘Awesome! That’s brill!’ For the first time in ages the children looked enthusiastic.

‘Then,’ said Leo, ‘we’re thinking of turning my old study into a television room and snug for your Mum and Dad, so that they can have a quiet space to themselves and watch what television programmes they like.’

‘Fab,’ said his daughter-in-law, with a wavering smile. ‘You mean I can actually watch a soap opera without needing ear protectors?’ She’d borne the brunt of their move, working all day and dealing with a depressed husband and two unhappy children at night. 

Leo had never liked her so well. ‘Lastly,’ he said, ‘there’s the question of pocket money. Granny and I propose to pay the youngsters so much per week for helping us out with the cooking and cleaning. How does that sound?’


‘Yuck! You can’t ask us to do housework! That’s gross!’

‘I’m going to be sick!’

‘No work, no pay. Get a reality check, kids,’ said their mother, laughing. ‘You won’t get a better offer, anywhere. Thanks, Dad. You’re the best.’


When they were alone again, Leo put his arms round his wife. ‘We’ll manage all right now, you’ll see.’


She kissed his cheek. ‘What bliss to have a television set to ourselves again. I won’t be answerable for the consequences if I have to watch another games show.’


He laughed. ‘Let’s go and see what we can find for Harvest Festival.’

* * * * * * * *

Kerry had had a bad night, and got up late. He told himself it didn’t matter, because he had the house to himself for once. Holiday time, and his lodgers had dispersed to the four corners of the world. He scooped the post up from the doormat and sorted it out. The bills went into his office. There was a letter for himself, from one of his past students.

‘Dear Kerry, 

‘It’s been on my mind that I never said ‘thank you’ for all you did for me. What with my brother dying and all, I couldn’t have got through this last year without your encouragement. Twice I was on the verge of packing it all in, but each time you listened to my sorry story of despair and loneliness and put everything back into perspective for me. It’s entirely due to you that I’ve made it this far. You’ll be glad to know I’ve landed a decent job and am enjoying it. 

‘You’ll laugh, but nowadays if I feel ‘down’ I start humming one of the hymns that you’re so fond of. So think of me, starting on my new life up here in Scotland, humming ‘Take my life and let it be . . .’

Kerry put the letter down, and reached for a kitchen roll to blow his nose. 

He realised this was the Lord’s way of telling him to carry on. He would pay off the loan on the house, yes. After that he would carry on for as long as he could, looking after other people.

He looked out of the window. A plum tree in the garden was bowed down with fruit. He would make some jam and take it to church for Harvest Festival.

His dear wife had planted that tree. She’d loved the blossom in the spring and he could see her in his minds’ eye, biting into the ripe fruit and laughing, handing some to him to share in her pleasure.

Praise the Lord. 

He busied himself about the kitchen, singing his favourite hymn. 

‘Take my life and let it be, 

 Consecrated, Lord, to thee…’
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