Koyli: Burden of Guilt – Chapter 8

Albert had experienced, for the first time in his short life, the hysteria that accompanies cold fear as he’d ran off to seek Doctor Hargan’s assistance for his mother, but his frenzy, that night, had only served to speed him on his way; spurred him on to complete his mission. But now, the chilling enfeeblement of sheer dread almost froze his whole being as he followed Uncle Mick down the passageway, through the back door and into the kitchen of number twenty-eight Balfour Road. 

He’d trod this very same path hundreds, maybe thousands of times. He’d learnt every inch of the route whilst in his mother’s arms and from holding hands with his father and brother. But none of them were there to guide him now, none were there to comfort him and bolster his confidence. Only pride forced one leg in front of the other. Only the fear of showing fear held him on course. Only the thought that he’d bring shame on his family name if he ran away gave him the strength, this time, to fight off dread’s icy terror. Only his determination to honour the memory of his lost family kept him moving down that long dark tunnel and through that doom-laden portal. 

Uncle Mick had once told him he’d read somewhere that if a man held up his chin then it was physically impossible for him to cry. Albert was straining every muscle in his neck in an attempt to get his chin onto the same level as his forehead, but tears were easy victors in the battle for control of his eyes.

Once inside, all he could see was a blur of faces through that salt tainted deluge; Charlie with his parents, Freddie the mouth with his, Mrs brooks with her two daughters, Colour Sergeant Pat and the Captain with several of their old comrades, all mingled with numerous other neighbours. But there was no sign of the terrible twins. Thank God, Albert thought, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep my hands off of Gilberthorpe, and I don’t want to ruin today, don’t want to ruin it for mother’s sake.

A hand came out of the crowd; it was Auntie Doreen’s. He grasped this morsel of comfort and walked with her toward the open parlour door. As they approached the doorway, he could see, through the semidarkness, the outline of a large box at the far end of the room. He hesitated then stopped. 

I can’t do this, I can’t see mother like this; I want to remember her as she was in life, as she’d been before the ogre’s malignant influence.

For a few seconds, Auntie Doreen waited with him, as if experiencing those very same emotions, but then she squeezed his hand and continued on her slow walk, taking him with her into that dark forbidding chamber. Albert’s chin was at its highest as he entered, but his tears held a victory parade as he approached the coffin. 

He could see a human outline inside; it was lying on its back with its hands across its chest. As he stood over her, Albert saw his mother’s death mask. She can’t be dead? Dead people don’t look like this; she can’t be dead, she can’t be so pretty, and look so at peace, she must only be sleeping? 

His tears fell like pearls from a broken necklace onto her shroud as he reached out and touched her hand, touched her to wake her from her slumber. To wake her so she could reach into her pocket for the handkerchief that would wipe away his tears along with his pain; just as she’d done so many times before. 

No response; in desperation he pressed a little harder, still nothing, he willed her to sit up, willed her to hold him close, willed her to reassure him that she was there now and his hurt would soon be gone.

You can’t hold me mother, can you? But you’re reunited with father and George now; at least you three are happy. I know I’ll have to wait before I can feel your warm, tender touch once more, wait until it’s my time to join you.

Auntie Doreen released his hand, kissed her sister’s forehead, and went to sit on one of the two chairs placed at the side of the coffin. 

Albert bent over and gently kissed his mother’s lips as he made his silent promise; I’m sorry, Mother, I’m sorry I took his money. But don’t worry, he’ll never torment you again, I’ll be sending him to hell.

Then, wiping his eyes, clearing his throat and firming his jaw, he sat on the vacant chair and placed Auntie Doreen’s hand in his, before swearing a solemn oath to himself; I’ll never shed another tear, ever, until Gilberthorpe is dead.

Young Albert stared at the two black horses, their black plumes swaying in the breeze as they stood in front of the hearse. His eyes then drifted upward to focus on the weathercock atop the church spire as his thoughts concentrated on his hatred for his stepfather. Uncle Mick once told me that he’d served with an Arab detachment, and they had a saying that “revenge is a dish best eaten cold”. I can’t agree with that, though, Mother, I need vengeance now, but at the moment I’ve no choice but to wait. I can’t risk not being buried with George, next to you and father. I’ll willingly face the hangman’s noose to kill him, Mother, but executed men, even fifteen-year old boys, can’t be buried in consecrated ground, so I’ll have to kill him without any witnesses. Perhaps I could pay someone to do it? No, I’ll do it myself, Mother. The only question is, how? 
Her coffin came to rest on top of his father’s. The vicar said his meaningless words, and Albert threw his handful of dirt down into the hole; thinking - last August, I stood here at your wedding, Mother, and felt mournful that day. But right now I only want to climb down into this hole and lie in that box with you.

 Then, looking back up to the weathercock as the long queue of mourners began to file past he caught sight of Gilberthorpe standing at the back.

“What are you doing here?” he yelled, “You’re not welcome here.”

“I’m her husband, I’m entitled to be here, I’ve come to pay my respects to my wife and unborn child.”

“Pay your respects?” shouted Albert, “You murdered the pair of them, you don’t have an ounce of respect in your whole body.”

“The police know I didn’t.” Gilberthorpe yelled back. 

Uncle Mick whispered in Albert’s ear, “Let him come to the front, Albert, let him pay his respects then go. He’s playing to the crowd, looking for sympathy, don’t play into his hands by causing a scene.”

Albert nodded his assent.

“Gilberthorpe, come to the front, pay your respects then leave, nobody wants a scene,” said Uncle Mick.

All eyes were on Gilberthorpe as he made his way forward. 

Albert could feel intense anger deep inside as he watched the focus of all of his hate approach him. He kept saying over and over in his head, don’t snap, wait, don’t do anything; just wait until the time’s right, don’t risk it - just wait. 

Gilberthorpe was within one yard of his stepson when he looked Albert in the eye, then smirked and winked. 

Albert’s inner rage exploded into action; the Gravedigger’s spade appeared in his hands as it hit Gilberthorpe a powerful blow to the side of the head; blood splattered over the nearest mourners. The next blow hit him square in the face, blood shot over the vicar’s white cassock, causing this so-called man of God to curse like one of the Captain’s troopers. 

As Gilberthorpe fell poleaxed on top of Hilda’s coffin, Albert dropped the spade and followed him down into the hole. “Get off my mother, you bastard, and give me my father’s ring.” He screamed as he tried to haul him out of the grave and take the wedding band from his finger.

“Get the police,” screamed Mary, “He’s killed my brother, get the police.”

Mick and Pat leaned into the grave and pulled Albert, screaming and shouting, out of the hole. “We’ve got him, he won’t get away,” shouted Mick, “ Has anyone gone for the Bobbies?”

“Yes,” shouted Mrs Groombridge, “Harry Wright's gone, they won’t be long, hold on to him, don’t let him get away.”

“Don’t worry I’ve got him,” yelled Mick, his arms around Albert.

Pat, the Captain and their old comrades shielded Mick and Albert from full view of the mourners, and started to talk non stop, “Calm down we’ve got him, Can anybody help poor Mr Gilb…….” 

Mick whispered to Albert, “Calm down, Albert, start to think, calm down.” 

The sound of Mick’s voice brought Albert back to his senses.

“Is he dead, Uncle Mick?”

“Looks like it.”

“Good!”

 “Listen, Laddie, it’ll only be good if we get you away. The Bobbies are coming. Is there anywhere you can hide until later?”

“The secret den by the canal.”

“Who knows about it, and where is it?”

“Just myself and Charlie, that’s all. He’ll tell you where it is.”

“Right, we’ve got to move fast, hit me hard in the stomach with your elbow, and make it count mind, then run away as fast as you can. Don’t stop for anything, I’ll collect you from the den later. Wait for my word.”

Mick tapped Pat, the Captain and the others on their backs to warn them to be ready; their chatter intensified.

 Are you ready, Albert?

“Yes.”

“Do it, do it now.”

Albert gave Mick a mighty blow in the stomach; Mick released his grip and fell to his knees, winded. Albert departed the graveyard like a hare running from a greyhound, with Pat and the Captain pretending to give chase, but they stopped after about thirty yards, breathing hard and getting in the way of the other two that tried to pursue Albert. 

They apologised to them, saying “Sorry, we tried, but we couldn’t keep up with him, he’s too fast, and we’re too old, the Bobbies will catch him, he won’t get far, you’ll see.”

Then they were surrounded by the sound of police whistles, one from beyond the church, one from the direction of the road, and yet another from the direction of the railway line; they hadn’t wasted any time, the pack was gathering to hunt Albert down.

