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Making Waves
















“The real voyage of discovery consists not in
seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.”

Marcel Proust






“Travel far enough, you’ll meet yourself.”

David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas







A flash of
an idea …






Henrietta’s eyes were puffy. Dark circles of
fatigue reflected the long days and nights of caring for her
husband in his last days. Now he was gone forever and the funeral
limousine was taking her home to her empty house.

She sat in the cavernous back seat of the
sleek car and thought of the unbearable loneliness of facing life
without Ted by her side. She rested her head on the soft leather
interior and gazed out at the passing landscape when something
caught her eye. It was a billboard showing a luxurious cruise ship
and a crowd of happy people boarding. Lucky them, she thought.

That night, she experienced a strange
happening while reclining in Ted’s easy chair. It was almost a
surreal moment. She had wrapped Ted’s old cardigan around her
shoulders for comfort and was sipping a cup of Earl Grey tea when
an idea flashed through her mind. She conjured the image of Ted who
seemed to be pointing at the cruise ship billboard and whispering,
“Why not, my love. You have nothing to lose.”

The image would not leave Henrietta’s
thoughts alone. It played in her mind like an endless tape. She
kept hearing Ted say, “For once in your life Hen, take a
chance.”

“Yes Ted,” she thought, “I need to get away
from it all. I need space to grieve but not in the home we shared
for over 40 years. The walls have too many painful memories of your
last few months of life.”

The following week Henrietta was up early and
on her way downtown.

Leisure Travel was tucked in between Ben’s
Burrito Bar and Juanita’s Nail Emporium. A young woman with frizzy
blonde hair styled in dreadlocks and a diamond-studded nostril
approached her.

“Can I help you?”

“You certainly may,” responded Henrietta. I’d
like to book a cabin on a cruise ship.”

“What dates are you looking at?”

Henrietta did not have a time frame in
mind.



All she knew was that she had to get
somewhere far away from her home and the sooner the better. She had
come up with a plan in the middle of the night. Now she was ready
to tell the young woman her far-fetched thoughts.

“I think I would like to book a cabin on a
cruise ship for a year.”

The travel agent took a step backward as if
winded.

“A year? Wow!” was all she could muster.

Henrietta surmised that this hippie travel
agent might think she was dealing with some crazy old woman. It was
time to set her straight. She reached into her handbag and fished
out her checkbook and wrote with a flourish the sum of $60,000.

“Here’s my down payment,” she said. “This is
the amount I would need to stay in an upscale retirement home for a
year. I thought if I double this I could book a cabin on a cruise
ship for twelve months. What do you think?”

“I think we’d better sit down.”

She guided Henrietta to a small office in the
back of the store that was wall-papered with travel posters. The
room had no windows and should have smelled stuffy but the wall
scenes that showed turquoise water, sandy beaches and palm trees
felt like a breath of exotic air. Henrietta took a deep breath and
settled herself across from this gum chewing travel agent.

“What’s going on here?” the agent asked with
a puzzled look.

Henrietta was usually tight-lipped and not
inclined to divulge private information to a stranger, but in this
case she decided an explanation was necessary. Since losing Ted she
had managed to keep her emotions in check. Now, as she blurted out
her story, the sadness she had held inside through her husband’s
fight with cancer and his final days flooded her eyes and nose.

While she waited for her customer to compose
herself, the travel agent focused on her computer screen.

“Hey, you’re in luck,” she finally said. “I
think I have found exactly what you are looking for. In five days,
the ‘Venus of the Sea’ embarks to cruise the Caribbean for the next
six months, then in April,” she explained, “the ship will
reposition for its summer season and depart from Miami, Florida to
Nice, France to cruise the Mediterranean for another six
months.”

She grinned as she picked up the phone. “It’s
a perfect fit for you. Six plus six is a year. Let’s see if we can
get you aboard.”

Halfway through her conversation, she flashed
an OK sign with her fingers. Henrietta had never seen so many
silver rings adorning a hand. They looked like knuckle busters. She
wondered if the hippie took off this hardware to do the dishes or
to make love.

As Henrietta drove home, she was beginning to
have misgivings. A year was a long time. More important, should she
have given such a large cheque to that gum-chewing, flower child
with a string of love beads around her neck. Well, there was no
going back. It was a done deal and she was about to be shipped out
… in five days!

When Henrietta turned onto her street, her
neighbor and best friend Elsie was waving wildly. She looked like a
cop directing traffic into her driveway. Henrietta had barely put
her foot on the brake when Elsie was at the car window.

“Where have you been? she demanded. “I saw
you go out early.”

Henrietta should have been annoyed at being
spied on by Elsie yet she found comfort in knowing that her friend
watched over her night and day. She felt isolated and alone without
Ted, and with every creak in the night her ears would perk up and
she would wonder who was lurking in the dark corners of her
home.

“Come in for tea and give your curiosity a
rest.”

Once settled at the Formica kitchen table
with a steaming cup of Earl Grey in her hand, Henrietta closed her
eyes and took a deep breath. She did this in yoga class just before
meditating but instead of uttering deep ‘oms’ from her solar
plexus, she was telling the curious Elsie what she had been up to
this morning.

“Today I did it. I booked myself on a cruise
ship.”

“Good going … you deserve a holiday after
what you’ve been through with Ted and all …”

“It may surprise you, and I kind of surprised
myself but I’ve booked for a bit longer than a few weeks. I’ve
reserved a cabin on a ship for a year.”

“A year! Aboard a cruise ship! Are you
crazy?”

“As a loon … but I need to get away from
myself.”

“But doesn’t ‘yourself ‘go wherever you
go?”

“I know. It sounds nuts but I desperately
need a break from my life.”

“A year is a pretty big break ... not like
stopping at the local café for coffee and a donut.” Elsie laughed.
“So when should I hold your bon voyage party?”

“The cruise departs in five days.”

“Five days! Let’s forget about your party. I
think you’d better start packing. By the way, who are you going
with?”

“So far, nobody.”

“Nobody! Maybe you should consider taking
someone with you. What about one of your friends?”

“They’re becoming an endangered species. I’ve
put on my black dress twice this month.”

“I still think you shouldn’t go alone. I’ll
worry about you.”

“Well, I am … so don’t fret, Elsie. I’ll be
fine. And when I think about it, there are more important people
than you that need convincing. My daughter, Sarah, for one. I
shudder to think what she’ll say.”




The
confrontation …






Henrietta stirred the sauce. A bit splattered
on her white blouse and she dabbed at the tomato stains with the
dishcloth. Spaghetti with meatballs was Sarah’s favorite meal. She
knew that her daughter would have a firecracker reaction to her
mother’s cruise news and that maybe her favorite comfort food would
soften the blow-up. But it didn’t. Sarah carried on like she had
been sprinkled with black pepper.

“Honestly mother! Are you nuts? I think
you’ve lost it!”

Her voice was like a slap and Henrietta was
stung by her outburst.

"A year on a cruise ship! Look Mom, I am not
comfortable with you living alone let alone living for a year on a
cruise ship with a bunch of strangers.” She then put on her sad
face. “I’ve been worrying how you would make out without Dad --
wondered who’s going to look after you now.”

“Look after me? For heaven’s sake, Sarah,
your Dad was the most looked after man alive … he did little
looking after.”

'Maybe, but Dad was always there to help if
you fell or got sick.”

“Well, I intend to do neither! So let’s drop
it.”

“I think it’s time for you to retire.”

“I’m not ready to be put on a shelf.”

“Mother, I am not talking about shelves I am
talking about knowing you’re safe.”

Sarah now referred to an incident with her
best friend’s mother.

“That woman caused a lot of grief by
insisting she live alone and refusing to wear a personal call
alarm. She suffered the consequences of being stubborn when she
fell down the stairs and lay midway for two days until
rescued!”

“Well, that won’t happen to me. There are
over 1,500 people on a cruise ship … I am sure someone would notice
if I was hanging helplessly between the stairs.”

Sarah pulled a face. She rummaged in her
purse and pulled out some brochures.

“Here,” she said and passed the brochures to
her mother.

“I have been researching retirement homes and
found the perfect one that is just, just … just so you.”

“Stop stuttering, Sarah, and anyway what can
be ‘so me’ about an old folks home? For heaven’s sake, they eat at
5 p.m. in those dreary places. You know I can’t digest at that
ungodly hour”.

Henrietta tossed the brochures back across
the table at her daughter in a dismissive way.

“Why are you being so difficult?”

“I like your new haircut, Sarah. It becomes
you.”

Sarah was having none of her mother’s
familiar attempt to change topics, although she did touch her hair
for a moment. An answer of some sort, thought Henrietta.

The visit ended abruptly. Sarah left in a
huff to fly home. Usually, she called from Billy Bishop Airport to
say an extra ‘goodbye’ but tonight the telephone gave Henrietta the
silent treatment. Henrietta sighed. Talking to Sarah wore her out.
Ted could never understand the dissension that existed between the
two of them. He put down their many confrontations as women stuff
and had backed off.

Henrietta poured herself a cup of Earl Grey
tea, settled at the kitchen table and opened her journal and began
to write:

My visit with Sarah did not go well. She
tried to pull a guilt trip by telling me that if I loved her I
would settle into a retirement home. She can’t seem to get it
through her head that my year’s getaway has nothing to do with my
love for her, it’s more about survival for me. I could feel myself
wavering and she had almost won me over to cancel when she used
that superior 'I know what's best for you' tone of voice. It made
me angry and more determined. The two of us have always been at
odds. Since she was a little girl my Sarah has always had too much
to say about what I should say or do. Sometimes I feel like we’ve
had a reversal of roles – she the know-it-all mother and me the
child.

Often I would like to tell her that her life
is too ordered, to precise. I have to control myself from reaching
over and ruffling her neatly pinned hair. I think my uptight
daughter needs to loosen up. I want to tell her this but have
learned it’s best not to mess with Sarah.







The list
…






Henrietta heaved her suitcase onto the bed.
It looked like a big gaping mouth waiting to devour her. What does
one pack for a year? Ted’s advice when packing for a holiday was
“pack two bags and take one”. It amused him that every time they
left on any trip, she had worried they would leave something behind
that they might need.

“If we need it, we’ll buy it,” was his
retort.

His male logic never ceased to annoy
Henrietta. Only once did they double back to retrieve a forgotten
item and almost miss their flight. It was when Ted left his teeth
on the bathroom counter.

“A holiday without your smile would be
unbearable,” she had remarked with a smirk. Ted’s reply was to
clack his teeth.

This time packing proved to be much more
difficult. Henrietta was not packing for a two-week vacation, she
was choosing a wardrobe for a full year. Panic settled in and she
did what she always did to calm down. She walked through to the
kitchen, put the kettle on to boil and popped an Earl Grey teabag
into the pot. She then searched for a pencil and a large sheet of
paper to compose her list.

Sitting at the kitchen table, Henrietta
slipped off her slippers to study her feet. The skin was white and
papery. The corn on her little toe was an angry red and her
toenails showed months of neglect. Her feet were usually wrapped
out of sight in sport socks and comfortable Adidas. Just the
thought of displaying them in sandals caused her to react. She
called Juanita’s Nail Emporium to book an appointment. Then she
entertained an outrageous thought. She called Leisure Travel to ask
the hippie where she had purchased the diamond stud for her
nose.

Henrietta headed for the Mall to shop. The
Bikini Boutique was first on her list. Probably the wrong type of
shop but her choices were few. It was off season and she needed a
swimsuit. The chlorine in the aqua fit pool had loosened the
elastic on her last suit so it barely hung on to cover her most
intimate parts.

“Do you have one piece suits?”

The young salesgirl gave Henrietta the once
over before answering.

“I think we might have a few in your size
that might be suitable. I’ll hand in whatever we have and you can
give them a go.”

Henrietta struggled to pull the first suit
over her hips. When she finally succeeded in squeezing herself into
the tube of spandex, she went into shock. The cabbage flower design
on the front of the suit was completely distorted by the ripples of
fat she had packed on the last few years. Worse still, the dressing
room had a three-way mirror that showed her image from all
angles.

“Ye gods, what a sight I am,” she said and
averted her eyes. The sales girls who had just popped her head into
the dressing room tried to appear impartial but her eyes gave her
thoughts away.

Henrietta briefly entertained the idea of
going on one of those fad diets to quickly lose a few pounds and
then dismissed this idea before it could settle. At this time in
her life, she needed her comfort food. It was the fourth suit that
met her requirements; a high topped onsie with a little skirt to
mask her hips. With tongue-in-cheek, she decided that swimming
after dark might be a good option. Then she reconsidered and
purchased a colorful cover-up so she would be able to venture for a
swim in bright sunlight.

The next item on her list was to purchase new
journals to record her trip. Henrietta had been born with the urge
to write. Even as a child, she had recorded her thoughts in a
little pink diary with a lock and key. She had worn this key on a
string around her neck to discourage anyone from reading her
private thoughts … especially her nosey sister.

Henrietta had saved all of her journals since
then. They now took up four shelves in her bookcase and stood
shoulder to shoulder beside such greats as Tolstoy’s, ‘War and
Peace’ and Harper Lee’s, ‘To Kill a Mocking Bird’. She would often
pick one of her journals at random to read about her past life and
liked to imagine that she was the heroine in a book written by
another author. Not that she pictured herself as a Jane Austin or
Emily Bronte, but rather she found it enlightening to review what
she had been doing and thinking at that specific time of her
life.

Now Henrietta stood before her bookcase. She
was searching through past diaries for an entry she had written
when she was in her early 30’s. After looking through many journals
from that time and much page turning, she finally found the words
she was looking for. The ink had faded but was still readable. She
sat down on the floor to read this entry that she had written in
her journal in 1963 …

Ted was distraught tonight. The death of his
mother last month has thrown him for a loop. He has finally
accepted her passing but is having trouble coming to grips with the
painful prelude she suffered. He has come up with an idea for the
two of us. He wants me to agree to a ‘no hope’ plan where if one of
us was in unbearable pain with no hope for survival, the other one
would gently help to ease them on their way. I agreed and teasingly
suggested we should nick our fingers and mingle blood to seal our
deal.

Henrietta closed the old journal and replaced
it on the shelf. The oath that she and Ted had taken that long ago
night was now etched in stone and had become his grave marker and
her cross to bear.







The waiting
game …






On the day of her departure, Henrietta awoke
in a cold sweat. She had been startled awake by a recurring
nightmare that would not leave her alone. The clock read five a.m.
and she had set the alarm for seven. Standing by her bed in her
rumpled granny gown, she noticed her duvet lying in a heap on the
floor, proof that she had another toss-and-turn night. The early
morning chill in her bedroom caused her to shiver and she reached
for her warm housecoat.

The bathroom mirror reflected her uneasy
night. Her face was pinched and white. Her gray hair stood out like
Medusa’s and reminded her of the kids at the Mall with their Mohawk
haircuts. Feeling the onset of a headache, she swallowed two
Tylenol. Of all mornings, she had no time to deal with the zig-zag
lights of a silent migraine. She needed a clear head to close down
her home for a year. The phrase “batten down the hatches” came to
mind and she wondered if she was making a mistake by running away
for a year.

***

The taxi was late. Once again, Henrietta
waited. She had spent her married life waiting for Ted. He was a
dawdler and she was timely. It was a rift in their marriage they
had never settled but somehow had learned to live with. Waiting
seems to have played a major part in her life. She thought about
the hours she has waited at bus stops in freezing drizzle; drummed
her fingers on the steering wheel in bumper to bumper gridlock;
cooled her heels in checkout lines at Foodland and shrugged off the
dirty look from the cashier when she dared to put ten grocery items
on an eight or under checkout counter.

Always waiting! Waiting! But not today!
Henrietta lugged her suitcases onto the porch. She choked up when
she locked the door on the home where she had spent most of her
married life yet she was well aware that being homesick would not
be an issue in her year’s getaway. Her home has lost all its
attraction. As she closed the door, the only emotion she felt was
relief at leaving the last painful months behind and the unbearable
anguish she had suffered on the night Ted had died.

Standing on the porch, Henrietta checked out
her bright red toenails that peeked from her strappy, new sandals.
She found it amazing how a little bit of nail polish, aptly named
‘Red, Hot and Ready’, had somehow managed to put an extra spring in
her step. She slid on her expensive designer sunglasses that she
had purchased at a formidable cost. She liked that the young
salesman had called them shades and thought that if needed, she
could hide behind them if everything proved too much to handle.

Henrietta did a giddy two-step and gave her
luggage a playful kick. Then she laughed out loud, a deep belly
laugh. She tilted her head back to catch the early morning rays,
twitched her nose and knew that at this very moment her diamond
stud was catching the light of the new days ahead.

At last, the taxi pulled into her driveway.
She watched as the wiry driver heaved her heavy suitcases into the
trunk as if they were featherweights.

“So off for a holiday, love?” the driver
asked as he climbed in behind the wheel.

Henrietta had never liked to be called that
demeaning “dear” usually reserved for older people, but this
morning “love” suited her just fine.

“Yes, I am off for a cruise, sweetheart,” she
responded with cheek.

The taxi man with his Scottish brogue was a
chatty one. Before long, Henrietta had heard about his wife who
baked scones as light as air; his daughter who had produced another
bonny grandchild. Then after taking a deep breath, he moved on to
his health issues and the painful arthritis he suffered. Henrietta
wondered why she was a magnet for bores; why she allowed them to
corner her with their trivial words which were usually long-winded
stories about themselves. She had never learned how to deal with
aggressive talkers and often wished that some pharmacist would
concoct an Imodium pill for people with runaway mouths.

Once seated on the plane, Henrietta sensed
trouble as she watched a bulky figure trundle down the aisle
towards her. The woman had positioned her large girth sideways to
accommodate the narrow path. She stopped beside Henrietta to check
out the seat number.

“Hello dearie, I guess we’re seat-mates,” she
said in a trilling voice. She lifted the armrest then settled into
her seat and half of Henrietta’s as well. The man sitting in front
of her had reclined his seat back at such a thoughtless angle that
the tray cut into her stomach. Henrietta squirmed to try to wiggle
more seat space then slapped the seat in front with her hand and
getting no reaction, whacked it again. Her breath fluttered, her
heart pounded. She climbed over the mountain of flesh and stumbled
into the aisle.

Once settled into another seat by a
compassionate stewardess, Henrietta still felt claustrophobic. This
time she was crowded by a disturbing memory that she thought had
been buried six feet under with Ted. Yet here at 30,000 feet, this
memory had tagged along pulling at the skirt of her conscience. She
had never told anyone what she had done, yet every nerve and every
cell spoke the unspeakable to her at all hours of the night and
sometimes during the day. She wrapped her jacket tighter around her
shoulders to stave off the chilling memory and ordered a cup of
Earl Grey from a passing stewardess. She then put her head back and
thought about the last few months with Ted.







Pick and
choose memories …


Ted had just turned 75 when he complained
about the constant pain in his back. When it was diagnosed as
pancreatic cancer, it was the beginning of a journey where only one
would return. Henrietta set up the den so she could care for Ted on
one level. She installed a hospital bed for him, a comfortable
rocking chair for herself and a side table which now overflowed
with pain relief pills, needles and serums.

Henrietta sniffed as she entered the den.
Though it had not yet taken on the antiseptic odor of a hospital
room, Henrietta imagined she could smell the stench of death
mingling with the aroma of the carrot muffins she had baked that
morning. When the telephone rang, she was unprepared for her
daughter’s words.

“It’s time to start gathering, Mom."

Henrietta was puzzled. “Gathering for
what?"

“For the celebration. You know that Dad’s
days are winding down. It’s time to think about making a collage of
his life to honor him.”

Henrietta cringed at her daughter’s
unbearable words and quickly changed the subject. The thought of
pasting mementos of Ted’s life on a piece of Bristol board repelled
her and she questioned, “Is this what life comes down to –
scissors, glue and cardboard memories?"

Yet the next day, Henrietta climbed up the
stairs to the attic. She brushed the cobwebs off the old trunk that
she and Ted had bought at an antique market in St. Jacobs.

“What a steal,” she had giggled, as she
watched Ted negotiate one hundred dollars off the asking price. The
“steal” proved to be a problem when they attempted to get this
bulky bargain into the car’s trunk. After exhausting all angles and
spouting many expletives, Ted went to the local hardware and bought
some bungee cords. Between the two of them, they managed to balance
their antique find on the top of their car and strap it on tightly.
They then prayed that the threatening thunderstorm would hold off
until they got home with their treasure.

When Henrietta opened the old trunk, the lid
creaked with resistance as if not wanting to reveal its contents to
the dusty light coming from the small attic window. Most of the
mementos in the trunk had been stored there by her but all had a
connection with Ted. She gently fingered the gardenia corsage he
had given her on the night of her high school graduation. It was
fragile but well preserved between the pages of a heavy
Webster's.

A theatre program caught her eye. She and Ted
had travelled to Stratford to see ‘Guys and Doll’s’ and after the
show had snuck into a cheap motel and registered as Mr. and Mrs.
Smith, a sure giveaway to their intentions. She remembered how she
had bunched her left hand into a fist and tucked it out of sight in
her coat pocket. She was sure the man at the hotel desk guessed
that they were not married and she had flushed at the thought that
he knew. Henrietta had always questioned why her mother had
swallowed the lie so easily that she and Ted had spent the night
stranded on the shoulder of the highway waiting for a mechanic to
fix their stalled car; often wondered if her mother was that
gullible or if she had once gone that wanton route herself.

Henrietta sifted through the photos that were
scattered among the trunk’s contents. She had never been one to
organize her pictures in an album, yet she had carefully written
the names and dates on the back of each photo. ‘Ted and Hennie
walking Wasaga Beach 1960’, read one. ‘Ted and Hennie clowning for
the camera’. This one showed her standing on her head and Ted
nibbling her toes miming the expression of the villain in a
melodrama.

Another was a group picture with Ted’s branch
of the family taken at Hanlan’s Point in 1961. Henrietta could not
remember who had been the picture taker, who had asked them to say
“Cheese” or what excuse had gathered them all for this family
picnic. She did recall everyone questioning whether the potato
salad, which had warmed considerably in the sun, was safe to eat.
Pick and choose memories, she thought.

Henrietta picked up a yellowed clipping from
the Toronto Star that showed the formal photo which had been taken
for their engagement announcement. Looking at this, she could
understand why her parents thought
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