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         Kate

thirty-four

         Setting

         Ireland
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               Act One

            

         

         Here we are, having a sit.

         And then she goes:

         
            To think

            so many years later

            some wee girl I don’t even know

            would be calling me about you

            calling me

            on Good Friday

            on this Good Friday

            with everything

            with my body and my Brendy

            both sat here

            watching the news saying peace has arrived

            with my body waiting to be seen and poked and pried apart at Belfast City Hospital

            and some wee girl

            your latest child bride

            she’s calling me

            she’s not even introducing herself

            is going to me

            saying 16

            ‘Diver isn’t answering my calls’

            crying

            crying ‘please

            I don’t know what to do’

            and I’m hearing her in my own voice

            but from before

            from that day we ate peaches on the train.

            Do you remember that, Diver?

            I have it

            somehow clearer now

            that picture

            the wet yellow

            your fingers sticking to mine

            the heat in the carriage

            even with every window cracked

            and the heat

            fuck me the heat that summer

            going from town to town along the coast of Liguria

            the water on one side of me

            and you always on the other

            either direction, a clear expanse.

            Remembering that

            so early in our time together

            must have been 1980

            just a week 17

            just a few days

            no doubt running from some bad fellas after you back home

            sure there was always bad fellas after you

            was always someone you were letting down.

            And then our last night in that twin room in Pisa

            twin room

            booking error

            but the manager’s look

            these two travelling together?

            These two?

            You barely clinging on to your thirties

            and me

            fuck

            ing

            hell

            sure me.

            His eyes on me.

            Thinking Jesus what age is that wee girl?

            Not that he’s saying anything

            not with your charm.

            I’m stood back

            a bystander for once

            but still feeling it

            the force of you

            pushing through that solid heat 18

            the poor guy

            that feeling

            desperate to yield

            to appease you

            sure he is

            to give you everything

            but the twin room is all they have

            so you relent

            take the key

            and scrawl your name

            Diver

            you scrawl it in his book

            Diver

            like you scrawled it in mine

            across the margins

            in those big cartoon loops and tails

            Diver

            and then after dinner

            alone with the two single beds and the floor-fan whirring

            suddenly you’re gone from me

            so sullen

            forcing me to take you in my fists and wring it out of you

            that you’ve met someone

            ahhh fuck

            again 19

            ahhh fuck, Katey

            just before we left Belfast

            so this would be the last time

            fucking stay where you are

            the last time

            we’d be doing whatever it was we’ve been doing

            and I says is this the last last time?

            Or is it the last time like last time was the last time?

            Then a laugh

            was that you, or me, I can’t

            I can’t separate us out

            and then silence

            which was most definitely both of us

            and then me

            breaking it

            me saying

            
               Beat.

            

            ‘I think I’m pregnant, Diver’

            but saying it flat

            (Quick, quiet.) ‘I think I’m pregnant’

            like I was asking you to hold my purse

            so I wasn’t sure if you even heard me

            because you looked through me

            and said maybe it being separate beds was a blessing

            and looking anywhere but my awful body 20

            saying and saying you love me

            don’t

            that you

            don’t touch me

            that

            don’t

            and we fought until we didn’t

            laid down

            shaking with anger

            each in our own bed

            the river rising between us

            and in the night I know I’ve bled.

            
               Beat.

            

            And in the morning

            before we handed back the key

            your skin still tasted of peach.

            
               *

            

            ‘Katey, he kept saying if I left him

            sure I don’t like to say it

            
               Beat.

            

            (Whispered.) saying he would end it

            you know, like end himself.

            I thought maybe he was joking.

            And then I did leave him21

            because I had to

            
               Beat.

            

            And now he hasn’t answered the phone in two weeks.

            I don’t know what to do.

            He told me what would happen if I left.’

            
               Beat.

            

            When me and husband Brendy were not yet even me and husband Brendy

            but instead just me and the fella

            when we were in that kind of mood

            raking over the names of those we shifted before we took to shifting each other to a permanent end

            I would talk to Brendy about my years with Diver

            first in Belfast

            always moving

            always hustling

            and then when it got too hot for him in the city

            that year together seeing no one

            holed up in that ridiculous caravan on the north coast.

            Portbenoney.

            We went there

            1986

            I was

            twenty-two

            and Diver was 22

            I think we did his forty-fifth in that caravan

            a scone with a tea light sliding off it.

            Me anchoring a party hat around his chin

            him too gone to notice.

            He was gone from himself a lot by that point

            made it easier for me to finally slip away I think.

            Brendy

            he was always grinning and saying he wanted to go up there some day

            to that nowhere town by the sea

            saying Diver was probably still in that caravan

            saying he was probably a proper crusty now

            covered in barnacles and harvesting seaweed

            (because he’s whimsical, is Brendy)

            saying he wanted to thank this madman from my before

            this shady grifter who talked about the carnage of our city like it was a thing of beauty

            this man who called himself Diver

            and thank him

            sincerely

            for taking a machete to my expectations.

            Which suited Brendy just fine.

            I never told him about the worst stuff.

            That shape Diver’s face would take

            when I stole a glance back at him in the station toilets 23

            me standing guard while he was sat on the piss-wet floor putting that stuff in between his toes.

            I want Brendy

            I want for him not to have to hold any of that in his head.

            Brendy is not breaking.

            Not like I am.

            Brendy comes from a big family of Brendy admirers.

            Only boy, youngest, four sisters.

            Sturdy, dependable women. At least two of them pregnant at any given moment.

            And Brendy

            that fella

            fuck me

            he prides himself on having washed the pots and pans before we even sit down to eat.

            He votes Alliance.

            When he’s going about the house

            doing his little tasks

            
               It is killing Kate to admit this.

            

            he whistles

            even when he knows I can hear him

            I mean

            Jesus wept.

            
               Beat.

            

            Even now 24

            I’m not sure I love him.

            At least, not the way I tell him I love him

            so he won’t worry himself.

            But I love how he fears me.

            I love how he thinks that being good to me is why I stay.

            And I love how he does not know

            that to have what we have

            to have made it this far

            every part of me is breaking.

            
               Beat.

            

            When I’m good and ready

            I says to Brendy about Diver being missing

            I says

            ‘I’m afraid for him, Brendy’

            and then we talk half the night about it

            and I can tell when we’re done

            and Brendy is off whistling at the laundry

            that he has happily tuned out the part where I said I was going back to Portbenoney the next morning

            to find Diver

            or whatever is left of him.

            
               Beat.

            

            I don’t sleep

            I’ve not been sleeping for weeks

            not since I first started feeling this pain. 25

            
               Kate touches her abdomen.

            

            And then the next day, finally, thank God

            and sure enough

            here’s Brendy

            here’s him seeing my bag in the hall

            here’s him on at me

            immediately

            ‘You can’t go anywhere

            not now

            not like this.’

            
               Kate nearly touches her abdomen again, then moves on.

            

            Here’s him banging his fist on the dresser

            like he’s got any violence in him

            oh ho, bangs his fist again so he does

            big fearsome Brendy

            bangs it and then knocks that nice picture of Mummy and Daddy off the wall.

            And I look down at it

            see them

            in the garden

            not long before Daddy went last year

            went so slowly and then so fast

            and in the background, City Hospital looking close

            like it’s waiting for him

            ‘I’m saying you can’t go.’ 26

            ‘Why not? I’m signed off.’

            ‘The twelve-week scan.’

            
               Kate looks away.

            

            ‘What if you miss it? What about the pains?’

            ‘Brendy, that’s not till Tuesday.’

            ‘You’re not doing this.’

            ‘Oh am I not?

            Thank fuck you were here to tell me

            sure there was me half out the door.’

            I see now this red mark down the side of his face

            he does this thing I hate

            he does this thing where he scratches himself

            when he’s stressed

            or upset

            goes off in private to do it

            off by himself like some bad dog.

            ‘Let her, let the girlfriend’

            ‘She’s not his girlfriend

            they broke up

            she left him’

            ‘Aye, just like you did.’

            ‘So?’

            ‘So … so … you’ve been shot of him ten years

            he is no longer your responsibility

            she’s more recent, let her deal with it.’ 27

            ‘She’s just a child, Brendy.’

            ‘Isn’t that what he prefers?

            
               Beat. Brendy knows he has overstepped.

            

            ‘Brendy.

            All I am doing is I’m getting on a train

            getting off again

            enjoying the stroll and the sea air

            and then I’m stopping by Diver’s, knocking on the door

            just see if he answers.

            If he’s there, grand.

            If there’s no answer

            
               Beat.

            

            either way it’s straight back to sea air and strolling

            and then the next morning the train and home to you.

            Brendy, I am saying I will be back through that door tomorrow

            early

            so we can get to your parents for Easter lunch

            see the whole crowd, your sisters, the kids’

            ‘Right, I’ll come’

            ‘No’

            
               Beat.

            

            I say that too quickly.

            We both notice.

            
               Beat. 28

            

            And then he says

            ‘What am I supposed to do?’

            just whining he is now

            ‘Fucking

            I don’t know, Brendy

            throw a party

            it’s peace in our time.’

            I look at the TV

            outside Stormont

            some big round boys from the order are doing an angry march up the hill and down again

            but it’s perestroika, lads

            we’ll neither be up nor down ever again

            didn’t anyone tell you?

            ‘What if’

            Brendy catches himself.

            Go on

            you coward

            go on and say it

            ‘What if’

            He looks to me as breathless as them sweating protestants on the telly

            thin lips grasping for a word that does not exist

            and so finally he says

            ‘What if while you’re gone 29

            it happens.’

            
               Pause.

            

            (Quiet.) ‘And you lose it.’

            It.

            No name to it.

            Just it.

            ‘I thought “it” wasn’t a word we said in this house? I thought you had a better word. Your gift to me.’

            ‘That’s not fair, Kate’

            ‘Fair.’

            I pluck this

            this absurd

            I pluck this

            that sound

            that

            ‘Fair’

            I pluck it from the air between us

            right as it’s wisping into nothing

            I take it back and I wrestle it until it’s loud again

            and then I push it into the middle of Brendy’s chest

            and he doesn’t cry out

            even as the shriek of it cuts his jumper to ribbons

            and cuts the flesh

            and cuts the sinew

            and the hard bone 30

            and I wait for him to meet my eyes again

            I wait for him to see the river behind them

            see it rising to take me to Diver

            all the way out there in the crush of the river’s mouth

            where I belong

            because before

            
               A feeling builds in Kate.

            

            before

            before Diver

            before

            before

            
               That feeling is pressed back down.

            

            ‘I tell you what’

            I say

            ‘if it happens

            then it’s happened.

            And you can just be thankful, can’t you, Brendy?

            That it happened in a nothing town by the sea

            miles from everything “fair” you’re looking after up here in the new world

            and then you won’t even need to worry about it

            not at all.

            And that’s my gift to you. Husband.’

            
               Pause.

            

            And then I go and call a taxi to the train station 31

            and I wait in the hall for a full hour until it comes.

            ‘Sorry, my love

            It’s bumper to bumper out there

            half the roads closed

            for these politicals

            to go and come back

            and be safe from us savages

            I don’t know

            I don’t know

            where are we off to?’
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