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Bert, One Year Later
By Dave Carley
Approx running time: just under ten minutes
Synopsis: Bert is in his 70s and recently widowed. He’s attending a grief support group but it’s not working for him. But an encounter with a teenager outside his condo has at least convinced him that life – even without his wife – is worth the pain.

Bert, One Year Later

Bert is in his 70s. He has a few health problems – particularly his knees -  but is vigorous and forceful. He sits facing the audience, in the centre chair of a semi-circle of three or four chairs; the other chairs are unoccupied; no one tends to sit beside him at these sessions…
BERT:

People ask what kind of ducks they are. How would I know. They’ve got feathers. They swim. They’re goddamn ducks. The big ones are geese. I’ve only been feeding them this past year but already they’re multiplying. And yes, they crap all over the lawn and yes, they make a hell of a racket when they spot me in the morning… they come right up to my patio doors for their breakfast, honking and quacking and crapping.

The condo board shoved a note under my door last week. I never go to their meetings but apparently Bert and the Duck Problem was top of the agenda. They’ve got a point about the poop – it’s covering the lawn, right to the river. But the noise - you can hardly hear it over the water, the condo’s only a hundred yards from the dam. And birds are a natural noise, it’s not like the gardener’s leaf blower or those g-d buggies the kids ride up and down the trail.

I like it on my patio. What with the birds honking and the water roaring, I can’t hear a thing. If my daughter phones: “Sorry, must’ve been outside.” Or if Marion was calling for me... That time you said you were coming over to inspect – I know, I know, you didn’t say ‘inspect’ – I sat out there all afternoon so I couldn’t hear the doorbell. Except you outsmarted me, you walked all the way around, said you wanted to make sure I was locking my patio door. The condo board’s terrified about youth crime, they probably told you I was leaving it open, or – selling the kids drugs out my condo...
Which I could do. There’s always a few kids by the water, over at the dam. They don’t come up the lawn - too much bird crap, so maybe there is a method to my madness, maybe the board should be thanking me. Sometimes the kids horse around, other times they’re looking at the river, just like I do, watching all that water get by me as fast as it can. They smoke. When they first starting coming around, smoking, I used to think, “Wow, kids today are OK, they’re really into sharing. They always pass their cigarettes around.” That’s how big of an idiot I am.
I noticed the one lad because he was coming later, after the others’d shuffled off to class. I’m sure it was always the same lad; it’s hard to tell – they all wear exactly the same thing, this lad even more so, his pants were lower, the crotch down to his knees, he actually can’t walk, he waddles, like my ducks. I could probably outrun him, even with my knees. He’d lean against the rail, just above the dam, looking down the spillway. 

Sometimes I watch them from inside my place, with binoculars. It’s not illegal. And that’s how I noticed the lad was crying. This went on a couple of weeks. He’d waddle over to the railing, smoke - or smoke up – and cry. Sometimes he’d just look miserable but most days – crying. And I know how you think, why didn’t I go out and talk to him, have an intergenerational bonding experience, like a movie, but what I did was stand further back from the window, to make sure he couldn’t see me seeing him. That’s called ‘respecting people’s privacy’ which is something you don’t understand. You, and condo boards, and my daughter.
So when I read what happened, it was all over the paper two weeks ago... Some kid falls off the dam and drowns. Kid’s body is found a half mile downstream. Kid’s name is being withheld, till father out west is located… 
This is when I’m supposed to tell you how I feel, you think it’d be a giant step forward for me. So, to toss you a bone, yeah, I felt awful. I know I’m not your prize pupil, I know I’m the one at these sessions who doesn’t “share”, but I’m not a monster. I didn’t think I could ever feel so awful ever again, but that crying kid was drowned and I knew he hadn’t “slipped”. That was two weeks ago, the day I missed the session… I lay in bed, I could hear the phone ringing, the call display said it was you, and then you got my daughter to call... I lay in bed, almost the whole day, then I got up. And now you’re thinking, “There, see Bert, life does go on.” “No, I just got hungry.” I hobbled out to the kitchen to boil an egg and I happened to look out at the dam and, well, if there weren’t flowers already, taped to the railing. And some cards, and a bristol board sign, I couldn’t read what was on it with the binoculars so I went out.

You know about my knees. Walking on soft grass, going down the slope to the dam, that’s about the worst. And I was hurrying a bit, because I wanted to get there before anyone else showed up; girls, on TV it’s always teenage girls at those little shrines, mugging for the camera. So down I go to the dam and it’s exactly what I expect, a bunch of misspelled cards and signs, I kneel down to read them all and they all say the same damn thing. They’ll love Josh eternally. Josh is with the angels blah blah blah. 

What the hell kind of pain was this Josh in? There I am, my knees don’t work, hip’s like a rusty hinge, I’ve had a double bypass, my own daughter phones but never visits, I stopped believing in God last year, the day Marion passed, and in one more year I get tested for my drivers licence, and I’m going to flunk the physical because of my knees. I’ll have to give driving up, my freedom, I’ll rot in my condo drowning in the crap of a million ducks… But in a billion years it would never occur to me to throw myself off a dam. How can you not be curious about what’ll piss you off, tomorrow?
So I’m kneeling there reading the cards for Josh and then I come a great big goddamn epiphany. I can’t get back up. The earth is soft and the wet is cutting through to my shins and I cannot stand, my knees have both gone on strike. The railing’s too far away to grab, I’m just not going to be standing anytime soon. 
It’s not an unpleasant place to be stuck – there’s a bit of sun, there’s the water going by, and my geese are coming across the lawn to keep me company, but I would have preferred to get the hell back to my place. 

I didn’t hear him coming up behind me, because of the water.

“Are you Josh’s grandfather?” he says.
I turn and look, well half turn, I’m kind of planted in the muck. It’s the young lad, the one I thought was drowned. “No,” I say, “I live back there.”

“I thought maybe you were related, because you’re crying.”

“It’s from pain. My knees. Give me a hand.”

And he does. Out of the corner of my eye I see my geese closing in. And now, in the other direction: a herd of girls approaching with balloons. The lad sees them too and starts moving off and so do I, separate directions, last thing either of us wants is to get caught in the middle of an outburst of that teenage girl-grief.

I know you mean well, I know you’re craving to hear me say something positive at one of these things, like how I noticed some tulips on the way over today or isn’t it great the goddamn robins made it back, or – or hey, the crying kid comes over after school now to visit me, and we play cribbage and I’m tutoring him in math and when he gets an A I’ve agreed to try smoking marijuana with him… But that’s only in the movies. Or in my head. 
What did happen was yesterday I was shuffling down the trail and he rode by on this stupid little bicycle, dunno how he can pedal with those pants, but he whizzed along and he didn’t even look at me. 
But he’s alive. 

You keep on living kid.
So that’s your story. I’m not coming to any more of these sessions. Marion’s gone, I’m not going to get any happier, the only thing I’ve really learned is that for sure I want to continue. Now, someone give me a goddamn raise up so I can get the hell back to my birds.
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