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  Allie/Alma


  Always remember that if you’re lucky


  you’ll live to be old one day.


  It’s not always the good who die young,


  as I’ve heard people say.


  One day your eyes won’t be so bright,


  your hearing won’t be so good;


  and winter cold will make you feel


  the thinning of your blood.


  So be kind to the old ones;


  try to help them when you can.


  Insure against your own old age,


  young lady or young man.


  Now here’s a girl to read about,


  who thinks she’s not to blame,


  because she’s christened Alma


  and she doesn’t like her name.


  She plays a game with old ones,


  Alma, Allie. Who is who?


  Dear reader, are you puzzled?


  Good! My tale will interest you.


  ALMA BUDLEIGH DETESTED HER name. She did not like her surname Budleigh, and her christian name Alma she positively hated. It was flat-sounding, old fashioned, horrible. Why inflict it on a girl, just because a great grandmother’s aunt had been christened after some silly battle in the Crimean War hundreds of years ago? Was that a reason for a person to go through life saddled with a name like Alma? She insisted that everyone call her Allie, the girls at school, her friends, and the members of the Neighbourhood Volunteer Help Junior Branch. Of course, there was little she could do to stop grownups, parents, teachers and the rest of adult society calling her Alma. They did not realize Allie was a different girl, Allie was lively, helpful and willing. However, Allie had a secret that nobody knew, she was a thief!


  Mid-morning sunlight penetrated the drawn curtains of her bedroom, turning it into a pink grotto. Allie sprawled on the bed, clad in jeans and her NVHJB sweater, she emptied her treasures out of a resealable salad box on to the flowered duvet and handled them lovingly. There was Mrs Carmichael’s slim silver fobwatch, Miss Middleton’s cloisonné pillbox, Mrs Salten’s eternity ring, Mrs Bowden’s amethyst brooch, Nannie Davidson’s tortoiseshell hairslide and Miss Blanchard’s enamelled compact.


  Allie breathed mist on the compact, polishing it against her pillowcase, A.B., the initials shone brightly. How clever of Miss Alice Blanchard, fancy going to all the trouble of taking a trip to Edinburgh in 1952, just to buy a compact with both their initials engraved upon it. Allie thought of the game she played with her old ladies, it never failed to work. She popped Mrs Salten’s eternity ring on her little finger and admired it  the diamonds turned pink in the bedroom sunlight, the rubies an even deeper red. Surprisingly for such a valuable item, the game had been very easy.


  ‘What are you looking for, Mrs Salten? Can I help?’


  ‘It’s my eternity ring, dear, I always keep it in the little toby jug on the mantelpiece. I’m sure that’s where I put it.’


  ‘Your eternity ring, you mean the beautiful little one with rubies and diamonds. We were looking at it only yesterday, weren’t we?’


  ‘Yes, dear, that’s what I told myself this morning. I’m certain that I put it back in the jug, about five minutes before you left to go back to the Community Centre.’


  ‘I don’t remember seeing you put it back. Perhaps it was after I left that you put it in the jug.’


  ‘Hmm, maybe you’re right, Alma, but I’m sure I put it back in the toby jug, I distinctly remember doing that.’


  ‘Which one, this jug or the one on the other side of the clock?’


  ‘No, I only keep a few hairpins in that one. I’m positive it was the other one, that one you have your hand on.’


  Allie tried to frown and look sympathetic at the same time. It was difficult, but Allie was good at that sort of thing.


  ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Salten, we’ll find it. Now, let’s look at this logically  you say you put it back in the jug just after I left.’


  ‘Did I, dear, I don’t know what I’m saying today. It’s all very upsetting, you know. Poor dear Lucy, it was her ring, it’s the only thing I have to remember my sister by.’


  Suddenly Allie clicked her fingers and smiled broadly. She watched the lights of hope dawn behind Mrs Salten’s harlequin-framed glasses.


  ‘Of course, I remember now’


  ‘Remember what, dear?’


  ‘You still had the ring on your finger when I left! Yes, I can recall taking your cup and saucer from you to wash them. You were sitting in that very chair, leaning back. Now try to think, what did you do next?’


  ‘Well, er, let me see, had my afternoon nap I suppose. But I’m almost sure I put the ring in that jug.’


  Allie clasped Mrs Salten’s thin veined hand warmly.


  ‘No no, I can see it clear as ever now, I let myself out and as I closed the door I looked back to see you were all right. I could distinctly see the ring on your thumb, hanging loosely. You said that it was far too big to fit any of your fingers, remember?’


  ‘Oh yes, I did say that, didn’t I.’


  Allie stood with hands on hips, knowing that she looked the picture of a typically sensible and friendly young helper.


  ‘Do you know what we’re going to do? You and I are going to search down the sides of that armchair, under the cushions, shake the covers out, look under the rug by the chair. Thoroughly. I’m not leaving this house while you’re still so unhappy about some silly old ring that doesn’t even fit you. Come on now, Mrs Salten, up you get!’


  Allie began playing the game she had played many times before.


  ‘Was the ring in the jewellery box upstairs?


  ‘Had it slipped off into the tea caddy or the milk jug?


  ‘What about the pockets of that cardigan you had on yesterday?


  ‘Let’s empty the vacuum cleaner out, maybe it’s in the bag?’


  They did everything short of calling in a man to dismantle the armchair, which Mrs Salten wouldn’t hear of because it was her late husband’s chair, and besides, workmen were so clumsy these days, the chair might get broken beyond repair. They don’t make furniture like that any more, and things are so expensive these days, especially for a pensioner like me.…


  And so the game that Allie played expertly continued.


  It always ended up the same. The old lady cried bitterly and Allie wept with her at the loss of the eternity ring.


  ‘Oh, Mrs Salten, please don’t cry. I’ve got some money in my school savings bank, I’ll draw it out on Tuesday and we’ll look around the antique shops together. I’m sure we’ll come across one just like it. Oh dear, d’you suppose seven pounds fifty pence will get us a good one?’


  Mrs Salten dried Allie’s eyes and stroked her hair.


  ‘Sssh, hush now, child, don’t fret yourself over an old lady’s keepsake. One day I’ll probably come across it in the most unlikely place  when you grow old your mind plays tricks on you. Stop crying now and run along to your Community Centre. You’re a good girl, Alma, I won’t forget how you’ve helped me.’


  Allie tugged a clump of lilac from an overhanging bush as she jogged up the avenue. It was a fact, Alma was a good girl. But Allie, well she was a different proposition.


  ‘Alma, are you going to the Centre today?’


  Mrs Budleigh’s voice interrupted her daydream. Tumbling from the bed Allie scooped her treasures back into the box and resealed it. Swiftly removing the firescreen she tucked the box up on to a hidden chimney ledge as she called out, ‘Coming, Mum, won’t be a tick.’


  At the Community Centre Allie produced her Volunteer Helpers (Junior Branch) card, and watched as Geoff Philips wrote carefully on it with his executive fibretip. He winked broadly at her as he handed the card back. ‘We could do with more like you, young lady, in fact I wish we had a hundred little Almas running around helping our senior citizens.’


  Allie shuddered inwardly as Alma smiled outwardly.


  ‘Thanks, Mr Philips. Dad said to tell you he’d be at the golf club tomorrow if you fancy a game.’


  Geoff pulled a mock sad face.


  ‘Lucky old Dad, eh? As for me, it’ll be some time yet before we’ve cleaned up that section of the canal so that fish can swim in it again. You tell your dad that it’s thigh boots and mud for me, not golf clubs


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


We hope you enjoyed these stories. If you want to read more stories by Brian Jacques, try his other contributions to the Storycuts series such as
RSB Limited 9781448120116

Jamie and the Vampires 9781448120109

The Lies of Henry Mawdsley 9781448120130

Alternatively, read the original parent collection, Seven Strange and Ghostly Tales 9780099879701.
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