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Characters





Nightingale


a man in his forties




 





Chase


a woman in her twenties




 





There is something about the way that they look that makes them an unlikely couple.




 





The time is the present.






















NIGHTINGALE AND CHASE



























One


NIGHTINGALE










I’d been working on it in my mind. I’d got it all laid out in my mind. No problems in my mind, see? In my mind it was straightforward. Piece of cake. Well maybe not cake but well planned. The best I could. Thought through. The whole evening thought through. Start to finish.


I’d had bloody long enough to work it out, hadn’t I?


But of course I go and blow it.


Mess it up.


Screw it all.


Never works the way you want, does it?


Got to be careful I said to myself. Got to be careful. Isn’t going to be easy at first. Understatement.


Isn’t going to be easy for either of you. You or Chase.


And she certainly had no idea how much thinking I was putting in. Done better than a lot of men would, didn’t I? Most men? No chance. Not all that thinking about it, planning it. Every day. Or nearly every day. Nearly every day for nearly a year.


Vegies, chicken, candles, fizzy wine – kid out the way.


Cleared the house. Hoovered. Chucked the rubbish out. Made the bed. Clean sheets.


Spotless.


First thing she notices the hedge.


Why do you let the hedge grow? she says.


What?


Why do you let the hedge grow? Chase again.


First thing, I can’t believe it. I don’t know do I? I’ve been busy.


Oh, she says. Lips tight. That face again. Forgotten about that face to tell you the truth.


I’ll get the clippers out at the weekend if you want.


OK. Chase again.


And that is it. Practically the first thing she says. And right from then, I know it isn’t going to go right, bugger the plans and all that Nightingale, nothing is going to go right. She’d been silent in the car coming home anyway. I’d been driving, of course, she sitting. Why should I be the one to make conversation? I think to myself, I am the one with my flipping eyes on the road. And she obviously didn’t think it was up to her either, so we just sat there in silence the whole bloody way home. Like lemons. And that isn’t a small journey. Two and a half hours we were in that car. This is up to the both of us I thought, this isn’t easy for either of us. Anyway so I put a tape on, only she didn’t like that. Didn’t say anything of course, seeing as by then she was looking out the window and not saying anything at all. But I knew she didn’t like it, well I thought if you aren’t going to talk, I’m going to have the music on, that is it.


I’d thought that by the time we had got into the car we’d have got through all that to tell you the truth. In my mind we would have, see, if it had all gone the way I planned it. First thing, a kiss. Not a big slobbery one or anything, no passion but just to say hello. But she didn’t want that did she, no. OK. Fair enough, OK, so no kiss, but could have been something, just a hug or something to say you are here, and I am here and it is nice to see you. But no, none of that. That was where we went wrong if you ask me. Get me home, was all she would say. Not here. Get me home. Fair enough I thought. Put her bag in the back and started driving. Tried again when we hit the motorway. Feeling OK love? I said. Got nothing back. I don’t want to talk she said. Just get me home. So I put the tape on. OK, you don’t want to talk, you don’t have to talk. Here we go. Fleetwood Mac.


The flaming hedge. I don’t know why I didn’t get around to it. Is that all you can notice, says I? Why do you let it get that high? Why you so bothered about it? says I. It cuts out the light is what she tells me back. I try to shrug it off. Next weekend I say. I’ll get the clippers out.


So we go in. Only she won’t let me take her bag, will she? She doesn’t want me to go anywhere near her. Fair enough think I. I’ll leave her a minute. Cup of tea? She agrees to that though, so I think maybe we are getting somewhere. She looks around a bit. She looks around a lot. Nothing much has changed but of course she notices the small things. New clock, a hole in the wall where a shelf fell down, those sorts of things, set of old jugs that my dad gave me. She doesn’t like them, straight away. She doesn’t say anything of course but she doesn’t need to. Cup of tea? I say. And I’ve got this bottle of bubbly in the fridge, but I don’t think we are quite there yet so I don’t mention that. It’s nice to have you home, says I.


You were late she says.


Ten minutes.


Half an hour she says.


It was the traffic. You can’t time these things perfectly.


I thought you weren’t coming she says. Go over to her at that point, want to touch her but think I’d better not.


Of course I was coming.


Think I had better say it again, make sure she heard.


Of course I was coming.


And then she does the strangest thing. She puts her bag down and she cries. And I mean she really cries. Not her normal cry, I’ve heard that enough times. No, this is like a wail, sort of deep down, strangulated noise. She just stands there and makes this horrible sound. Sounds like an animal. So I go up to her, again. More gently now. Don’t cry, I say, but that only makes it worse. Don’t cry, please don’t cry, and by now I’ve got my arms around her and I am almost crying myself. Don’t cry Chase love, but it doesn’t make any difference. She is sobbing now, really sobbing, and suddenly I am sobbing. And the pair of us are just standing there sobbing. And then she starts laughing. Just as suddenly as she started crying. I don’t know if this is a joke or what. But she is holding me back now, quite tight. And that feels OK, so I start laughing. It’s better to be laughing than that terrible crying. So we are holding on to each other like we never have before. And laughing.


Then I mess it up for another time. I want to kiss her again don’t I? Of course I do. I always did want to jump the gun with Chase a bit. Did that even when she was younger. But she doesn’t want a kiss, does she? No. She just wants to be either laughing or crying. She pushes me off. Sorry she says. No, it is me, I go. Not yet. She says. Of course go I.


And it’s not time for the bubbly then either.


But I don’t want her to be laughing at me. If that was what she was doing she can think again. I am not going to have her laughing at me.


Where is Scott? goes she. At my sister’s go I. Well I knew she wouldn’t like that, but there it is. Why isn’t he here? goes she.


Course she isn’t well. That is what I notice. Knew. I knew she wasn’t well before, that’s what got her into this mess. But she doesn’t look like she is any better. And you might be thinking how the hell do I know, I’m not a bloody doctor am I? But I know all about it, from my mum being exactly the same. You give me another reason why anyone would do any of this. It’s not balanced. There is food and a house isn’t there? That is what my dad used to say. There is food and a house, why are you doing it? Why do we need all this other stuff? And you never get an answer. And that is why I’ve got Scott round at Laura’s. I need to know that she is better before this is any place for the kid.


He’s at Laura’s go I.


Oh. goes she. Lips tight again. Thought he might be here.


Not tonight go I.


Right. She.


Give ourselves a bit of space and time tonight. Me again.


I see. She.


And that is how we kind of leave it, about Scott anyway. I suggest she takes a bath while I put the dinner on, but she doesn’t like that. She thinks I’m saying that she stinks, which I am not, although I would have thought she would have wanted a bath after spending all that time in a place like that. You don’t know what it was like, she almost is yelling at me now. And I know I have to stay calm, seen it after years of watching my dad. Stay calm I says to myself, no use both of us yelling at each other. Go and have a bath I says.


But I’m not going to have her laughing at me.


She could have got the coach home anyway. She could have got the coach, and I could have picked her up at the coach station. Wouldn’t have cost more than about thirteen pounds or something, we probably spent that on the petrol anyway. Might have been better, wouldn’t have had to have that bloody awful silent journey anyway.


I’m not having her laughing at me, if that was what it was. I’ve done better than most men, and she knows it.


Next thing phone rings. Who the hell is that? Neither of us move. Eventually I answer. My boss. Hello, Nightingale goes he, that you? Course it is flaming me. What do you want, only not like that, because me and him are just settling in. Polite as ever, I am. Can I help you? go I. Wants to talk business. Not a good time I say. Try to smile at her while I am talking. Problem says he. Can’t wait till tomorrow? No chance. Coming over. Not a good time I say. Too late, he’s put the phone down. Problem? says she. Got a new job say I. Oh. She. The boss is coming over. Why? She again. I don’t know. Me. Says something has come up. Oh, her again. You in trouble? Of course not. Oh, she again. Stop saying bloody Oh woman. I’m going for a bath, she goes. Cross now. I’ll get rid of him, I say, no need for him to come in. What’s he like? she goes. Bloody stupid question if you ask me, try to play dumb. My boss? Yes. I don’t know. Like to meet him. No need, probably some papers or something, I’ll sign them at the door. Seeing as he is coming, I would like to meet him. She again, edge in her voice now. Not tonight Chase. Know where she is going with this one, don’t like it. You go and have your bath, I’ll deal with the boss.


Told you see, she is not well. She has forgotten how it works in the real world, everything is so up here in her head, she doesn’t remember how it all works for real.


Know about me, does he? And it is out there. I try to side-step.


What do you mean, know about you?


Know you have a wife? Yes says I. She isn’t really my wife, but we always said she might as well be, seeing as we’ve been together since she was about sixteen and we’ve had the kid and everything. I say course he does. He doesn’t actually, but that isn’t what she is getting at and me and her both know it. You see this is the thing about her not being well, she thinks if you don’t tell every bleeding person that you have a wife in the clink it means you are making some kind of personal attack on her. Course I’m not going to tell my boss I’ve got a wife who’s been done for fraud and shop-lifting and about every other sort of petty crime you care to mention. I’m not that stupid. But of course she doesn’t see it like that does she?


She might when she is well again. That is all I hope. Because she is a sensible girl, when she is herself. But in the meantime I am not going to lose my job just because she is not well.


Get back on the mobile when she is upstairs. Can’t make tonight mate. Oh, he. Sounding like my bleeding wife and all. Why? Things around here are a bit iffy. Says I. Oh. Him again. See you tomorrow though, first thing? If you want, alright. Anything I can help with? No thank you mate. Put the phone down as well, had enough of that sort of help. Shout up the stairs, he isn’t coming. Silence, know what that means. Chase? You heard me love, isn’t coming. Now I’ve pissed off my wife and my boss.


Comes back down again. Bit later on, heard her unpacking, not that she had much, only let you take in about three pairs of anything those places. Had a bath though. Looks lovely. Good enough to eat. Dinner is nearly done, say I. Think it might be nearly time for that bubbly, she sits down. Good bath? Say I. Alright. Lovely.


I try to talk about my new job. Big break for me. Lots of responsibility. She isn’t interested. OK. I try to open the bubbly, she doesn’t want that either. All this bloody food I have cooked, not wanted either. I put it in front of her, anyway. She doesn’t touch it. Waste of money if you ask me, and it won’t keep. God knows what she wants, she certainly isn’t going to tell me.


She has this thing that I never ask her the questions, well that was exactly the same as my mother. Course I never get to ask the bleeding questions because she is always in there giving it this and that before I get the chance. And I know she wants me to ask her all about it, I can see it in her face. But I don’t. I don’t know why. I know enough about those places and the rest I don’t need to know. I know how they work, I’ve asked around a bit haven’t I? Know people who know more than me. What the hell does she want me to ask her anyway? Half the time she says she doesn’t want to talk about it and the other half she expects you to wade in there and bring it up first.


Did they let you watch the telly?


Stupid question, I know it. She knows it. Just came out. Ten months inside and all I could think of to ask her. Flaming stupid. I told you I didn’t know what to ask.


I mean I … I go on. I don’t know what the hell I mean, and that’s the truth.


She helps me out. Sometimes.


Not a stupid question after all. She can see I’m trying. She has got a gorgeous smile. Goes straight to my insides.


I’m going on again though, trying to think of the next question. Want to cash in on it, while she is still smiling.


I love you. She says.


Straight out the blue. Definitely time for the bubbly. And she comes round and gives me this bloody great kiss. Out of nowhere. Kiss her back, tell her I’ve missed her, because I have, I have bloody missed her. Bloody missed her like fuck. Another bloody great kiss. I have really really missed her.
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