
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      The Time is Now

      
      Pauline 
McLynn

      
      [image: text]

      
   


Copyright © 2010 Pauline McLynn

The right of Pauline McLynn to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 9780755390472

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      

      Pauline McLynn grew up in Galway and started acting while studying History of Art in Dublin. She has played many stage roles,
         but shot to fame as the inimitable Mrs Doyle in Father Ted. Most recently she has starred in Channel 4’s Shameless as Frank’s lover, Libby the narcoleptic librarian. Her other television work includes Aristocrats and Bremner, Bird and Fortune and the hugely popular comedy series Jam and Jerusalem. Pauline has read several Books at Bedtime and her appearances on cinema screens include Angela’s Ashes, Quills, Gypo, Heidi and An Everlasting Piece. Pauline has contributed to Girls’ Night In, in aid of War Child, Magic, in aid of One Parent Families, Moments, in aid of Tsunami Relief and the serial Irish novel Yeats Is Dead, in aid of Amnesty International. She has written three extremely successful comic novels featuring Dublin private detective Leo Street, Something for the Weekend, Better than a Rest and Right on Time, and the highly acclaimed novels The Woman on the Bus, Summer in the City, Bright Lights and Promises and Missing You Already.

   
      
     

     Praise for Pauline McLynn’s previous novels:
      

      
      ‘McLynn bravely tackles some serious subjects with sensitivity, honesty and intelligence. It is an insightful and ultimately
         uplifting novel from a talented writer’
      

      
      The Irish Times

      
      ‘Be prepared for a rollercoaster of emotions that will have you reaching for the Kleenex. A fantastic read’

      
      RTE Guide

      
      ‘The main characters are multi-faceted and fascinating . . . McLynn doesn’t turn their feelings into clichés but, instead, deals
       compassionately and realistically with sensitive, complex issues’

        Ireland on Sunday

      
      ‘A deeply moving story. The Irish community is evoked in wonderfully lyrical passages. She is a gifted storyteller’
      

      
      Sunday Express

      
      ‘A talented writer . . . Her real strength is her complex characterisation. The intimacies and distances within family relationships
         are illustrated in touching detail, and you really feel for the characters in all their in-securities. An engaging and rewarding read’
      

      
      Irish Mail on Sunday

      
      ‘This talented actress/comedian has found the right literary area to shine in’

      The Bookseller

      
      ‘The writing is crisp and direct . . . beautifully complex’

      
      Evening Herald, Dublin
      

      
      ‘There’s a serious message here, and McLynn delivers it with some style’

      Daily Mirror

      
      ‘Acute snap-shots of lives illustrating the extraordinary suffering of ordinary people . . . full of engaging characters with
         just the right amount of redemption’
      

      
      Sunday Tribune

      
      ‘A gripping, life-enhancing novel . . . McLynn is a writer who deserves to be applauded for her own voice’
      

      
      The Irish Times

   
      
      

      By Pauline McLynn and 
available from Headline Review

      Something for the Weekend

      Better than a Rest

      Right on Time

      The Woman on the Bus

      Summer in the City

      Bright Lights and Promises

      Missing You Already

      The Time is Now

   
       

       

      In memory of the G Cat – 
this one was a lot harder without you
      

   
      
       

       

       

       

       

       

      

    Go where we may – rest where we will,
Eternal London haunts us still.

  

      Thomas More

    

      
   
      
      
Now


   
      
      

      
      

      Nothing is worth more than this day.
      

    

      Johann Von Goethe

      

   
      
      January

      
      When she thought about it later she realised it was the silence that had woken her and not the pigeon, she felt sure of that.
         There was an unnatural hush as if the city was holding its breath, waiting to see if this New Year was worth continuing with.
         Her first impression, then, was of a lack of sound but also too much light. They had left the curtains open on their return
         and that was no surprise given the state they had been in. This first day’s sun was crystal and insistent. It bothered her
         eyes and underscored the aching hung-over, drugged-over, everything-over condition she found herself in. Next came the bird
         sound; insistent also, rhythmic, attention-seeking. But then, ‘Tony’s not snoring.’ A miracle. Maybe he’s dead, she thought,
         idly. She reached a hand behind her to find rumpled sheets and empty space. Not dead then, just gone.
      

      
      Without turning around she slowly swung out of the bed, ignored the soured vinegar smell of an abandoned glass of red wine
         stinking on her bedside locker, and pulled on a robe to go in search of water and painkillers. The bird was pecking at the
         window now, cocking its head from side to side as if to ask a question or wonder why the hell she couldn’t understand it when
         it was being so plain in its language. The message, whatever it was, was lost on her. She stepped over a pile of clothes abandoned
         on the floor and vaguely recognised some as Tony’s but the detail was unimportant at the time. What mattered now was to stop
         the thumping bass and drum installed by last night’s revelry and to get back to blessed sleep. Later, again, she thought that
         maybe the pigeon was trying to show her what lay ahead, or behind, however you wanted to look at it. She pulled the curtains
         over and in the blessed shade stepped into the corridor that housed her slim kitchen and even slimmer loo. She felt like shit.
         Happy New Year.
      

      
      The living room was cool and she dozed on the sofa while new drugs tried to erase the damage of the old. Fitful images of
         laughter and excess jolted her more fully awake every so often, but she couldn’t quite sustain the consciousness and drifted
         off again. Eventually the smell of her wasted body became too much to bear so she made for the bedroom again and slid open the door to her tiny bath and basin. And that’s when she found him. ‘Like a Roman
         emperor,’ she remarked to the policewoman and regretted it immediately as it made him less than he was or, perhaps, more than
         he deserved and therefore not an adequate description. For some reason a level of accuracy mattered to her now. The water
         was a most beautiful red and she knew without touching his blue-lipped, pallid body that he had long departed her. He looked
         relaxed and so was she for a moment, then she turned away and spewed the contents of her diminished stomach on to the bed:
         his side, as it happened.
      

      
      She sat with him, on the edge of the bath, and chatted while she waited for the police to come. She had phoned the emergency
         number, not knowing what else to do, but explained that there was no actual rush: ‘he’s dead’ covered that. She checked a
         few details with him and he didn’t argue and so it was all much of the same stuff she said to the officer when she asked her
         standard questions, although it was much friendlier and without judgement in Karen’s case. The cop seemed unimpressed by Tony
         and what he’d done. Or tight-lipped, Karen would have said.
      

      
      ‘Yes, he was depressed, that was Tony’s natural state, his default position.’

      
      The policewoman nodded as if she understood, and perhaps she did, for all Karen knew or cared.
      

      
      ‘He always said he’d do it in Moscow, though. He hated Moscow and the Moscow route.’

      
      Again the nods, which were in fact encouragement for her to talk, fill in the spaces on the form that slated her best friend’s
         departure as suicide. The flat was full to bursting with people she didn’t know, and buzzing with a strange excitement. She
         could still hear the pigeon in the background, occasionally underscoring the melee, and from somewhere else in the complex
         the sound of live music. She could make out trumpet and strings but no more, which gave her red and yellow. Music always offered
         colour and she thought nothing of it.
      

      
      ‘We were not lovers,’ she was saying. ‘Tony was gay.’

      
      She got ‘Ah’ for that, as if it explained everything.

      
      ‘Lazy,’ Karen wanted to say, then, but kept her counsel. It was not her place to make a scene: this was Tony’s day, after
         all. And the policewoman needed stereotypes because there were forms to fill and statistics to be boosted. So, ‘gay, depressed,
         suicidal’ ticked the requisite boxes. Put like that, Tony did seem like a massive cliché. He’d probably have appreciated that,
         revelled a little in helping cement a few dodgy assumptions into convictions. And maybe he had allowed himself to stale into a type. What a waste.
      

      
      ‘So, you were friends?’

      
      ‘The best,’ Karen acknowledged. And because it amused her, and she knew it would have made Tony smile, she added, ‘I was his
         hag.’
      

      
      ‘They say it’s a peaceful way to go, like falling asleep,’ the other woman said, as a kindness. That particular cliché hit
         the spot and Karen was grateful. It was then she started to cry.
      

      
      Someone must have made tea because Karen was suddenly drinking some. Had she made it herself? Unlikely, she decided. Probably
         the lowest ranking of the police people. It was too strong and too sweet and she demolished it. She noticed that the policewoman
         bit her nails quite badly, back to the quick. That’s got to hurt, she thought. The assembly had their details now and were
         simply waiting for someone to remove the body. She was about to be abandoned a second time today. She ached already with the
         loss of her friend and throbbed with the fear her hangover had produced. Karen chattered in lieu of shaking, afraid to give
         in to this new, awful situation.
      

      
      ‘He was bored with life a lot of the time. He liked fun, though. He was aggressively into that. It could be a little frightening, sometimes, like he was doling out a punishment. Will I just pull the plug in the bath when he’s taken
         out? Am I to let the blood go down the drain? Is that safe?’
      

      
      The crashing realisation that she would have to talk to his family dawned. Tony, by his own admission, had had a happy childhood.
         His people were blameless for his unhappy boredom with life. ‘I’m just not cut out for it,’ he’d whine, then make a joke and
         take away the sting of hopelessness he could inject at a glance.
      

      
      The tiny flat was still packed with police personnel. She was stuck in a corner of her front room listening to Soho cranking
         up outside for another year, quietly, calmly. Her home was the only palpable bustle in the arrangement and wherever the music
         was coming from. She imagined her neighbours were on the metal walkways, chatting about the incident, getting details wrong,
         waiting to see the body moved. Body. He, or It, wasn’t really Tony any more. He, or It, was a corpse. Her eyes clocked the
         dust on her fireplace, above an electric contraption that didn’t work and looked ugly to boot. There were rings from long
         cleared coffee cups and drips of old wine staining the once white paintwork. The New Year’s light had an ecstatic tone to
         it and was highlighting far too much. And it was all so random and unimportant.
      

      
      There was a concerted shuffling from the bedroom. The policewoman looked out and said, ‘They’re moving him. We’ll leave you
         to it now.’ There was a relief in her voice. She could get out of this sad place, nothing more to see. She handed over a card
         with the name and number of a victim support officer and made for the exit. The bird had taken up residence on the kitchen
         counter by then.
      

      
      ‘We’re not allowed pets,’ Karen said, to no one in particular.

      
      ‘Looks like she’s quite comfy there.’

      
      ‘They’re flying rats, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘That one is special to somebody. A racer, I’d say. She looks in good nick.’

      
      The bird did look well fed and almost pretty. Sleek, Karen would have said, and somehow certainly female. The pigeon looked
         at her with one white-rimmed eye then the other and seemed to try to see into a depth Karen wasn’t even sure she had. It also
         looked suspiciously like the bird was trying to make her laugh, or perhaps she was predisposed to the ridiculous at that moment.
      

      
      When the posse finally cleared and Karen returned to her bedroom to dress, she saw that someone else had let the water and
         blood drain away. They will have worn protective gloves for that, she thought. I would not have. I wonder if that is important? She couldn’t bring herself to wash
         in there just yet. It seemed disrespectful somehow.
      

      
      As a result, her timing was off and she got to Tony’s mother before the police.

      
      ‘Estelle, it’s Karen, Karen Dash.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ There was a gulp of air sucked in. Estelle had been waiting for this call a long time. ‘Has he done it then?’

      
      ‘Er, yes, yes he has.’

      
      ‘Moscow, was it?’

      
      ‘No, my bath, in Soho.’

      
      ‘Selfish little git.’

      
      It was odd to cry on one end of a phone while another person cried on theirs, but not unwelcome. She liked the sound in her
         ear. She hoped Estelle gained similar comfort from her. When she hung up, she looked down and saw that the pigeon was perched
         on her suitcase, the trolley that she dragged through the airports for work. She saw that it had a ring on each leg and, ridiculously,
         felt she should tell that to the policewoman. The bird looked completely at home. She wondered what to feed it.
      

      
      I decided to get very drunk. That seemed the only way to get by. My heart was racing wildly through my chest and I needed
         to slow down the sheer panic of the day. I couldn’t think straight about Tony and I didn’t want to either. Firstly, though,
         there was the problem of the pigeon. I repeated the phrase and thought it would have made Tony laugh. He would have invented
         an Agatha Christie-type jape titled The Problem of the Pigeon and worked on it the whole day. His capricious and brilliant mind was always riffing on brilliant nonsense like that.
      

      
      I googled my query and found that grain would do so I offered the bird some uncooked popcorn, which she ignored, and some
         pumpkin seeds which she nibbled daintily. I put out a small dish of water too and even asked if she’d care to join me in a
         glass of red wine. She was quite at home but not drinking alcohol, I gathered. I wondered if she was injured but didn’t know
         how to check. She wasn’t limping but she wasn’t flying either. I tried to shoo her out of the door several times but she was
         having none of it. She was content to perch close by and watch me, and shit at will on my furniture. I sort of knew how she
         felt. I finally talked to her about Tony and she listened without judging. I’m not sure I made much sense but again that didn’t
         perturb her. I vaguely thought I should phone work and tell them they’d have to replace him on the Moscow service on the fifth, and
         me too if I could get away with that, but I couldn’t muster the energy to lift the phone and try to explain the tragedy to
         anyone human. For now, the pigeon would do. The call to Estelle had done me in for dealing with any more people today.
      

      
      It’s hard to describe the new numbness I felt. I was stunned with grief, immobile really, and floored by the wine igniting
         everything else in my system. I was glad to be at home, at least, even if it was the scene of the awful event. Normally being
         here would have meant Tony slouching about, complaining, or sneering brilliantly at whatever concern I had called him in to
         discuss. The place had a strange void to it now, and any shelter it offered was horribly compromised. The bird was company,
         I have to admit. And she wasn’t going to make any dent on my booze stash so I had the wherewithal to get blotted. I realised
         I was sobbing constantly. I had become accustomed to it throughout the day and didn’t much notice it any more. The neck of
         my T-shirt was sodden and I had globs of snot under my nose. I wiped them off with the back of my hand and wiped the hand
         on my robe and wallowed. My eyes were almost closed with the crying. The thought of Tony being dead hurt so much, the pain was a visceral stab. At least the slicing light had faded into evening and that was easier on my whole, fragile
         system.
      

      
      I thought I might lie down awhile and returned to the bedroom. The sheets were still crumpled from both of our bodies. I could
         still smell his cologne above my earlier vomit and some sort of disinfectant that the police must have used. It had a carbolic
         undertone and reminded me of my grandparents’ house. I had a vision of running wildly through tall grass as a child and the
         feeling it gave me was one of bursting happiness and that proved too much. Suddenly I was puking again, pure wine this time,
         the red stain slashing across the white linen. When I was spent, I rolled it all into a ball and chucked it into the washer-drier,
         then lay on the uncovered mattress under the uncovered duvet and tried to still my heart and mind. All I could remember was
         Tony kissing me, actually kissing with tongues and telling me he loved me the night before. I understood now that he knew
         what he was about to do. His gift to me was that he felt safe enough with me to do just that. This was the proof of love.
         I had been the Chosen One. I pulled his pillow closer, breathed him in and dozed. Just as I went over I muttered, ‘Fuck you,
         Tony,’ and meant it very deeply.
      

      
      At some bewitched hour when I woke again I was surprised to feel hungry. At a pinch I’d’ve declared I’d never eat again, the
         way this new year was going and with the misery I was steeped in, but there is no accounting for being human so I struggled
         to the fridge in search of food and cool wine – no sense in halting the poison now, I reasoned. A note was attached by a magnet
         and, on it, Tony’s handwriting read, ‘That pigeon seems to have come for you – it’s your job to get her home.’
      

      
      It had always been coming to this, of course. This was the story he had been telling forever. This was the song he had sung
         over and over. We had always been headed here. Until now a journey, yes, and I suppose foolishly I ignored the fact that one
         day we would arrive at his prearranged destination, and today was that day. Which is not to say that it was predetermined
         by fate – no, or at least I don’t believe it was; it was Tony’s doing, it was his choice. Hadn’t he always slagged God off
         for giving man a free will, saying it was the greatest act of passing the buck ever perpetrated? ‘God’s off the hook now,’
         he’d snort. ‘As Bette Midler sings, he’s watching us . . . from a distance. That’s his natural habitat: well out of it.’ I wondered
         vaguely why I had been chosen as the companion for this adventure of his, and why I had allowed myself to be. But such thoughts are foolish ultimately. We know
         the path we take, as much as we can or may blame outside forces and justify what happens to us from some notion of victimhood.
         We mould our fate long before it comes to that halt we know is down the line. We expect. We relish the achievement of getting
         there; it’s almost a prize. But then there is the hurt that is, in the end of all, unwelcome, much as it has been anticipated
         and nurtured all along. It is cruel. And I couldn’t help but feel that it would have been braver of Tony not to go the way
         he had, in spite of it being his life’s work, his goal.
      

      
      I worried also that I had enabled him. I had always pandered to his version of himself and therefore I had somehow excused
         or helped precipitate this ultimate decision of his, this departure. I wasn’t proud of that now. I felt responsible, guilty.
         And I was beginning to get angry too. How dare he lumber me with this? How dare he pull me asunder, actually? I felt my mind
         slip away towards a maddened bereavement that I knew would tear me up and that I was not fit for. I needed to regain some
         control so the best way to start was with a shower in the bath Tony had used earlier to such different purpose. I held the
         scouring cream aloft and wondered if I needed to use it but there seemed no trace of blood left behind. Amazing how so much had disappeared into the
         belly of the city and probably on into the river. Father Thames had his human sacrifice today.
      

      
      I felt nothing of Tony as I scalded my skin and I was grateful for that. I stood a long time under the water, purging the
         stench I had allowed to envelope me and letting the water loosen the seized muscles of my neck and back. My whole body felt
         bound up, to be honest, and this was blessed relief. I soaped and scrubbed and emerged looking raw. I was just the tiniest
         bit happier now. The pigeon cooed at me. It sounded like a birdy purr, and its music seemed dark green and soothing.
      

      
      He had pegged me for an only child from the off, told me I was not an ‘either/or’, as he put it. He said he always recognised
         another particular or solitary soul, that we had a singularity about us those others from a gang lacked. It wasn’t the first
         time someone had guessed it and I’ve always wondered, when this happens, if only children are so truly odd when we can be
         pointed out so readily. I think I’m fairly well adjusted (whatever that means in today’s fluid understanding of such things)
         so what is it that singles me out? He was correct, so I assumed he was one of my breed and he let me think that for an age. Tony has two brothers and a sister. He is not, was not,
         an Only.
      

      
      My parents were quite elderly for child-rearing when they had me and although I was diligent in keeping in touch, I didn’t
         feel it would do much good to phone them now and upset them with the news of Tony’s death. I had wished them a Happy New Year
         already, listening from their end to the rural idyll I had grown up in as background to the call, and I thought it best to
         leave them with that. They had met Tony only once and when I realised they were terrified he might be a suitor or, worse,
         their future son-in-law, as outrageously camp as he was with them and as gay as they knew he was, I never tortured them with
         him again, much to Tony’s disappointment. It was also not an option to turn up on their doorstep and be the gooseberry to
         their pair (Tony would have had a fine time punning pair and pear so I mentally did it for him). I didn’t have anyone to call,
         really, to tell, aside from work colleagues, and even though some had liked him, there wouldn’t be too much happiness out
         there if I ruined everyone’s New Year’s Day the way Tony had ruined mine. He had once said, ‘No man is an island? Wrong. Everyone
         is. There’s your truth.’ Right now my lone status was complete, but for the bird who seemed to be snoozing on the handle of my work trolley. I was blue on blue.
      

      
      I flicked on the television, for company and distraction, but each channel was showing relentlessly cheery films and upbeat
         situation comedies or worn re-repeats of New Year celebrations across the globe. There are only so many times you can watch
         Harbour Bridge explode into coloured smoke or the Big Apple’s crystal ball drop in Times Square. I did laugh out loud when
         Moscow’s Red Square came on, in honour of my ex-comrade’s feelings towards that town.
      

      
      I switched on the radio low to take the curse off the silence. The first time I’d met Tony he was listening to very loud music
         on his iPod, drowning out the world and, I’m guessing, his thoughts too. Noise. He loved noise. Is that why he loved me? Because
         I can be noisy. I probably talk too much, not necessarily loudly but definitely too fast and possibly lots of ill-considered
         gushings. And he did love me, I know that, not that it was a comfort then. Was I the sound that saved him for a while from
         his end or did I simply delay him a tad?
      

      
      We were paired together in Economy on the Moscow route. He told me that, like Milton’s Satan, he’d prefer ‘to reign in hell,
         than serve in heav’n’ but he was getting both on this shittiest of all routes. It was true that the passengers could be aggressive and demanding above other journeys.
         ‘I have a BU in 36A and if she gives me any more gyp I’ll spit in her gin and tonic.’ A BU, I learned, was a Big Unit. ‘Must
         go, Moscow,’ he’d intone, telling me that Chekhov had the misery right, that he realised how hilarious unhappiness actually
         is and how inherently comical man’s lot is too. ‘Like EastEnders, with an edge,’ he’d say. ‘And humour. And nice clothes.’ I was simply struck by how extraordinary Tony’s energy was, the
         life force he exuded. It didn’t seem all that negative to me. Yes, it was a certain aggro towards life but that seemed to
         match his convictions, however pessimistic he said they were. ‘Life is terrifying,’ he told me, ‘which is why I am glad of
         a uniform: it’s my riot gear.’
      

      
      Essentially he was strong, so why did he not resist his end? Why did he leave me haunted with such questions? Did he think
         that I was strong enough for this, here and now, and all that it would bring to me? I cried again, easily, drunkenly, and
         went in search of more alcohol. His mother, Estelle, was right: he was a selfish git. As it happened, I popped a bottle of
         champagne and drank until I passed out. And when I woke from that bout, sweaty and shaking from unremembered dreams, I also knew something else and said aloud, ‘I am so damned glad to be alive.’
      

      
      The bird needed to be taken care of so Karen shushed it outside in the hope it would ‘do its business’ and return a little
         less likely to soil her tiny flat. She also thought it might just fly away and that would be handy and acceptable. She was
         out on the landing waving her arms about, in what she imagined was a threatening manner, when a hand gripped her shoulder
         and she all but voided with fright. This was her neighbour, Frank, a man she’d only seen a handful of times but who always
         seemed to her to be stuck in some sort of time warp, a seventies throwback she’d’ve chanced if pushed. He wanted to know about
         the police and she found it easy to be rid of him by telling the truth. Fifteen minutes later he was at her door bearing a
         casserole of curried turkey, which he’d made and frozen on Boxing Day. He was in and reheating before she could say, ‘Fuck
         off.’ In spite of herself she enjoyed the meal and his chat. When he produced some peaches and cream for dessert, she said,
         ‘Eliot. Idiot,’ remembering Tony.
      

      
      ‘See this peach?’ he had said once. ‘I dare to eat it, oh yes.’ And he had, messily. ‘It’ll go through me and out the other
         end and I’ll come to no harm. Won’t change my life either. Big. Deal.’ He waved a hand to ward off argument. ‘No time for the wider metaphors and intentions in Prufrock
         just now, if indeed ever, as Row 46 are giving me the hump. Steerage bastards.’
      

      
      Frank ignored her giggles and put on some music, speaking glowingly of a track she couldn’t quite name, putting this down
         to too much drink and a sleeping pill she had popped just after he had frightened the bejesus out of her. It made it harder
         to keep her eyes open although it was a mild sedative and not a patch on some of the stuff she knew was stashed in Tony’s
         washbag. It was almost fun to fight it and to try to keep up with her neighbour.
      

      
      ‘I have no idea why he worked in a services industry,’ she slurred, ‘when he hated people. Said he did anyhow. Maybe he enjoyed
         being horrible to humans. Though he was capable of great kindness too.’ She wondered if that was the truth and decided that
         nothing in fact ever was, or could ever be, entirely the truth. After all, that’s what got people killed or crucified. That and being too nice, too caring.
      

      
      Then suddenly she was waking again, in her bed, almost rested. Frank was gone, along with any trace of his smelly, delicious
         food, and she was thinking she’d have to get the pigeon home.
      

      
      She checked the rings and their information. The bird was patient. ‘OK, letters, a number, a letter and more numbers on one,’
         she told it. ‘In someone’s world, that’s gold dust.’ She sat at the computer, the bird on the window sill, and typed in helpful
         words. ‘How about a Royal Association?’ she asked the bird. ‘Seems a good place to start to me. Says here no one mans the
         helpline site on weekends and I’m guessing that means national holidays too.’ The bird didn’t look bothered. ‘Right, I’m reporting
         your details but you’re stuck here till tomorrow. We’ll have to see about better seed or at least a bit of variety. I can’t
         have you going back fat, or bored.’ All of which meant going outside.
      

      
      It was harder this time to step into the bath that Tony had died in. It was just a quick shower but uncomfortable for all
         that, as if she was dancing on his grave. She wondered if she might have to move, if his shadowy ghost would linger in her
         mind or in the place. She wondered about events leaving their mark on time. Would there be a haunting? She had often felt
         this place must be heaving with memories, of lives lived and lost, and that a certain signature had to be found in each of
         its various cells. Because she sometimes thought that Claxton Court, Soho, was just that: a regular arrangement of near-identical
         apartments, like cells, and each of the inhabitants monks or prisoners within. She thought about legacy. Tony was right: life was inherently ridiculous. You
         were born, you lived, you died: that was the sum of it. Pointless. Existing at all was innately foolish. Take Tony – he had
         left nothing behind except perhaps some memories that would surely die with the rememberer. Why bother at all? And as her
         stomach groaned and demanded food, she knew there was only one way to deal with this and that was to move forward, if not
         exactly upward. One damn thing after another.
      

      
      Somehow time had passed and they were facing a new day. ‘They’ was Karen and the pigeon now. Not The Pigeon, she scolded,
         A Pigeon. For all she knew this was as useless a bird as herself.
      

      
      ‘If you got lost on a race you’re not much good, are you?’ she told it.

      
      She listened carefully at her door, needing to be certain no one else was about. She didn’t want to be hijacked by any of
         her curious neighbours as they were, to all intents, strangers she hardly ever saw or greeted. She was now an exotic with
         news and therefore needed to avoid them. She rushed out and down the flights of metal steps from the top of the apartment
         building, trying not to clang too loudly and feeling ridiculously guilty that she hadn’t brought the pigeon with her. Next
         I’ll be wanting a parrot for my shoulder, she thought. She took a left out of Claxton Court, along Pig Lane and on to Broadwick
         Street. New Year boulevardiers were strolling, following their breath to pubs and restaurants. They seemed happy, content,
         muffled in Christmas gifts of scarves and gloves. Karen envied them. What did she look like to these others? A haunted wraith,
         one of the lost of Soho, a druggie or prostitute on a rare daytime outing to get basic provisions before readying herself
         for her night’s work? Oh, who cares, she thought, I’ll be a long time dead and will never even see any of these people ever
         again. We are strangers brushing past, careless of the others we encounter. Tony was right, we are all islands. Still, she
         wished she’d worn some makeup to ward off any ill-considered attention. She would remember her shield next time. Also, Tony
         would not have approved of letting standards slip. ‘Fuck him,’ she muttered, ‘his own halo has slipped.’ A woman passing stared
         so directly at her, Karen realised she was talking aloud to herself. Not good.
      

      
      She passed some goths, then punks. She saw mods. Emos spoke with rockers. Everyone has a disguise, she thought. So many people
         were declaring themselves, making statements about who they were. I wonder if they see any suggestion of who I am, she thought.
         They’d be hard pressed to, she decided, if she hardly knew that herself any more.
      

      
      Tony’s mum, Estelle, was shivering at the gate when Karen returned from the local supermarket. She felt foolish to be carrying
         a wide variety of seeds for a bird. I don’t know what she likes, she might have said in other circumstances to cover it. The
         walk along Pig Lane towards this grieving mother seemed miles long. Her heart tore to see her raw anguish, plainly apparent
         for any passers by. But then, why should Estelle hide it? she thought. Why should grief observe some social nicety and cover
         itself up as if it was bad form to show you cared? Estelle’s pale face framed red-rimmed eyes. Black circles beneath told
         of a sleepless night. Her vapoured breath puffed before her in the rapid gasps of a woman in difficulty. Karen prayed to any
         cosmic force listening that she might peddle more than hollow sayings that would insult this situation and be unforgivable.
      

      
      ‘I’ve seen him,’ Estelle said of her son. ‘Or what passes for him now.’

      
      They embraced long and hard, reluctant to leave the spot, to go through the large metal gate that separated the court from
         the rest of the world and climb the stairs to the place that was now the hub of their small, broken universe.
      

      
      Finally, Estelle stood by the bath.
      

      
      ‘His Ophelia moment,’ she said. ‘Like that Pre-Raphaelite painting, do you know the one? She’s lying on her back with her
         hair trailing around her in the water.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I never liked it,’ Karen admitted. ‘Always thought it a bit sweet and manipulative although, if I remember my art GCSE
         correctly, that’s the opposite of what the painter intended.’
      

      
      ‘True. And I agree, for what it’s worth. Never liked it either. “We know what we are, not what we may be.” Shakespeare’s Ophelia,
         and much the better, poor soul.’
      

      
      They sat on the edge of the bath, as if they were both acknowledging this was the closest they could be to Tony now.

      
      ‘He really was the most delightful and laziest person I ever knew,’ Estelle said. ‘He had such talents from the get-go but
         the moment he realised they entailed any sort of work he gave up on them. Relied on his wit and handsome looks to get him
         out of any trouble or effort. I don’t mean to insult what you do, Karen, but that job gave him every excuse not to make anything
         of himself.’
      

      
      ‘I always thought he could have been a writer,’ Karen said. ‘Words were his thing.’

      
      ‘Again, too lazy. And perhaps just a little afraid that he might not cut it.’
      

      
      ‘That he’d only hack it instead?’ Karen asked in the spirit of the dead man.

      
      Estelle laughed. ‘He taught you well.’ She paused. ‘You’re not supposed to have a favourite, as a mother, but he was mine.
         I feel I have failed him, to let him go like this.’
      

      
      ‘Tony was the only one who could possibly save himself and he chose not to. It’s not your fault.’

      
      ‘Perhaps so, but I’ll always blame myself.’

      
      ‘So will I.’

      
      ‘You’ve let yourself get stuck in that job too.’

      
      ‘It was only supposed to be a stop-gap so that I could earn some money but see a bit of the world while I was at it. Suddenly
         I was years in and facing the prospect that I’d be a mature student if I went to college like I’d always planned. I felt I’d
         missed my chance. Tony happened along and the job became fun.’
      

      
      ‘So, let me guess: you still don’t have much money and you haven’t seen much of the world apart from the different rooms of
         its many hotels.’
      

      
      ‘A whole lot of similar ones, no matter where we land on the planet.’

      
      ‘Well, Karen, there is no time to waste. That may be what Tony has left us with. Get out of the rut. Surely it’s never too late.’ She stopped abruptly. When she had calmed she
         added, ‘Unless you’re dead.’
      

      
      They drank wine and Karen fished out her mobile to show Estelle the last photograph she had of Tony alive. She had taken it
         holding the phone at arm’s length and they looked as fuzzy as they had felt, grinning like loons.
      

      
      ‘He used to call me the accidental child,’ she told Estelle. ‘I was born late to my parents and I guess I was a bit of a surprise.’

      
      ‘He had a bad habit of reducing people’s lives to a title. He thought it profound but I always found it ever so slightly trite.
         I told him that often enough and I’m sure it didn’t help matters.’
      

      
      ‘Only because it was the truth.’

      
      ‘As I saw it.’

      
      ‘That’s all we have, though, isn’t it? Our small version of a truth, something to get us by, a code.’

      
      The rueful silence let in the sound of the band rehearsing.

      
      ‘They seem to have been at that tune forever,’ Karen said. ‘A Stylistics song, I think.’

      
      ‘Can’t say I noticed it. But I do have to ask you, why the bird?’

      
      ‘Ah, why indeed.’

      
      She tried to piece together last moments from Tony’s life, searching for the crucial one when she might have stopped him leaving
         it. He had kissed her just inside the front door, fully and with passion.
      

      
      ‘It’s not a turning point,’ he’d said. ‘Just wondering. And besides, this loving you has become a problem. I feel obliged
         to you somehow and, as you know, I feel a person should only be obliged to the self.’
      

      
      ‘Very cut-price Oscar Wilde,’ she’d remarked.

      
      ‘Bet he wasn’t as good a kisser.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t know, though I’ve never read any complaints about the quality of his lovemaking, just the nature of it.’

      
      ‘Nature,’ Tony had echoed.

      
      ‘What a bitch,’ they’d said in unison and fell laughing into bed. And unconsciousness.

      
      Karen’s phone rang at 10 a.m. and when she answered, a man from the association she’d contacted told her that the pigeon was
         called Queen Beatrice. ‘She’s a good bird,’ he explained, ‘and valuable.’
      

      
      ‘How do I get her home?’

      
      ‘I’ve contacted her owner and he’ll ring you now too. His loft is in Uxbridge. He’s Alexander Bulgharov. He’s delighted, I
         can tell you.’
      

      
      Alex Bulgharov was indeed delighted ‘and relieved,’ he admitted. ‘I thought she might be a goner this time. She’s never not made it back.’
      

      
      ‘Where was she flying from?’

      
      ‘Germany. Is she injured at all?’

      
      ‘Not that I can tell. But she’s not inclined to fly away either.’

      
      ‘She must like you.’

      
      ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

      
      ‘Do. Now, shall I come to you to collect her?’

      
      ‘Actually, I wouldn’t mind coming to you. I could do with getting out of my place. It’s been quite a start to the year and
         a trip might be just the thing.’
      

      
      Which was how Karen Dash found herself trekking across the capital on the top deck of a red bus with a pigeon in a box on
         her knee. She had reasoned that the tube, although direct, would be terrifyingly noisy for the bird and besides, it was unnatural
         for the creature to be in the ground. ‘We both belong in the air,’ she told it.
      

      
      They drew stares from other passengers, possibly because Karen found herself chatting softly to let Queen Beatrice know where
         they were, that she was still here with her and all was well. They changed buses at Shepherd’s Bush, a place Karen always
         found depressing and down-at-heel. Funny, for someone who lives in Soho, she thought, an area most people thought seedy and low. There was a vitality about where she lived whereas Shepherd’s
         Bush seemed hopeless to her. Even the green looked as if it had given up the ghost. The bus started to climb and the trees
         multiplied. She looked into long, well-tended gardens. She began to get excited. This was a day trip. She was practically
         in the countryside where no one knew her or could judge what she was or the mistakes she might have made up till now.
      

      
      The house was a detached redbrick on the bend of a quiet road. Karen skirted the car in the driveway and stood looking through
         a metal gate at the gardens to the side and back of the property. A small, old man was standing by a bare vegetable patch
         and muttering to himself. It seemed like gibberish. Karen cleared her throat and he glanced her way and began to shout in
         a guttural language she couldn’t understand. He came through the gate offering his hand and she could see at close quarters
         that he was ancient. His eyes sparkled in a criss-cross of wrinkles.
      

      
      ‘Sergei, Sergei,’ he said over and over.

      
      Karen accepted his handshake and said, ‘Karen Dash.’

      
      ‘Karen Dash?’ He was incredulous.

      
      What does he know? she wondered. How could I be famous in this sleepy corner of London?

      
      ‘Karen Dash?’ he asked again and when she said, ‘Yes,’ he let out a series of delighted hoots.
      

      
      A man in his late thirties had appeared from the back of the house. He, too, seemed amused. ‘Miss Dash,’ he said. ‘Welcome.
         You have met our elder statesman, I see. I’m Alex.’
      

      
      ‘What’s so funny?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Karendash is the Russian word for pencil.’

      
      ‘Ah.’

      
      ‘Da, da, da,’ the old man said, nodding, then shook his head at the wonder of it. ‘Karendash.’

      
      ‘I guess it’s good to learn something new every day,’ Karen remarked, wondering why no one on the Moscow route had ever mentioned
         it. ‘For instance, I know a little about pigeons now, courtesy of Beatrice’s stay with me.’
      

      
      ‘May I?’ Alex asked and gently took the box from her.

      
      Karen followed him into the garden proper and saw that the bird loft was at the back alongside what looked like an artist’s
         studio. Alex took the pigeon out and began to check her, gently pulling her wings out to look for injury. ‘She seems totally
         fine to me,’ he said. ‘Thank you for looking after her so well. A bath and a snack and she’ll be right as rain.’
      

      
      ‘What kind of bird is she?’ Karen asked. ‘Aside from being a pigeon, that is.’
      

      
      ‘She’s a Blue Bar. See the stripe here on her wings? That’s the bar bit and she’s blue because she’s grey, if that makes any
         sense.’
      

      
      ‘Like a cat.’

      
      ‘Yes, although I think that’s the only similarity.’ He smiled and his eyes crinkled.

      
      The pigeon was now preening and leaning forward with her wings spread under an infrared light. If Queen Beatrice could have
         smiled, Karen was certain she would have.
      

      
      The tiny man was at Karen’s side and he said something quickly to Alex, who laughed.

      
      ‘My uncle is pointing out that she’ll soon be getting more than that by way of pleasure.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Pigeons, you know? Kind of like rabbits in that respect.’

      
      ‘Right,’ Karen said, reddening. ‘So there are lots of similarities with other creatures, it seems.’

      
      She was rewarded again with the killer smile. He was so easy in his world. She noticed the wedding band on his finger. Oh
         well.
      

      
      ‘Chai,’ Sergei announced and beckoned for her to follow him, which she did. The cold air was welcome after the sticky heat
         of the loft and the proximity of That Smile.
      

      
      It’s the sort of house you never want to leave. A conservatory attached to the back of the house is bustling with people of
         assorted ages. The air buzzes with chat and there is such a palpable belonging and love to the people there, it hurts my heart,
         but in a good way. If I fell asleep now, no one would pay any heed, a blanket would be thrown over me and the impromptu party
         would continue. We drink strong tea, made with leaves not bags. I have rarely felt so welcome. But I do have to leave and,
         when I see an opportunity, I return to the pigeon loft with Alex to say my goodbyes to Queen Bea.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to tell me what happened to you?’ he asks and I am stunned that he would bother to be interested at all.

      
      I shuffle a bit, trying to form coherent sentences that would explain Tony and what he’s done, but I’m not sure I can yet
         and it feels a little false to try so I just let it all out.
      

      
      ‘My best friend killed himself in my bath. It was an elegant, a peaceful enough, sort of exit but I am . . . shaken by it. He told me he loved me but not that he was going to do what he did. I’m . . . adrift . . . now and so heartsore I can hardly
         breathe.’
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