The Outing

He slammed the palm of his hand down onto the button, interrupting the newsreader as he started to tell the story of a taxi driver who went on an overnight shooting rampage in an English village.  He was tired of starting his day with reports of violence, theft, and corrupt politicians—even sportsmen weren’t exempt from criticism anymore what with reports of doping, drinking, and all of that business with young women.  A return to the drone of his old three-legged alarm clock was looking more appealing by the day.

Inching his swollen legs towards the edge of the bed, he felt for the floor with his feet and sat up slowly.  Five bottles of prescription pills stood proudly to attention on the bedside table.  They stared pleadingly back at him, ‘Pick me!‘ No me!’ He couldn’t remember any more what they were for, and there were times when he was tempted to overlook one or two of the bottles just to see if they really did make a difference. He slipped his feet into the soft brown slippers and reached for the faded, threadbare dressing gown he kept at the bottom of the bed.  He glanced at the white towelling bathrobe hanging on the wardrobe door, remembering how insistent she had been that it would be warmer than the ‘tatty old thing’ he wore. He’d scowled at her like an irritable child, and she had literally thrown the new robe at him in frustration. As soon as her back was turned he’d rescued the old gown from the bag of clothes she’d filled ready for the Salvation Army.

Shuffling to the front door he scanned the front garden for the newspaper, wondering, not for the first time, why it was so hard for people to leave the comfort of their cars to hand deliver the newspaper. He wondered too, whether it was only he who had trouble unwrapping it.  There were days when he’d spend fifteen minutes locating an opening in the clear wrap, and another fifteen scratching, biting, and cutting, until eventually the newspaper would spring free of its plastic cocoon.  He would then roll out the curled pages in the centre of the dining table; placing the White Pages on one end, and the Yellow on the other. He had no use for either; the telephone numbers he needed were scrawled in large shaky handwriting on an A4 sheet and secured to the fridge under kitsch magnets. The time it took for him to wash and shave was usually just enough to guarantee the newspaper would not roll back on itself.

After this morning ritual he looked forward to a cup of Tetley’s and a game of Sudoku, which he normally completed while his crumpets were browning. Then, he’d spoon golden syrup over the crumpets and enjoy them while pondering the regular crossword.  Lunchtime was dedicated to deciphering the giant crossword, but his favourite of all the mind games was the cryptic crossword—a challenge he set himself each evening after he’d finished his crusty bread and soup.  He was ahead of schedule this morning though, and he lingered over breakfast, allowing himself an extra crumpet with lashings of butter.

He scooped out the tealeaves and rinsed out the old Brown Betty teapot and strainer.  He’d had the teapot for nigh on twenty years. It had never let him down.  Placing it gently on the dresser, he thought back to the time when she’d bought him tea bags instead of tealeaves. She’d explained to him that it wasn’t the end of the world; that he could split open the bags and put the leaves into the pot. But he’d refused to listen, lecturing her relentlessly about the difference between the rich, authentic flavour of the leaf as opposed to the blandness and convenience of the tea bag.  She’d thrown her hands in the air, called him ungrateful and stormed out.  He’d expected her to return of course, with the tealeaves and an apology, but it hadn’t happened. He’d stubbornly managed the twenty-minute walk to the local IGA, and ended up in bed for a week.

He scrubbed the willow-patterned plate, cup, and saucer thoroughly; making sure the suds covered every inch of the delicate blue china.  Water restrictions didn’t apply to the elderly in quite the same way as everybody else, she’d told him, but a half-full plastic bowl was sufficient, and he’d top it up with boiling water and use it again later if it wasn’t too grimy, then he’d throw it on that particularly sparse patch of grass just outside the back door.  Satisfied that he’d completed another task on time and to his satisfaction, he carefully folded the linen tea towel, hung it neatly over the oven door, and made his way out to the back garden.

The clouds sat high in the sky, sinewy and white; a sign that the weather would remain fair. This was good news.  He would allow himself half-an-hour in the garden to scatter the used tealeaves around the rose bushes and to break up some stale bread for the birdbath.  He enjoyed watching the house sparrows and willy wagtails as they delicately picked apart the breadcrumbs. The magpies and blackbirds were less well mannered, and he’d even had a pigeon or two call by.  The birdbath had also attracted an unwelcome guest—a scruffy ginger tom who had slunk about in the undergrowth at the back of the garden for a few weeks.  She’d suggested they plant roses and cacti around the perimeter of the lawn to deter the cat, and eventually, the old Tom, tired of trying to outwit the strange couple and their prickly fortress, had moved on.

Yesterday he’d rinsed through some vests and underwear, along with a couple of towels.  The soreness in his joints was making it increasingly difficult to hang out and retrieve his hand washing, and today was no exception. He’d never had a dryer, he didn’t believe in them, and he’d made it clear to her at the start which items of clothing she was to launder.

Back inside, he opened the wardrobe door and inspected the row of neatly pressed shirts. All were on hangers and pointing in the same direction. He contemplated the one with the pale blue stripes, but decided on a contemporary white.  It looked better with grey.  The shirt didn’t really need ironing again, but he had time, and he wanted to look his best. Carefully, he placed a sleeve on the ironing board, flattening it lovingly with his hand before placing a damp handkerchief along the edge of the seam, just as he’d seen her do.  The sudden gust of steam worried him momentarily, but the perfectly defined crease reassured him that the settings were right.  Pleased with the outcome, but worn out by the effort, he hung the shirt on the bedroom door and opened a drawer. He’d narrowed his choice to the plain navy tie, and the outrageous paisley that she’d always liked, with its swirls of pink and green.  It was almost time for his program.  He’d make his decision later.

Passing the old Rombach & Hass cuckoo clock, he gently tapped the pendulum and extended the chain by the usual two inches.  He’d had the clock shipped over from the Black Forest more than thirty years earlier and apart from that one mechanical issue when the wooden door had refused to open, imprisoning the tiny handcrafted bird, it still ran as smoothly today as it did then. It was, he thought with pride, as he lowered himself gently into the old wingback armchair, a well-considered, and reliable purchase.  The chair was the only remaining piece from the original suite, and to think she had forbidden him to sit in it, pronouncing it dangerous to his health!  He’d held his ground as usual, which was just as well because since the chair had been re-upholstered the pain in his lower back had subsided.

He pressed the silver switch on the top of the CD player.  She’d explained it doubled as a radio, set it to the right frequency, and showed him how to use the remote control. He had to admit it was easy enough, but he complained nevertheless that it lacked the charm and convenience of his old transistor. In recent years he’d made the switch from commercial talk back radio to the ABC.  He was fed up with the constant complaining of the callers, and even more frustrated with the attitude of the announcers, who, in his opinion, did nothing to discourage the racism, negativity, and narrow-mindedness of the people who called in.  Occasionally, out of curiosity, he’d tune into the mid-morning German radio programs on SBS.  In the early days, she’d been fixated on him joining the German Club. She thought he could reconnect with the culture. Make a few friends.  He’d gone with her just the once—reluctantly.  And she’d never suggested a second visit.

He settled back, lifting his legs one at a time onto the worn leather pouf.  The program was discussing the seclusion of Wedge Island, a settlement off Western Australia that had no electricity, running water, or shops.  He felt an affinity with the lighthouse keeper who was being interviewed. He lived alone, and spoke genuinely of his love of the rugged beauty and solitude of the island, and of how he also looked forward to his conversations with the captain of the supply ferry that visited every month. 

He woke with a start.  It was happening more and more often these days.  He’d sometimes drop off and miss important appointments or programs.  Last week he’d been under the weather with a head cold, and dozed in his chair until six in the evening.  He’d suffered severe heartburn the next day from having to eat so late, and she’d dared to suggest the heartburn was stress related, brought on by his obsession with routine, and reminded him that at his age it was okay to nap, especially when he wasn’t well.  Furious that she hadn’t woken him, he’d reminded her of her place, and told her that when he wanted her advice he’d ask for it.  There had been none of her usual defiance.  She’d simply taken off her apron, folded it neatly and left without a word.  He’d not seen her since. 

He’d get ready now, he thought, as he lifted himself out of the chair.  His already foggy eyes started to water as the afternoon sun reflected off of the silver cufflinks sitting on the sideboard. They had belonged to his father, and yesterday he’d gently unwrapped them from the thin, discoloured, tissue paper that had been their home for the past sixty years and placed the cufflinks in the crystal ashtray so that he wouldn’t forget to put them on.

He was making the final adjustments to the paisley tie when he heard the thud of a car door.  He recalled the telephone call he’d received from the agency a few days earlier.  The woman had been very kind and asked him more than once if there was anyone they could call to come and sit with him.  But there was no one.  The woman had apologised profusely, and promised that a new carer had been vetted and would start within the week.

Since the phone call, he’d suffered a painful throbbing in his chest.  It would come and go, subsiding only when he busied himself. He moved toward the door. The pain was back with a vengeance, accompanied by the steady flow of hot sticky tears, he seemed unable to control.  He hoped it wouldn’t take long. That they’d have him back home by teatime, and that they’d remembered to organise the pink and white chrysanthemums she so liked.

The Outing

Page 7 of 7
© Karen Collins 2010

