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Waiting for Death to Call – by Pia Jones 

Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.  

There goes that bloody clock. It must have woken me up. Frankly, I’m surprised that I can 

still hear it. I thought my ears switched off years ago.  

Tick-tock, tick-tock.  

When will its batteries run out? Once upon a time, things just broke. Nothing is built to 

last forever.  

I’ve fallen asleep in my armchair again. I can feel something wet tickling my chin. Dear 

God, when did it come to this? Groaning, I reach for the handkerchief in my pocket and my 

shoulder spasms. Don’t move too quickly, old timer. What are you thinking? 

An ancient sigh comes up through me, as I wipe away the saliva and wonder how much 

longer I have to go on like this. Sitting all day, dribbling and waiting.  

My children and grandchildren want me to go into a home. Home indeed. The great 

grandchildren show me pictures of a happy place, with big windows, where the sun always 

shines, and old men grin like fools. False teeth, smiles and conversation, they just don’t get it, 

that we’re already dead.    

“Doesn’t it look fun, Great Gran-Daddy?”  

“Think of all the new friends you’ll meet.” 

“All the stories - you can talk about the war!” 

Who are these children? Where did they come from? I don’t even know their names any 

more. There’s too many. Go away, all of you. This is my home. Close the curtains. Leave me 

be. Your visits, your appetite for life, exhaust me.  

If I squint hard enough, I can just make out the black and white photos, hung over the 

mantelpiece above the gas fire they don’t let me turn on any more. Look at that stranger in 
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these pictures - a tall, strong man, with eagle-eyes, holding it all together.  A bull in his 

prime. Decorated for honour, for courage, for serving his country, his fellow soldiers.  

There’s his wife by his side. Ah yes, Geraldine. She used to hold me tight at night, her heart 

beating fast like a bird’s. I was always worrying that I’d crush her. Her face is now a blur, but 

I still feel my heart stir, from miles away. I cough. There’s a bit of grief stuck in there. Like 

gristle caught in false teeth, it just won’t go away.  

Ding-dong.  

My ears are playing tricks on me. That’s my doorbell. They’ve put some loudspeaker on 

it, so it sounds like a cathedral. Hideous sound. Even the old aren’t allowed to be deaf any 

more. I rub the folds of skin around my eyes, reach for the glasses strung around my neck, 

and squint some more.  

Ten past three, says the clock. I shake my head and groan. No one is due to come at this 

hour. The carers keep telling us how important it is to keep to a routine. At least in the RAF, 

we didn’t bleat about it, we just enforced it.  

Ding-dong.  

It must be a call from the faithful. I don’t know who will be worse. Carers or family? Both 

require such attention. If I ignore them, maybe they will go away.  

Ding-dong. Ding-dong. Ding-dong.  

Whoever is at the door is persistent. The bell takes on a nagging tone.  

“All right, all right,” I mumble. “Patience.”  

I rock myself forward to get enough momentum to stand up. Once, when twenty-five, I 

had to do the same thing, but that was because they’d tied my hands and feet, and were trying 

to slit my throat.   

I swear that man in the photos is watching me now, as I shuffle ever so slowly, bent over 

double, clutching the walking frame, my life-line out of the living room, down the hall, 



3 
 

© Pia Jones 2014 
 

towards the door. I must have lost weight, because I can feel the trousers sagging again. I can 

already see that look of pity in my daughter’s eye, although she is sagging too. She just 

doesn’t know it yet.  

A force of habit, I watch out for hazards as I take one small step forward at a time. Only 

now it’s not a sniper or a landmine. It’s a wrinkle in the rug, a step up, a rogue shoe left out. 

One simple trip would be the end of me. Would that be such a bad thing?   

Time is becoming a bad joke. It feels like half an hour before I get to the door. The 

cathedral doorbell keeps on ringing. There’s a dark shadow looming behind the glass. It’s an 

unfamiliar shape and size. For a moment, I draw my breath in surprise. Is this Death at the 

door, coming to get me? I laugh at the thought of it. Superstitious Charlie - who would have 

thought it? The man who always said Fate was for the Faint-hearted. My laugh comes out 

like a bark, unfamiliar and unfunny.  

The bell rings again as I creak open the door and peer round. 

“Good afternoon, Mister–” I don’t hear what he calls me, but I can’t help but feel 

disappointed. The man standing in front is too smiley and short to be any serious contender 

for Death. Besides, Death would know how to address me properly. I am not a Mister. 

“I’m here to fix the taps on the sink,” says the man a little too cheerily, holding a clip-

board, and looking me up and down. There’s a tool bag at his feet. He looks about twelve. By 

the look on his face, he thinks I look a hundred, which of course, I nearly am.  

“You’re here for what?” I say. The words come out croaking. My voice hasn’t had much 

practice this week.   

“I’m Jim. I’m here to fix the sink.” He’s shouting now. Even I can tell that.  

 “It’s not broken,” I answer, quietly.  

“Well, that’s not what is says here.”  
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He flashes his pieces of paper at me, then his badge. The speed at which he moves 

confuses me. His eyes are bright and eager, like a fox-terrier I used to own. I want him to go 

away. I want everyone to go away. 

“Why didn’t they tell me?” I grumble. I’m already shutting the door, but he’s too quick.  

His shoe wedges itself in the gap - shiny, patent leather like an enemy boot. Old memories 

stir deep inside me, dislodged from a tide of time.   

The man who is not Death is grinning widely. His teeth are his own and look sharp. “Look 

Mister, you going to let me in, or what? You don’t want that sink leaking everywhere, do 

you, now.”  

For a moment, I see my daughter at six years old, hair swept up in wispy pig-tails, walking 

to school by herself for the first time. “Don’t talk to strangers, will you, darling, ever,” I ask. 

She nods solemnly. “No, Papa. I promise.”  

I think about crushing his foot, but know I am too weak to do it. Instead, he pushes the 

door open. Before I can protest, he’s bounding over the threshold, like an over-sized puppy. I 

step backwards a little too quickly, a risky move. That’s how I fell last time, broke my hip. 

For a moment I sway, but this time, I keep my balance. I’m still on my feet.  

He’s already moving through my hallway, full of hunger, this lad. I know the type. By the 

time I catch up with him, I’m out of breath, and he must have been standing in my living 

room for a minute or so. But now at least, he’s still and silent.  

“That’s you,” he says finally, greedy eyes darting towards the mantelpiece.  

The trip to and from the front door has exhausted me. My heart is beating fast, too fast. I 

sink down into the nearest seat. I couldn’t nod even if I wanted to.  

“What you get your medal of valour for, Granddad?” He throws these words out freely, 

with no idea of what it takes to earn it.  
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My eyelids are heavy. I am panting. The drone of distant planes suddenly comes into the 

background. All I want to do is sleep.  

“Can you hear me, old man?” He leans over me. “Hello, anyone there?” He smells strange, 

of something flowery and sweet. Underneath there is something else. Adrenalin.  Fear 

perhaps. 

My vision is turning blurry. I can no longer see his face. The planes are getting louder. My 

heart is racing. My breath is starting to rattle. I shut my eyes and let myself be carried away 

by the sound of propellers, visitors from another time.  

“I don’t think you need all of this stuff, any more, do you, Mister.”  

Now he thinks I can’t see or hear him, his voice is stripped bare.  Here’s a kid who can’t 

stop stealing. His heart is full of rot. I know the type. The planes are really loud now, 

overhead. I can hear my fellow pilots shouting commands - pull up, pull up. 

“No, you’ve got no use for it at all,” he says. “You’re already on your way out. In fact, 

you could say I’m doing you a favour.” 

My eyes are still shut, but I know his face is right beside me. His breath is coming out fast 

now. He’s gearing himself up, getting ready for whatever he’s been planning. For how long, I 

wonder, has he been on to me? If I had the energy, I would chuckle. It would seem Death is a 

trickster after all.  

“Not such a hero, now, are we,” he says laughing.   

There is a loud swish through the air. As always, you hear it before you feel it. A loud 

sickening thud and a bone-breaking crack, before the blinding light takes your breath away.   

I brace myself. I’ve felt this kind of blow many times before, but that was seventy-five 

years ago and behind enemy lines. Only this time, there is no flesh or muscle to take the hit, 

to rob it of power.  Brittle one hundred-year-old bones will meet it, and they will shatter. I 

wait for the pain to crash into my frail body, to take the little life I’ve got left inside of me. I 
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wait for everything to turn dim and for the world as I know it to depart. And as I wait, all 

those lost memories rush to the surface - my children, my grandchildren, my great 

grandchildren. Now I remember their names, their births, and their importance. And 

suddenly, it’s as if Geraldine is with me, holding me tight, because my own heart is fluttering 

like a bird’s. A rush of grief flows through me. She’s gone. She’s been gone for such a long 

time.  And now I will be going too.  

I wait and wait for Death to take me. And then with my right arm throbbing strangely, I 

run out of patience (how long must one bloody wait?) and open my eyes. I blink slowly and 

look around. A young man is lying on the floor beside me. My walking frame has been 

brought down upon him. He is unconscious, crumpled, head bleeding, but he is not dead.  

 “Oh,” I exclaim out-loud, in genuine surprise, and look up at the man in the photos above 

the mantelpiece. He is a bull of a man, and his eagle-eyes are smiling.   

Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.  

Stumbling, struggling to my feet, somehow I find a way to step over the man to reach the 

telephone. After I key in the numbers 999 and gasp “intruder,” I shuffle over to the sink and 

try the tap. It takes me a while to turn it. It is stiff, and so am I. There are a couple of spurts 

before the flow of water comes through. I cannot help but smile.  

It is still working.  

 

 

 

 

 


