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It was one of those mornings. A
light breeze from the south west brought the sweet smell of
blossom, reminding him, not that he needed it that spring was under
way. The sun was already painting the house roofs, slanting down
walls, touching the edges of the small gardens that backed onto the
lane. The old man raised his eyes above the rooftops and the
chimneys.

‘I hardly
look at the sky these days’ he mused as he wandered along the lane
so familiar to him. He had taken this same journey from his small
but cosy home for over forty years. Over that period new houses had
sprung up in the empty spaces where the Second World War’s bombs
had left their mark. These neat but small properties were mainly
occupied by young couples with small children; not that he
encountered many of them in his daily life. People were sitting in
the kitchens, children getting ready for school; he heard a distant
argument coming from one house, the sound fading as he tramped
along the lane managing to avoid the puddles caused by the heavy
rain from the previous night.

As he continued to scan the
changes on the lane he thought of the effects that prosperity had
brought society from the sixties and into the new millennium.
People don’t seem to believe in much these days apart from making
money, watching television, and their children don’t play out in
the street as they did when he was a kid. It was sad really;
children today spend so much of their lives in an unreal world. If
they’re not playing computer games, they’re spending hours every
day on so-called ‘social networking’ sites that seemed to him to be
anything but social. No wonder today’s youngsters look so unfit he
thought to himself as he continued his walk to work.

He approached the small bridge
where the lane ran over the canal. As he reached the apex of the
bridge he paused. A family of ducks had their new brood of chicks
that were doing their best to tag along behind the mother. There
were six of the neat and clean little creatures and he mused on how
amazing it was that as soon as they’re in the water, these little
characters paddle along, duck down under the water and keep in
formation behind one or more parent. Under the water were less
attractive objects. He made out the forms of two supermarket carts,
the remains of a bicycle and other reminders of the throw-away
society we now live in. Plodding on past the bridge he eventually
came out onto the road that led toward the centre of town.

As he walked he reflected that
he was in what they call the twilight of his life. Nobody really
needed to remind him. That back, once as straight as a sergeant
major’s no longer obeyed his command to be ramrod straight, and had
locked him unwillingly in a permanent stoop. He passed several
people on the main street, raised his hat to them in the courteous
and old-fashioned way he was taught as a young boy. One or two
acknowledged his greeting; the rest turned away as if embarrassed.
He reflected that the young really didn’t understand what they all
referred to as ‘old people.’

He wasn’t old. Fair enough, his
back wasn’t straight, most of his fine head of hair had flown away
over the years, but inside he was still a young man. Well, he was a
young man until he climbed the stairs or got up out of his
favourite armchair. Then the reality of his age came to him. The
worst of all was when he looked at himself in the mirror. The deep
furrows on his forehead, crows’ feet around his eyes, and a neck
that resembled an aged turkey. Ah well he thought, I’ve done well,
seen a lot of things in my long life, had a few scrapes and I’m
still here.

Continuing his walk along the
road he watched the delivery drivers unloading their products at
the shops on the parade and believe it or not, a traffic warden was
standing by the largest truck, writing out a parking ticket. The
old man paused for a moment. He couldn’t believe what he was
seeing. Seconds later the traffic warden ripped the ticket off his
pad, slipped it into a clear plastic folder, reached up and stuck
it behind the windscreen wiper on the driver’s side of the
truck.

That was one of the most
foolish things he had seen for ages. After all, the man was only
delivering and would not be there for long. He didn’t wait to see
what action the driver would take when he returned to his vehicle
and saw what had been stuck on the window of his vehicle. He turned
the corner and walked into the square, the centre of this small but
growing town.

As he crossed the square it
began to rain. He turned the collar of his old raincoat up and
walked a little faster through the gardens in the middle, delighted
to see that the crocuses were in full flower, the colours so vivid
against the dark soil. Daffodils and other bulbs were poking their
blades through the ground; the world was coming alive again after
what had been a very cold and wearisome winter. As he walked along
the path toward the gate, his eyes met the gaze of one of the old
men who often spent his nights in the nearby hostel. He stopped,
sat with him for a few moments, listened while the old man told him
the same thing he had said for at least the last ten years or more.
How his daughter had thrown him out of her house, how he, an old
soldier didn’t deserve such treatment, and how his luck was about
to change.

‘It’s this
week you know,’ said the old one. ‘I know, I can feel it in my
bones. These lottery numbers I’ve been using, they’re bound to come
up. And when they do, that’s me for the tropics. No more cold
winters, no more wet feet. I’ll show her, and I’m going to spend
every penny, she’s not going to get a thing – I’ll make sure of
that.’ The last words were almost spit out of his mouth, so deep
the wounds must be in his heart. Someone had said that the chances
of winning the lottery were around fourteen billion to one, so
perhaps the old soldier may have to wait awhile before he could
pack up and head for warmer climes, assuming he lived long enough
to find out.

A few moments later after
offering the old warrior a cup of tea and a biscuit if he wanted to
stop by later, the old man rose to his feet, tipped his hat to the
ever hopeful lottery winner and left the park. Crossing the corner
toward his place of work, he noticed that the pigeons had made a
mess of the large stone slabs that fronted the tall, elegant stone
building. He walked up the steps, worn down in the middle from the
feet of many visitors, fumbled around for a second or so in his
left hand coat pocket and eventually pulled out a large, old and
impressive key. He inserted the key in the keyhole, noting as he
had so many times that the scratches around the keyhole were deep
and scored on the old oak door.

The key turned with a smooth
action, and knowing how heavy it was, he leant against it with his
left shoulder and it opened slowly with a groan that reminded him
of his own father, now long gone, who used to groan in like manner
when he got out of his chair, not that he did that very often. He
was a lazy scoundrel, always demanding that ‘his brood’ as he
called his children, should be at his beck and call at all hours.
Ah, that was long ago he thought to himself as the door swung
open.

Just before he entered the
building, he turned round and stretched himself to look up again.
The sky was majestic. The deep blue of eternity perfectly
contrasted with the purity of the white clouds on the horizon. Yes,
a perfect day, he thought to himself as he entered the old entrance
hall. The interior was dark and cold; the light shining through the
door the only illumination. Leaving the big oak door open, he
crossed the hall and switched on the lights one by one. As they
went on, they revealed a high and beautifully carved ceiling,
cobwebs that had been missed by the cleaner, books on the table and
the bare red tiled floor that was beginning to show signs of age.
Hardly surprising considering the building had been there for over
seven hundred years.

Looking at his watch he
calculated there was plenty of time before the beginning of the
morning session. He closed the main door, walked across the old
tiled floor and with both hands, swung back the two wooden doors
that led into the interior of the large and venerable building.

As he walked through, the light
shining through the many windows on each side and the end of the
building was staggeringly beautiful. Almost every colour of the
rainbow streamed in and filled the interior with such radiance and
power; it contrasted sharply with the mundane electric lighting of
the entrance hall. Walking up the middle of the building, red,
blue, gold and green shards of light flashed into his eyes and
across the wooden benches and seating to his left and right.

Finally he came to a halt at
the front. Facing him was a beautifully carved and handsome wood
screen that rose to around thirty feet. A table with two huge
candlesticks in gold holders stood on the table and hat in hand, he
slowly and reverently bowed his head for a moment, then turned
round to face the way he had just come in.

His eyes wandered lovingly
around his domain, resting for a moment in favourite nooks and
crannies which meant so much to him. He loved this old building.
He’d been happy here and his heart sank. His very last day. How
many years had it been? As he stood, counting, he saw as clear as
day
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