STARS IN THE TREETOP

It was a coincidence that the sapling was planted the day that Amelia was born. She was three weeks early. Her father had just finished the planting when Mrs. Roberts rushed out of the house with the news that he had a daughter.

It was a happy time that was only to last one month. Her father, Maurice, donned a khaki uniform and left home ot serve his country. He was not to return.

Ameila’s mother Martha found herself a young widow with a six month old baby living with her in-laws, with no prospect of change, Martha was not one to be daunted and despite the grief that she felt in the loss of her dear heart she was determined to do the best for her daughter.

“And so she did” thought Amelia, as she sipped her first cup of tea of the day looking out at the tree, as she so often did these days remembering.

The care home that stood here now was a far cry from the row of small houses that it had replaced. When all the plans were made known the tree wasn’t included, but as the plan developed the decision was made to let it stay and Amelia knew that she would see out her days in this home and no other.

As the tree had grown so had Amelia, but the tree always grew faster. She had followed the progress of the seasons by her tree. Her mother had said it was hers, a gift from her father.

As first the young Amelia had’nt realised how difficult life was for her mother. Martha’s determination never dimmed and she worked all the hours she could to pay their way. 

By the time Amelia was old enough for school something of the struggle had become evident to her. Her grandparents, Augusta and Maurice senior, were a happy if workworn couple who Amelia adored. She couldn’t remember a time when grandfather hadn’t coughed and got out of breath. The day Amelia started school she came home to find a sad house. Her grandfather had gone to join her father they told her. Amelia was heartbroken. She sat at the window gazing out into the garden until it got dark. As the sky got black so the stars began to twinkle like diamonds on velvet. To Amelia looking through the branches the always seemed to be in the treetop.

“One day,” she thought hugging her ragdoll, “I shall be a star in the treetop just like father and grandfather” and she chose two stars that she decided must be them watching over her.

Poor Grandma never got over Grandfather’s death and before long the little house held only Amelia and Martha.

Luckily the old couple had owned the house and so Martha their only child’s widow inherited it. Owning the house made Martha the envy of many. It also made her extra attractive to the unattached young men. She was pretty and had often attracted admiring glances. Amelia was just eight when Cyril Scott and Martha met.

He was tall with black hair that curled at the nape of his neck if he let it grow, a quick smile and a happy wit.  A year younger than Martha he was already making his way in the world and was deputy editor of the local paper. He was ambitious and had his eye firmly set on editing a quality national newspaper.

“What a pity he never made it “ thought Amelia “He was good at his job and a more wonderful step-father there couldn’t have been.” She had finished her breakfast and was trying to decide wether to rise now or have an extra few minutes. This was luxury.

During all of her married life Amelia had always been the first up and about.  Not that Tom was a lazy, far from it, but there had been so much for her to do. The children May, Susan and Norman had been happy healthy youngsters. Amelia and Tom had met at a party to celebrate the silver wedding of Martha and Cyril. Tom was a carpenter. Married once before his wife had died and he had never expected to meet anyone else.

Amelia had done well in school and had gone on to train to be a teacher. Back in her old school teaching the children of her former classmates Amelia although pretty enough had not attracted much attention from the males of the town. She sometimes thought that they were scared of her intelligence.  Until Tom that was,

At the party Amelia had been only vaguely aware of the man who didn’t seem to be joining in the conversations. He had been brought along as a partner by his sister and he didn’t realy know any of the others. By the time they were introduced Tom had noticed Amelia. 

It was several weeks later at the public library that they met again. As they strolled away from the library with their chosen books they chatted and soon realised that they liked each other. Four months later they married, and sixteen months after that May arrived, to be followed a year later by the twins.

They had a nice house not far from her childhood home and were a living happily when Tom began to complain of a vague pain in his side. Despite the best efforts of the doctors Amelia found herself alone with three children aged seven and nearly six.

“Another star for the treetop”, thought Amelia as she pottered around her room. “How long ago it all was. Through it all her tree had stood straight and tall. Life , death, war and draught there it was ever morning it’s branches touching the sky.

Her children had grown so fast. Their visits to Martha and Cyril had been as much to climb the tree as to see their grandparents. Amelia was glad that Martha had lived to see May marry her Bob. Such a lovely do it had been. May in the most fairytail of dresses and Bob in his airforce uniform. So nice to see a traditional wedding when marriage itself was almost out of fashion.

For the years that Bob was still in the RAF Amelia had not seen as much of them and their four children as she would have liked, but since he left the service they had bought a house just down the road and she was visited often.

Martha had died three months after May’s big day. Her devoted Cyril had been devastated. His grief was made worse by the news that his home wanted by the local  council as part of the site for new flats. Cyril was told if he didn’t sell to the council and move away his home would be compulsorily purchased, at less than it’s worth. Cyril moved. He died one week later.

“So many stars” thought Amelia as she looked out of her window at her tree, it’s leaves changing colour now that autumn was arriving. To think the planners  had intended to chop it down. How sad that had made her, and how joyful many months later when a revised plan replaced one block of flats with the care home and day centre and the tree could stay.

The day that they started to knock down her childhood home was a dreadful one, but she knew that even with the bricks and mortar gone the house would stand in her memory. Grandma had said that it was because the worls had to change that God had given her a memory. For the time it had taken to demolish and build anew  Amelia would pass by every day to make sure that her tree was unharmed. How sad it looked all alone in the midst of the devestation. And then the building went up around it and finaly it couldn’t be seen from the road and Amelia just had to trust that it was still in it’s place.

“We don’t always have memories to keep” thought Amelia. Picking up the group photo from the side table.

Susan had married an Australian and they lived in Melbourne. She had twins who Amelia had only seen in photographs. Norman had been out on a visit and brought back many stories of  them and their doings. Norman hadn’t married. He had trained as a motor mechanic and now owned a garage in the town. Amelia smiled a special smile when she thought of  Norman, so like his father.

Through the years even though Amelia had sometimes felt lonely there had never been another man in her life. Except for James, and he was a friend.

“Dear James” thought Amelia as she tided her hair, now long changed from brown to grey. He was always there when she needed someone to talk things over with. Like the decision to come to the care home. In a way it had been a homecoming, but none the less it was not easy to admit that she needed to be taken care of.

It was later in the morning that Amelia returned to her room having told matron that she felt unwell. Dr. Sykes came and was kind. He left a prescription for some tablets. As the afternoon ticked by Amelia began to feel very tired and just before May, Bob and Norman arrived she slipped into her final sleep. James was at her side. Her dear friend James.

Matron took charge and before long the undertakers arrived. As they carried the coffin out into the twilight a passing breeze dislodged some of the leaves from the tree. One fluttered down and landed on the coffin lid unnoticed in the gathering darkness. The hearse doors closed quietly and with a softly purring engine it moved away.

Matron watched until it turned the corner. As she was about to go back into the building something caught her eye. Looking up she saw the first stars of the evening twinkling in the treetop.

