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Chapter One: Best Before
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The doorbell rang. Malcolm struggled to his feet and tottered along the hall; he could see sunlight through the glass door, reflecting off a bald head. Yes, it was Roy Leathard. Opening the door, he didn’t expect a greeting, much less a show of physical affection and, true to form, Roy didn’t offer any. Bustling in, the tubby Yorkshireman boomed, ‘There’s nothing like a good cup of coffee, and I daresay what you’re brewing is nowt like coffee.’ Laughing coarsely, he made his way to the sitting room. ‘Fetch the biscuits, if there’s any under three months old. I’ve got lots to tell you.’ Malcolm and Roy had known one another since school days. They were like chalk and cheese, one being gauche and dithery, the other savvy and decisive. ‘So, you asked me over to recommend savings. I’ve checked everything on the market and found you just the ticket. It’s called the 4B. Baby Boomers Bonanza Bond. Two things: first, you must deposit at least £500,000, and secondly, sign a declaration that you’ll never leave anything in your will to anybody, especially your family.’ Malcolm had no problems with either request, so his interest was not only aroused, but near to climaxing. Meanwhile Roy had already sampled a biscuit that seemed more like a communion wafer than a Cornish Wafer, so, putting the half-eaten item down, he continued. ‘That’s not all. Did you know that down North Street they’ve just opened a new supermarket? It’s German. Rommel’s, Make War on Prices. You know, everybody’s going mad about these German stores, especially their centre aisles. Piles of shite, really, but it’s cheap. Just a word of warning, don’t touch the food until someone vouches it’s safe. Meantime do buy all your household stuff there, cleaning materials and the like, you know.’ Then he looked around Malcolm’s living room, realising cleaning didn’t seem a high priority. ‘And open the curtains, for God’s sake, it’s black dark in here!’ ‘They ARE open!’ whined Malcolm. ‘It’s that tree next door. When all the leaves come out, they block the light.’ Roy was unfazed. ‘I’ll tell you what you need to do, next time the neighbour’s away, pop round and cut the fucking thing down.’

Malcolm never quite knew when his old school chum was being serious, and whether he should take his advice. He changed the conversation. ‘And what do you think about all this COVID stuff?’ Without hesitation Roy replied, ‘I think it’s a load of bollocks. I aren’t wearing one of those silly masks and nobody’s going to stick anything in me.’ In this last regard, he wasn’t being truthful as someone had ‘stuck something’ in him quite recently and he’d not complained. Roy bravely took a sip of coffee, allowing Malcolm to cut in. ‘Well thanks for the information about the money; though it might take me a while to get my hands on £500,000.’ Getting it out of his hands would have been even harder. ‘But I am going into town this afternoon, so I think I might try that new supermarket. I’m short on toilet roll.’ Leathard grimaced. Who tells someone that they need toilet tissue? ‘Well Malcolm, I must be getting along. I’ve put my name forward to Yorky TV and their flagship programme, Shite in your attic. I’m on the shortlist. If I’m selected, I’ll be on telly and everyone will see my lovely house. And some of those presenters are hot. I’ll say to ‘em, ‘now you’ve seen the attic, would you like to go down?’ Malcolm was thinking of a witty rejoinder, but his old comrade was already heading to the door. ‘And remember, don’t buy any food at that supermarket just yet.’

The ancient trainspotter cleared away the cups and saucers, transferring the leftover coffee from Roy’s abandoned cup into his own and microwaving it. Then he sat down, switched on the TV and watched the endless news on COVID until he could take it no longer. He washed, dressed, picked up a shopping bag and caught the bus to town. Rommels was eerily quiet as Malcolm entered the supermarket. He quickly surveyed the centre aisles but decided that sun cream, nativity candles and women’s sanitary items were not his thing. Then, just as he was turning away, he spotted a young woman pushing a cart out of the stockroom. Investigating further, he saw it was full of microwavable dinners. The store assistant then unloaded the pile onto a shelf above a sign which Malcolm thought at first was an eye test chart. The block letters read, ‘MINDESTHALTBARKEITSDATUM’ The girl’s body language was telling her customer to ‘fuck off’ but he persisted. ‘What’s that mean?’ She looked him up and down, suppressing her scorn. ‘It’s German for ‘best before date.’ Malcolm, never one for personal space, was now close enough to see her name badge. It read Gisela. Now this young lady was already pissed that she’d been sent from her native Hamburg to this festering shithole. She watched as the pesky old shopper picked up one of the cartons and examined it. It was prawn and chorizo risotto. He thrust it right under her face and demanded in his broadest Yorkshire twang, ‘What’s this when it’s at home, Grizzle?’ Gisela coloured. ‘First, my name is not Grizzle, and I don’t know what is meaning ‘when it is at home’ Ingredients are on box.’ Gisela was unaware that Malcolm, despite having lived longer than the Dalai Lama, had not heard of risotto or of chorizo. For that matter he had never even tasted prawns. ‘So, Geezer, how much are they reduced?’ Gisela, now mentally booking her flight home, spat, ‘They half price.’ Music to his ears. Malcolm snatched two of the foul-smelling cartons and dumped them into his basket. ‘Well, thanks Griselda. I’m going to enjoy these.’ And he shuffled off, pausing by the hygiene aisle to pick up a four-pack of one-ply toilet tissue, and wondering why it was so cheap. This had been a good day. Back home, and seven o’clock, Malcolm sat down to watch one of his favourite programmes, Dumpster Divers. Watch as a bunch of sad sacks dive into a shit-filled skip and extract items to restore and sell. By way of perfect accompaniment, the old teacher dove into a plate piled high with, not just one, but two servings of prawn and chorizo risotto, all washed down with a pint of his own home-brew beer.

It was about two in the morning when Malcolm was awakened by a groaning in his stomach that sounded like the soundtrack to a 1970s Emanuelle film and, coincidentally, by an odour that matched it. But the pain was his main concern: that, and the fact that his bum was about to replicate what a mouth does when it vomits. No time to don his robe, the old cove staggered to the toilet just in time to drop his pajamas and unleash on the porcelain a fusillade of putrid excrement. Malcolm sat for about five minutes, time enough to kid himself that the worst was over and that there was nothing more to come. He reached up to open the window, fearing asphyxiation. But hardly had he done this when another volley of steaming shit exploded from his sphincter and proceeded to run down his leg. Reaching out for the toilet tissue he tore off just two sheets as was his usual practice. Sadly, he’d not realized that the one-ply ‘bargain’ toilet tissue was about as much use cleaning your ring-piece as winding food-wrap around your dick before sex is a contraceptive. So, within seconds his fingers had come in direct contact with the foul load and were smearing it all over. In desperation, he threw down the filthy tissue and frantically tore off armfuls of the one-ply. And there we’ll leave the elderly patient for the moment. Safe to say his time in the loo was unpleasant in the extreme, and the remainder of his night was spent choking down Diocalm or anything else that promises to halt an ass-avalanche.

Morning dawned, grey and wet, the pitter patter of rain a gentle background to the gurgling that was still going on inside Malcolm. He was right however in thinking that there was nothing left to evacuate. As he heard the milkman put down the bottles next door, he developed a craving for a cup of tea and struggled to his feet. Ten minutes later he was seated in front of the fire, sipping the warming beverage as he watched the latest news on COVID. Even to the politically naive, like himself, certain things were becoming clearer. Day by day the number of ‘experts’ ‘scientists’ and endless talking heads was growing, as was their unchallenged certainty and self-esteem. How marvelous, Malcolm thought, to be as clever as they are! He decided that the first cup of tea was so good he’d have another when the front doorbell rang. ‘Oh hell, who’s that? I don’t want anybody to see me like this.’ He might also have added ‘smelling like this’ as he’d not yet had time to shower. Checking the security keyhole, he saw that the caller was his neighbor Ernie, and sporting a pale-blue mask, ridiculously perched up and over his nose. Malcolm opened the door ever so slightly indicating that the visitor was not welcome over the threshold. ‘Yes?’ ‘Hello, Malcolm, sorry it’s so early but I just wanted to tell you that me and the missus are going away for a few days, before all the bloody lockdowns start. Ethel says everyone must have a mask. We’ve got tons if you need one.’ ‘A mask? what do I need with a mask?’ ‘Oh, you’ll have to have one, everybody has.’ 'Yes, I heard that, but why?’ ‘I don’t know, do I?’ Ernie Bartle was beginning to feel uncomfortable, not least because it was pissing down, and his neighborly gesture was falling on such stony ground. ‘Oh well, I’ve said what I came to say,’ and he turned away into the chilly morning. His neighbor closed the door with some force leaving poor Ernie bewildered at his rudeness, then he returned to his tea. ‘Mask? What’s wrong with everybody?’ 

Within a few hours Malcolm felt more like his old self. Idly checking his diary, he found that he’d scheduled a visit to the barber for the coming afternoon. But to be on the safe side he rang to confirm the appointment. A very effete voice answered his call. ‘Sorry, Jeremy isn’t here, he’s got COVID.’ Malcolm was instantly annoyed. ‘Well can’t someone else cut my hair?’ ‘I’m afraid not, we’ve got social distancing and have had to cancel half the appointments.’ ‘And why’s mine cancelled?’ It was a fair point. ‘There are other hairdressers,’ the voice simpered, ‘plenty of Turkish barbers, there’s one next to the Vape Shop, opposite us.’ Malcolm put down the phone in annoyance. But several hours later, the rain still falling, he trekked into town and made his way to the newly opened ‘Turkish Barber’, and he wasn’t happy about it. Firstly, there didn’t seem to be a special rate for seniors. Secondly, the place was packed with young men, who didn’t look like they even needed a cut. Nevertheless, he squeezed in and started to read an old copy of Misers Monthly until he was summoned. Looking around at the crowded benches, he quizzed, ‘What about all them?’ But the young barber, sporting a twenty-inch-long beard said, ‘Don’t worry, they’re just sheltering from the rain.’ Malcolm took his seat as the young man draped a cape over his shoulders making him look like some geriatric Dracula. Then came an unseemly shuffling under Malcolm’s cape. After some moments it appeared. Malcolm brandished an ancient black British passport. ‘Please,’ protested the hairdresser, ‘I know you are an old man. You get cheap cut.’ But Malcolm opened the document and gestured to a photograph of himself taken, not only before the barber was born, but probably before his father was too. ‘I’d like you to cut my hair like that!’ The barber’s English was not great, but he’d quickly learned ‘What the Fuck!’ and he was muttering it as he wandered off to get the clippers and cut-throat razor. When he returned, he said to Malcolm, ‘You please to put mask on, eh?’ ‘Yer what?’ ‘Mask!’ ‘Not likely’ ‘You must, or no cut!!’ ‘Well then I won’t have one.’ ‘Well, no cut for you. You are very old; we do this to keep you safe.’ Insulted and exasperated, Malcolm left un-coiffed and unrepentant.

Ernie Bartle loaded the last suitcase into his car while his wife looked on. Ethel, great at giving advice, but less good at helping, asked, ‘have you locked everything up?’ ‘Well, just about, and I’m just going to set the new alarm. You know how exposed this back garden is. We’ll feel better knowing it’s protected.’ The doddery senior pottered about for some time, occasionally adjusting his mask to breathe better, then he looked up towards the bedroom window where a small red light was blinking on and off. That done, he rejoined his wife Ethel, and they donned their face coverings before fastening their seat belts ‘You don’t think we look silly wearing these masks in the car, do we?’ asked Ethel. Ernie said nothing. She continued, ‘that were a nice young man who came to fit the alarm, what were he called? Paul, weren’t it?’ Still Ernie said nothing. It was going to be a long drive to Whitley Bay.
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Chapter Two: An Eventful Day
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As night descended upon Lilac Oval, the rain cleared, and a mist fell creating an eerie silence. Malcolm, phantom-like, appeared at the door to put out the milk bottles, but then he stole over to the garage. Looking around, he moved stealthily into the tool shed and removed a saw and several bottles. He crept into the garden and headed to a hole in the hedge that divided his garden from Ernie's. With his neighbours' house all in darkness he steeled himself for his special mission, the removal of one eucalyptus tree. ‘It won’t block my light anymore. Tasmanian Blue Gum, or whatever they call it. I’ll gum the bloody thing!’ Then falling to his knees, he crawled over the sodden earth to the base of the trunk. Hadn’t the poor tree suffered enough trying to grow in England’s cold, miserable, damp climate? Now Malcolm was hell-bent on ending its short existence. Out came the saw, and he got to work cutting into root after root. Finally, he crowned his murderous work by drenching the scene of slaughter with a couple of bottles of his home brew. What a wicked night’s work! If there are angels in Heaven, they would be weeping! But Mother Nature did exact a small price: as Malcolm rose shakily from the ground a holly branch he’d been kneeling on sprang free and smacked him smartly in the left eye, leaving its punishing mark. We shall never know how he slept that night, but sleep he did, and he was relieved to find the following morning that his gastric nightmare was over. He resumed overeating, and his passage of solids was returning to normal. He’d also trained himself to unwind at least a metre of the flimsy toilet tissue and fold it several times before offering it up to his backside. He’d showered and spritzed some body spray but had to admit that, at his ancient age, his scent was more Sphinx than Lynx. Time to head into town and visit the Yorkshire Mutual Greed Building Society. Malcolm had checked his resources and confirmed that he did indeed have half a million quid to invest, and more besides. Surely, they’d sign him up for one of their privileged bonds. Malcolm rang Mutual Greed and spoke. ‘Last time I was there I saw Terry Rowbottom. He signed me up for the ‘What’s Mine Stays Mine’ bond, and he gave me a complimentary pen and pencil set.’ The woman on the other end of the line was sharp. ‘Well don’t expect giveaways like that. Times are hard, you know.’ ‘Where’s Terry right now?’ ‘He’s been away on training. but he’s just back and looking forward to seeing you.’ That pleased Malcolm; he liked continuity. Then he settled down to do a very special piece of work. Taking his mother’s sewing kit, he selected a pair of his oldest Y-Fronts and prepared to turn them into a face mask. It wasn’t so difficult, when you approached the task with imagination. The fly-opening in the pants, where the wiener hangs out, was perfect as an opening for the nose, job done! Malcolm was deft with needle and thread and soon had a respectable garment for his face. But that wasn’t enough: to make it bespoke he stitched on the mask several badges that spoke uniquely of him, his cycling proficiency, Scouts’ most promising dumpster-diver, and a special life-time award from the Motoring Organization for having visited more truck stops at dusk than anyone living. Finally, he draped the finished product over his face and was impressed. It was a huge upgrade on that nasty blue thing that everybody else was wearing, the shoddy type that was making all those PPE nerds into billionaires. And, as he caught the bus into town, he discovered that he was correct about one thing. No-one on board looked remotely like he did.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
.
£

R

Maifcolm's

3 @ ‘.;"' r» .
¥ 6 ¥ A
»
A en





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





