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Sim’s journal

13 February 2012

I need a ‘Yes’ from you, darling! Gimme a loud heartfelt YES!


Prologue

County Dublin

14 February 2012

7.18 a.m.

Thanks to her eerie superpower for knowing the time the moment she awoke, Orla knew she only had a couple of minutes before the alarm clock let rip. She shut her eyes tight again, mutinously clinging to the night. The bedroom was dark, the world outside still moodily silent except for birds gossiping in the big bare tree outside her window.

Today was, what, a Tuesday? Orla groaned, eyes still closed. Tuesday meant P.E. Thirty-one seven-year-olds, hopping from foot to foot on arctic tarmac, red of nose and knee, whining, Can we go back in yet, Miss Cassidy? Orla wound herself tighter in the duvet, deep in denial. From the field at the back of the house a tractor burped and she smiled to herself. Irish road rage. She’d mention that to Sim later, when they Skyped. He’d laugh.

Decorative, easy-going, happy to flirt with the plain girls and fuss over the geriatric ladies, Sim laughed easily but Orla felt proud when she made him giggle. She knew the real thing when she heard it, meatier than the polite, diplomatic laugh he employed in his relentless one-man mission to charm the world. Orla loved Sim’s giggle. She missed it.

After years of scraping by in Dublin’s theatrical circles, her boyfriend’s elusive ‘big break’ had finally materialised when he was cast as the dashing male lead in the BBC’s latest costume drama. Not only did the part fit Sim like a glove – he got to wear satin breeches and ride horses, breaking hearts with just his smile – but it also made him the envy of his peers. Orla had been overjoyed when she heard the news. With the Beeb’s mighty PR muscle behind it, it was a career-making role. She had jumped up and down, clapped and cheered and kissed him over and over – until she’d learned he would be moving to London for five months.

‘Come!’ It had seemed obvious to Sim. He never read the fine print of life.

‘My job,’ Orla had said. ‘My home. My family. And, oh yes, my sanity.’

She refused to be a spare part and, despite his histrionic pleading, she stood by her decision. Even a woman in love has to be pragmatic and Orla couldn’t deny there were advantages to Sim’s sabbatical. She didn’t miss the schlep to Dublin twice or thrice a week, and she certainly didn’t miss Sim’s grumbles about the M50 when he drove out to see her in Tobercree. With Sim in London, Orla could plan her evenings to please herself, watch reality TV without standing trial for it, wear the shapeless pyjamas he declared passion killers, and eat toast for dinner.

They were measly, though, these advantages, compared to all the things she missed. The rasp of his stubbly cheek. The beautiful crook of his long brown back in her crumpled sheets. The thwack of his hand on her bottom as he passed by. This last she always scowled at but secretly enjoyed, and enjoyed the faux lovers’ tiff that followed even more.

The alarm danced on its bedside tower of books. Orla reached out a hand and hushed it, eyes still obstinately shut. A Canute in floral winceyette, Orla concentrated on holding back the day, stopping it from flooding in and ruining her nest. She wouldn’t shower, a saving of ten minutes or so. Coco Pops instead of a boiled egg scored her another five. That was fifteen embezzled minutes to spend dreaming of her upcoming trip.

Three whole days in London with Sim. She would ride a big red bus, visit Buckingham Palace and have a great deal of sex. It would be good, and it would be about time. Orla had underestimated the effects of separation on their relationship. They hadn’t seen each other since New Year … Orla hurriedly shooed away memories of that reunion, turning over onto her other side, only to encounter the cold sheets where, by rights, Sim should be.

She recoiled.

The doorbell rang, with the distinctive sing-song of the postman.

The phone rang.

Apparently the world was conspiring to drag Orla out of bed.

A thought, muddy and indistinct, took shape. There was something about today, wasn’t there? She lay still, lashes glued together, trusting her waking brain to sniff it out.

It was Saint Valentine’s Day. That cancelled out PE altogether.

Orla opened her eyes.

 

London

14 February 2012

6.05 a.m.

Never a morning person, Sim had resented being wrenched from his warm, wide bed. The hard edges of the early morning street seemed specifically designed to assault his senses and he longed to rewind, shrug off his clothes and fold himself back in between the covers.

This promised to be a busy day but not the sort of busy day he relished – rehearsing or filming or being measured up for poncey costumes by pretty little things from wardrobe – but the sort of busy day he detested. A meeting with his accountant, a briefing from the PR guy and then a long important lunch with … oh, someone, Sim couldn’t recall who.

Was it normal, the way his thoughts slid away from him like this?

One thought, though, held fast. It was Valentine’s Day. Hence his early start. Today’s post would seal his fate, one way or another.

He put the confused, flu-like feeling down to his sleepless night, and yawned.

‘Ooh.’ Sim staggered. He felt nauseous.

Had he drunk more than he’d realised last night? No. It had been a restrained, civilised sort of evening. He even recalled writing his journal. Orla always rolled her eyes at him for keeping a journal. She claimed it was pretentious (a ‘self-aggrandising, luvvie cliché,’ as he recalled) but she was just peeved that he wouldn’t let her read it and she would eat her words when Hollywood wanted to use it for his memoirs. Anyway, Reece wouldn’t let him overindulge the night before a big day, that was practically part of an agent’s remit. There had been dinner at Reece’s club, just the one post-meal brandy, then home alone. He shouldn’t feel this rough, this … queer. The quaint Irish word fitted the bill perfectly. Sim was an imperfect fit for his own skin.

Limbs shaking, Sim reminded himself of the long professional drought of his Dublin life, his fantasies of landing a high profile television role. Now that his dream had come true (trite but accurate) he mustn’t gripe. But giving himself a good talking to wasn’t the same as having Orla there to do it for him, with her particular, sexy tone of voice somewhere between disappointed and taking the mick.

This was no time to think of Orla. Today would pan out in one of two ways, and he had resolved to let it take its course without fretting.

Easier said than done.

The nausea passed, giving way to light-headedness. Stopping to lean against a lamp post, Sim blinked rapidly, ran a hand over his face and waited for the sensation to pass.

Tea. Orla always prescribed tea and she was right. It had magical properties that only the Irish appreciated. He’d ask for tea the second he arrived.

It was only when Sim tried to walk on that he realised he couldn’t. The bones in his legs had been replaced with jam. He hugged the lamp post. His scalp was drenched with sweat, yet he felt brutally cold. This was beyond just queer.

A busybody dustcart trundled past and receded into the distance, its lonely roar ringing in Sim’s ears. He knew he couldn’t shout for help so didn’t try. With an almighty effort he took a step, then regretted it as his body rebelled and crumpled.

Reaching out his hands, Sim felt only air, nothing to break his fall. The last, strange noise he heard was the unique gargle startled out of him by the pain in his chest.

His cheek pressed into the pavement.

Sim closed his eyes.


Chapter One



Orla’s morning had turned into a horror movie. In slow motion she opened the front door, phone clamped to her ear. Orla stared at the postman the way a Victorian explorer might regard a rhino: he made no sense to her whatsoever. He had been delivering mail to her door ever since she was a child but today it was as if she didn’t recognise him. The world had shrunk to obliterate everything except the voice in her ear.

The postman held out a large, very pink, rectangular envelope. ‘Give you three guesses who this is from!’ God he was cheerful. She’d often envied his joie de vivre in the face of early morning starts and Celtic weather.

Orla took the card and read her name and address as if it were Sanskrit. ‘I’m sorry, Reece,’ she said into the receiver. ‘Could you repeat that?’

‘I said,’ the postman said, misunderstanding, ‘no doubt that’s a valentine’s card from your Sim!’

‘Sim,’ said the genteel voice from London, ‘died fifty-five minutes ago. There was nothing anyone could do. I’m so sorry.’

‘Open it!’ The postman’s voice was all twinkle. ‘Open it up and count the kisses! Ah! Young love!’

Orla slammed the door and backed down the hall to vomit on the kitchen lino. From the windowsill, next door’s cat glared down at her and walked away; no second breakfast from Orla this morning.

The pink envelope fluttered to the ground.

You can’t sit on the floor forever. The thought eventually impelled Orla up off the lino.

Orla looked around her. The world was lit differently. The mugs idling on the draining board, her ‘To Do’ list on the fridge, the chequered hillock of the tea towel discarded on the table, all dulled. It was as if some celestial being had flicked a switch and plunged Orla into a grey new reality.

She was at a complete loss. Sim. She said his name out loud, over and over, like an incantation. She picked up her phone to call him, then dashed it to the floor. She walked from room to room, rubbing one hand up and down the other arm as if seeking to erase herself altogether. Orla wheeled, changed direction, sat down, stood up. Her head shook with the effort of making it true. So, if I call him he won’t answer? If I fly to London right this second there’ll be no Sim there? He’s gone?

Her Sim couldn’t be gone. He just couldn’t be.

She wanted to tear off her clothes, gouge holes in her chest. Surely this was a dream.

With relief, Orla realised that the bed still needed to be made. The bathroom still needed to be put right. Orla dragged the duvet off the floor, fussed with it, neatened it. She wiped the tiles in the shower carefully, chasing every last smear clean away.

She thought about Sim with her entire body. Her mind couldn’t pin down any one thing long enough for it to qualify as a thought, but her body, or maybe her being, resonated with him. He was in the dust that floated in the streams of sunlight through the dormer window. He was the soft nubbly feel of the bath mat beneath her feet. He was colour, he was sound.

He could not be gone.

Orla made herself a cup of tea and heard the doorbell ring as if it were under water.

‘Howaya!’

Juno stepped over the threshold with the mandatory Dublin greeting and the droit de seigneur of an old friend.

‘I was on me way to the gym, lady of leisure that I am, and I saw your car in the drive. What’s up? Flu? Lovesickness?’ She executed a showy swoon, but straightened up as she took in Orla’s face. ‘Something is wrong.’

‘Tea?’ Orla passed her, went to the kitchen. She opened the fridge. The food in it was like the food in her childhood doll’s house, painted lumps. She couldn’t imagine tasting food again.

‘Is it this lurgy that’s going around?’ Juno dipped and weaved around the kitchen, trying to get a good look at Orla as she travelled from kettle to tap to cupboard.

‘I had Oreos, but they’ve all gone.’

It was better, this display of normality for Juno, than the ugly confusion of earlier, and Orla clung to it, fending off the moment when she’d have to say the words out loud.

‘I’m not hungry,’ said Juno, hoisting herself on to the work-top.

‘Your hair looks great,’ Orla said to her friend.

Hair. Imagine hair mattering. She caught a glimpse of them both in the chrome of the cooker hood. Juno’s hair was fiery ginger, her face bright. Orla’s own face was a parchment smudge under black hair. She raked her fingers through the tousles. It felt alien to her. Her eyes were still recognisably her own, though, blue … but dulled.

Juno was yabbering, chit-chatting, picking up the salt cellar and pouring some into the palm of her hand. She was so alive it hurt to look at her. Orla returned to her own reflection, a whey ghost haunting its kitchen. She wondered what Sim looked like now. Not his body, but his essence. Up to now he’d been his body, now he was … Orla had no idea how to finish the thought, and so she plunged back into precious conversational banality, extending it, wallowing in it.

‘Don’t spill salt, Ju, it’s bad luck.’ Her lips stuck to her teeth. She squeezed out a tea bag and carried it ceremoniously to the pedal bin. She trod on the pedal, the lid yawned open and the tea bag plunged past it, to the floor.

Orla dropped the spoon. A terrible noise emerged from deep within her, like an animal backing out of a tight space, like something afraid of being burned alive.

‘He can’t be.’ Juno said it over and over. ‘He just can’t.’

Juno and Sim had been wary of each other, each critical of the other, each resenting the other’s importance to Orla, their beloved piggy in the middle.

Orla envied Juno her reaction. It was linear. There were copious tears but Orla could sense an ending. At some point, Juno would dry her eyes, shake herself and attend to things, whereas Orla was a blob on the fabric of time: she had no journey ahead of her, just this sprawling now. She didn’t say any of this. It sounded melodramatic, and she knew that Juno relied on her for common sense.

‘His agent called me. It happened in …’ This part was hard to say. In a sea of drear, she hated this detail most of all. ‘In the street.’

‘But what is a pulmonary embolism?’ Juno’s fifth tissue gave up and she accepted the one Orla held out. Her nose – rather a long nose – was bright red. She was hunched in her tight black sports gear, like a spider. ‘He hadn’t been ill. Had he? Sim’s never ill.’

‘I don’t know what a pulmonary embolism is. Something to do with the lungs?’ It hardly mattered to her. It had killed him. It could have been a bullet or a stroke or a giant custard pie to the face: knowledge wouldn’t help here. Even if Orla were Ireland’s foremost authority on pulmonary embolisms, Sim would still be dead.

‘Have you spoken to your ma?’ There it was, that decisive sniff: Juno was rallying.

‘Not yet.’

‘I’ll call her for you.’ Juno stood up. ‘And the school.’ She was brisk again, if depleted. ‘You’ll get through this,’ she said, and it sounded like a threat. ‘You have me and you have your ma and your family and your pupils and everybody. We’ll get you through.’

How? was all Orla could think. Juno was well-meaning but how on earth was she supposed to ‘get through’ losing Sim without, well, Sim?

‘What’s this?’ Juno stooped to pick up a pink rectangle. ‘Oh, it’s …’ She bit her lip, looked apologetically at Orla.

‘I’d forgotten about that.’ Orla took the valentine and held it reverentially. ‘Aw,’ she said, a sweet sound, the first un-ugly noise she’d made since the call. ‘It’s from him.’

*

Housework was a relic of past times, something she used to do. The cottage slumbered beneath three days’ worth of dust as Miss Orla Havisham slumped swathed in a blanket, staring blankly at a television screen that yodelled unheard. She saw only Sim, as if her brain were a film projector loaded with old movies.

The troops had rallied. The school was ‘brilliant’, as Orla put it, offering her as much leave as she needed. The Cassidys pulled together and Orla received all the casseroles and sponge cakes and offers of help she could ever need. The food went in the bin, the offers were forgotten.

The pink envelope, still unopened, had replaced Orla’s Ryanair tickets centre stage on the mantelpiece. It was constantly on the move, tailing her from bedside to bathroom cabinet to kitchen shelf. It was a symbol, but of what Orla wasn’t sure. She panicked if it was out of sight, yet opening it was out of the question. She knew what she would read. And it would slay her.

If only, she thought, with the sort of histrionics she detested, if only something really could kill me.

Sim was good at writing cards. Not for him a hasty ‘Lots of love’, or hurried signature. All his written messages to Orla were careful compositions. She’d kept them all, and had only recently bought a flat-pack container in which to house them. Large, striped in turquoise and cream, it had the presence of an Edwardian hatbox and now sat lidless on the coffee table day and night.

Every so often, Orla dipped her hand inside, as if fishing for tiddlers. His first ‘I love you’ was there, inside a Hello Kitty card (he knew all her secret vices). That was hard to look at now, yet she read it umpteen times a day, along with the card with Al Pacino on the front that contained an impassioned plea for forgiveness after some argument she couldn’t remember, and his ode to the dark depths of her hair as it coiled about her naked freckled shoulders. He’d committed that one to a Snoopy card.

Somewhere in there was the card he’d sent her on his second day in London, a collage of red phone boxes, the London Eye, bearskin-wearing soldiers and a pigeon.

Why the pigeon? (He’d arrowed the bird.) The flat is AMAZING. You’d adore it. Yes, don’t frown, you bloody would. The area is very, very LONDON. Cosmopolitan, vibrant, full of life. Very Sim! And it could be very Orla if you weren’t such a stubborn old bat. Lucky that I find stubborn old bats v. v. sexy. X



This morning’s fishing expedition had hooked a glossy reproduction of an old photo of St Stephen’s Green, the famous patch of park bang in the centre of Dublin he’d sent her in 2010.

Live with me. Come on! Live with me and be my love. It’s cheaper, cosier, with much much more snuggling (you do know what I mean by snuggling, don’t you?) I can’t have you out of my sight for one minute longer than necessary. I’ll clear out a wardrobe and a drawer and an entire shelf in the bathroom. You can cook for me. The fun will never end!



This invitation Orla had declined with wide eyes. ‘Are you crazy or what? Me, live in your ma and da’s basement? Imagine what your mother would say. I don’t think so, Simeon Quinn.’ Sim had replied on a charity notelet, explaining that he couldn’t do without ‘the olds’ (as he called them) financial support, but come the big break, come fame and fortune, he and Orla would buy a big house, he’d pop the question, they’d waltz down the aisle, do the baby thing and generally be as happy as any two sane humans could.

The big break had come about – Orla’s doubts confounded, Sim’s confidence rewarded – and now here was the valentine throbbing with its unheard question. Every other missive from Sim had been torn open and devoured, but Orla debated with herself whether to read this one. The last one.

Mightn’t it soothe her? Wouldn’t it be marvellous to hear him again, if only in her head?

No, she’d countered, it feckin’ wouldn’t. Why put herself through such made-to-measure agony? Why hear a dead man ask to spend the rest of his life with her? Just one more day and we’d have been engaged. She shuddered, and made a firm decision never to read it, but to keep it within touching distance. If the house burst into flames it would be the first, only, possession she’d grab.

Wedding days held no appeal. White frocks, aiming her bouquet overarm at a smartly dressed mob – no. Orla was a romantic, not a show off. Like many women, she’d been planning her ‘big day’ since she could first draw a meringue dress with a crayon, but when she visualised it, it was the meaning and emotion she conjured up. Her wedding would be plain and simple – no theme, few bells and whistles. She had imagined herself and Sim in nice new clothes, kissing on the top of the hill beyond Tobercree, having just been blessed by the same Father Gerry who’d married her parents and baptised all five Cassidy kids. There’d be an outdoor lunch on trestle tables. If she could be arsed, she’d hang a few lanterns from the trees. Their friends would carry on drinking and eating pork pies until late. Martha Stewart might throw her hands up in horror but Orla and Sim would be man and wife, wife and man (Orla’s feminism could be pedantic). They would be married.

But of course, thanks to a pulmonary embolism, they wouldn’t.

Orla tucked the valentine behind the mirror frame as she pinned up her haystack of unwashed hair. She noticed a line under one of her greeny-blue eyes and, hairpins held between her teeth, leaned in to assess it. She peered closer. It had some friends, crowding at the corner of her eye.

Orla had a vivid premonition of her future face, worn and kind and telling its story. Sim, she thought, would never see her old lady face.


Chapter Two



Right from the start, Sim’s mother had deemed that Orla was not good enough for her son. Wealthy, connected: not even Ireland’s recession could dent the Quinns’ bulletproof status. Sim was destined to marry a society gal, someone with long tan legs and a trust fund. Their town house was their castle, and when Lucy Quinn had spotted Orla approaching she’d pulled up the drawbridge.

‘Let’s avoid the olds,’ Sim always said as they slipped down to his basement pad. An only child, he was the fulcrum of his parents’ complicated, sophisticated partnership, a marriage so different to the one that Orla had sprung from that it was hard to compare the two. Before her father died, Orla’s parents had bickered non-stop, finding loud, creative ways to abuse each other for leaving the dishcloth in the sink, or forgetting to tape Coronation Street or backing out of the drive ‘like a feckin’ head-the-ball’. All was forgotten as soon as it was said, grudges were never held, and dinner-time restored peace over the gammon before war flared again over the arctic roll.

Arguments in the Quinn home centred around ancient wounds, opaque resentments to do with money, other women and broken promises. The miasma in the high-ceilinged rooms made Orla grateful for her family’s ordinariness, for the da who taught history and ma who permed hair in the Tobercree salon.

Death creates strange alliances. For the first time in her life, Orla wanted to talk to Sim’s mother.

They’d left messages. The latest came while Orla lay in a bath, her fingertips wrinkling like walnuts. The sound of that patrician English accent, as redolent of privilege as an ermine stole, had made her sit up from beneath the diminishing foam.

‘Orla, it’s Lucy. You’re not there again. Where do you get to? There are arrangements you should know about. I need to tick you off my list. Call me when you have a moment.’

Moments, thought Orla, wrapping a towel around herself as she padded over to the phone, were all she had. Her future consisted of millions of moments, each a perfect bubble of longing and regret and a fury at fate. She dialled the number.

‘Lucy, hello. It’s Orla.’ It was necessary to introduce herself, she wasn’t in the habit of calling her almost-mother-in-law. ‘How are you?’ She was sick of the question herself, had come close to rage at Ma and Juno and everybody else who asked her, but really, how else could they put it?

‘I’m better than I was,’ said Lucy carefully. She always spoke carefully, as if picking glass out of her teeth, but today especially so. ‘And you? It’s a terrible shock.’

The unending understatement. ‘Yes. I can’t really believe it. I keep hoping there’s been a mistake.’

‘No mistake. I saw him.’

‘You—’ Breath fled Orla’s lungs.

‘I flew over immediately. I went to the hospital.’

‘I didn’t even—’ It hadn’t occurred to Orla to do any such thing. She had receded, wormlike; this Chanel-wearing, pearl-toting woman had ‘immediately’ jumped on a plane. Orla felt selfish, ashamed. ‘How did he look?’ she asked pathetically.

‘What a question!’ Lucy batted it away. ‘The funeral is Monday. Ten a.m. at St Mary’s Pro Cathedral. Afterwards at the Shelbourne. Do you wish to bring anybody?’

‘Ma. My mother, I mean. I know she wants to pay her respects.’

‘Oh.’ Lucy sighed, irritated. ‘Very well. I suppose we can make room.’

‘Ma was very fond of your son,’ said Orla. Her almost son-in-law. ‘In fact, she adored him.’

‘We all did,’ said Lucy crisply. ‘Any other hangers on?’

Orla swallowed that. Made allowances. Counted to ten. ‘My – our – friend Juno. She’s on the list, I suppose?’

‘Never heard of her. Send me her details. Anybody else?’

‘Have you invited Patrick? And Emily?’

‘Who are they?’

The friends he kept away from you in case you froze them out or embarrassed him with your pissed carry-on.

‘Friends. From drama school. They really should be there. Oh, and his tutor. And—’

‘It’s not a party!’ snapped Lucy. ‘It’s the funeral of a senator’s son. We can’t invite just anybody. There are security issues. Now, are you definitely coming?’

The brusque question deftly demoted her. Orla felt her head spin. ‘Of course I’m coming.’

‘Excellent.’

‘Lucy, listen … If you need somebody to talk to. Because we both lost him, didn’t we? I don’t mean I know how you feel but—’

‘True. You can’t know how it feels to lose one’s only child. So please, no platitudes. Now. I’m sorting out his things in the basement tonight. I’m turning it into a studio. You know how Simon adored my art.’

Nobody else called him Simon. Even Sim’s father had got with the programme and referred to him as Simeon. Only Lucy had refused. You were christened Simon, she’d told him. After my father. I don’t care if there’s already a Simon Quinn in Irish bloody Equity. To me, you’re Simon.

‘Oh God, his stuff.’ Orla pictured Sim’s flat, its exquisite cornicing and high spec finish quite overwhelmed by its tenant’s ability to generate clutter. She remembered Ma, back in 2001, dealing with Da’s side of the wardrobe, knee deep in sober suiting, sobbing her heart out over a cardigan. ‘I’ll help.’ Orla glanced down at her pyjamas, covered in islets of dripped tea. ‘What time?’

‘I don’t need any help.’ Lucy seemed surprised and, as was her habit, insulted. ‘The family can manage, thank you.’

‘Of course.’ Orla was both respectful of the woman’s grief and rather frightened of her. Lucy’s sharp tongue was legendary. ‘But, you know,’ she went on, with caution, keeping her voice warm, ‘I loved him too and I’d like to help.’ She glanced at the valentine.

‘If you’re worried I will mix his things up with your own, there’s no need. I’ve already whisked through and put your belongings in a bag. You can pick them up any time you want.’

There would be no companionship in bereavement.

‘I’m not worried about that at all, Lucy. I just want to do something to help. And honestly, it would help me to see Sim’s flat again.’

‘You’d only hold me up. It’s a busy time and everything, d’accord, is on my shoulders. I have to sort out the apartment in London, too. I’ll send the housekeeper over to do that, I think. Maria’s more than capable. I’ll see you at the funeral, Orla. I know Sim was fond of you, but please, respect the family’s privacy at this time.’

Fond? Orla remembered the rub of his skin against hers, the ferocious and tender feel of him inside her. There had been no privacy between her and Sim. Together they were family. If Sim had died just one day later, Lucy would be unable to talk to her like this.

‘His valentine arrived the day he died.’

This seemed to wrong-foot Lucy. ‘Did it?’

‘I haven’t read it. But I know what it says.’

‘All valentines say the same thing.’ Ice clinked in a glass.

‘It’s a proposal, Lucy. Sim and I were going to be married.’

Lucy’s snort tapered off. ‘Read it to me,’ she snapped.

‘I can’t. I can’t bear to open it. But we both knew that when he got his big break he’d—’

‘Orla,’ there was a discreet gulp and Orla pictured Lucy’s well-coiffed head thrown back as she downed her G and T, ‘I’m sure your valentine will say some very lovely things. My son was a sweetheart and you were a lucky girl, but as for your little … fantasy? Believe it if it helps but my advice to you is, burn the thing. For the good of your psychological health.’

‘It’s not a fantasy.’

‘Orla, I must go.’

The line went dead. No goodbye, no soft word of any kind.

Just one more day, one phone call, one word and she’d have been able to fight Sim’s corner and stop his funeral turning into a travesty. She’d have a role, a purpose.

Biting her lip helped keep the tears at bay. Orla was so sick of crying. She let her eyes rest on the portrait of her drawn by Year Two which Sim had framed and hung on her kitchen wall. They’ve caught your very special beauty, he’d lisped. Miss Cassidy had green hair, three eyes and a very, very, very long neck.

She sighed. It was time to get back to work. Year Two wouldn’t bother to psychoanalyse Lucy, they’d declare her an evil witch.

As a grown up, Orla felt obliged to be more generous.

She’d missed them, with their skinned knees and their super-tidy ponytails and their general air of wriggliness. Year Two had missed Orla too and let her know with hugs and bouncing and shouted questions about her absence.

‘On the carpet! On the carpet!’ After a week away, Orla was Miss Cassidy again, using her special teacher voice. ‘Now, please, ladies and gents!’

Thirty-one bottoms collapsed to the rug. Legs were crossed, a shushing finger applied to each pair of lips.

‘That’s better. I’ll answer your questions one at a time.’

Orla had wanted to be ‘Miss’ since for as long as she could remember, following in her father’s and grandfather’s footsteps, the third teacher in the family but, as Da had been proud to point out, the first female one. She shied away from the word ‘vocation’, as she shied from anything pompous or ponderous, but it came closest to describing the fervour she felt for her job, the deep nameless pleasure it gave her.

So her reluctance to leave the house this morning had puzzled her. Her dry mouth and fidgety unease had increased on the short drive over the stone bridge and down the main street. Now, standing in front of her class, Orla had to concentrate hard to keep frantic negative thoughts at bay.

‘Miss! Miss!’ The most zealous child in the class, the one who barged to the front in the milk queue and took the tortoise home at Easter and Christmas, waggled his hand.

‘Yes, Niall?’

‘Did your boyfriend really die, Miss?’

Gentle, funny Miss Cassidy, beloved by all the Year Twos that had passed through her classroom, Miss Cassidy who could answer questions about how babies are made with aplomb and was a practised peacemaker in plasticine disputes, was lost for words. Niall’s query had confirmed something Orla had suspected since the school bell had rung at nine that morning. It was too soon.

‘I’ll just be a moment,’ she said as she left the classroom. It was the first proper lie she’d ever told the children.




Sim’s journal

21 October 2011

Been here a week and feel like a native. All the things I love about this city would make O tut. (She’s big on tutting. It’s an Irish thing. Her Ma has awards for it.) I love London’s crowds, the buzz, its 24-hour, up-all-night energy. Its potential for adventure.

Rum to have Juno on my side for once. ‘Go with him, Orla! Wouldn’t have to ask me twice to run off to London,’ she said. That woman is ripe for an affair.

And here’s something I can only share with my journal. It’s kind of exciting to leave O behind. She’s so certain about stuff, about right and wrong. Without her I can let out my belt and burp.


Chapter Three



She addressed the valentine.

‘This one he sent from a shoot for a butter commercial.’ Orla held up a postcard of Ballymaloe. ‘He had to say, “It’s so golden the leprechauns want it back,” and run away from a computer animated goblin he couldn’t actually see. On the back he wrote, Did Laurence Olivier have to go through this? It’ll be worth it one day, won’t it, when we’re married and living in the Hollywood Hills? And he put too many kisses to count.’

The valentine didn’t respond.

‘Who are you talking to?’ Ma bustled in from the kitchen, yellow Marigolds flapping, apron corset-tight around her black chain store bought-for-the-funeral dress.

‘Nobody.’

‘Thanks be to God the funeral is behind us. They’re heartless, that bunch.’ Ma went to the mirror above the mantelpiece to check her iron-stiff curls, not from vanity but because she needed to look neat. ‘All the money in the world but not a shred of common decency. They didn’t introduce you to anybody and some foolish fecker from the senator’s office did the reading! Funerals are part of letting go. Of saying goodbye. They matter.’ Ma’s pointed nose, today’s careful powdering worn off with the effort of spring cleaning, shone with indignation. ‘A few sandwiches in the kitchen with his best mates would have been more appropriate. That boy had no airs and graces.’

Orla smiled at her mother’s loyalty, but airs and graces? Her ‘boy’ had had plenty. She recalled the critiques he’d habitually make of her mother’s hospitality as they drove away from her bungalow. (‘Findus Chicken Kiev? I mean, seriously?’). As soon as Sim had hit the ground on Saint Valentine’s Day his beatification had begun. As far as Ma was concerned, he was now and would forever remain, Saint Sim, Patron Saint of Brilliant Boyfriends. If Ma had been privy to the goings-on in her own spare room last New Year’s Eve she might have asked for the halo back.

‘That owld bag knows he meant to marry you.’ Like a boat loosed from its moorings Ma roamed the room, searching out mess. She rarely stayed still for long, a trait her daughter shared, when not KO’d by grief. ‘You should have had pride of place. You’re practically a widow!’

‘Ma.’

‘Sorry. I get meself worked up, I know. But all the same.’ Ma punched a cushion into submission.

Orla knew Lucy was hurting, she knew that people in pain don’t behave very well, and so she resisted Ma’s easy dislike. Orla wanted to believe in essential goodness. She needed kindness and small joys in order to plot a course away from her current state of mind. But most of all she needed Sim.

‘You finished with that mug?’ Ma held out her hand. She was on a mission to cleanse and scour and improve. Orla knew this to be a symptom of helplessness: Ma’s response to the Grim Reaper was to tidy around him. It was a brave retort, in its way, and it made Orla smile. ‘When are you back to school? Could you try again day after tomorrow maybe?’

‘Mr Monk is very understanding. He said there’s no hurry.’ Orla chickened out of sharing her plan.

‘A job is precious these days. More than ever. That’s all I’m saying.’

Fear fizzed through her mother’s veins and all her life Orla had fought to resist Ma’s pessimism. Jobs can be lost. Colds can be caught. Gloves can be left on buses. People can drop down dead just like that.

And planes can crash. Novenas were said throughout the long sleepless night before any of Ma’s brood boarded an aircraft. It hadn’t stopped Brendan backpacking or Caitlin moving to New York, but Sim had blamed it, in part, for Orla’s reluctance to join him in London.

Orla relived those conversations with scalding regret. ‘How can you possibly know you hate London when you’ve never been there?’ he’d asked, still grinning, still patient at midnight or later. ‘Maybe it isn’t dirty and unfriendly and dangerous and ugly.’

‘Do I have to visit Hell to prove it’s too hot?’

She was clinging to wisps. It disturbed her when a memory changed or went hazy, she was desperate to firm them up and render them as solid as the man she’d loved for three whole years. ‘Tell me, Ma, does it ever get better?’

Ma perched on the arm of the sofa, empty mug in one hand, smeared plate in the other. ‘It does, hen.’

‘Ma, I love you but you’re a terrible actress.’ Orla carefully replaced the cards, one of top of the other, in the box.

‘No, really. It does. Sure, just look at me.’

Orla looked at her. Ma had never regained the two stone she’d lost after her husband’s death. She’d given up dying her hair. She was, Orla knew, afraid of solitude and the thoughts it brought, so she filled her days and nights with her children and her grandchildren, often exclaiming how they reminded her of ‘my Christie’.

‘OK, Ma, I believe you.’

‘Trust me. There’s always light at the end of the tunnel.’ Ma stood up. ‘Although sometimes it’s a feckin’ express train.’ She nodded approvingly as Orla fitted the lid on the striped box. ‘About time you put the cards away, love. They upset you.’ She pointed at the cerise envelope. ‘You missed one.’

‘No, that’s one staying out.’

‘Tear it up, Orla.’ Ma had a superstitious dislike of the card. ‘It’ll only bring you unhappiness.’ She meant well, Ma Cassidy. She was an old hand at mothering. Orla was her fifth and last and still her baby girl, even at thirty-three years old.

‘Ma, you promised not to go on about it.’

‘Give.’ Ma held out her hand. ‘I’ll tear it up for you, like I used to with them owld chain letters when you were at school.’

‘It’s coming with me, Ma.’

Her mother sat back down again. ‘Where are you going?’

It had been a po-faced affair, more like a send-off for a statesman than an actor’s funeral. Nowhere under the cathedral’s soaring dome, in the Latin hymns and the scripture readings, had Orla found a trace of her irresponsible, party-going, people-magnet lover.

He’d once said – leaning back, Guinness in hand, legs apart, back when death had seemed a distant thing – that, ‘When I die I don’t want you wearing black. Wear your funkiest clothes!’

In her scarlet coat, Orla had been glad of the buffers either side of her, Juno on her right in chic black leather, Ma on the left, frumpily formal. She’d had a whisky beforehand, at Ma’s urging, and it had made her giddy and a little sick.

Sitting on the far side of Juno, Jack had squirmed and fidgeted against the pew. Young children at funerals aren’t unusual in Ireland, where the old guard respect the rituals of death. Juno, however, was vehemently new guard, free of the heavy hand of Irish Catholicism, and Orla knew she’d only brought him for her benefit. Orla had held her arms open.

‘Give him to me.’ Orla had taken Jack onto her lap for the rest of the service. He had turned out to be the best buffer of all.

Gravely looking about him, a miniature man in a miniature suit, he’d whispered to Orla, ‘You’re not really my aunt.’

‘No. But I’m as good as.’ Orla normally folded Jack up in her arms, blew raspberries on him, but sitting in that church she’d wondered how she ever found the energy.

‘Mammy says you’re eating your heart out.’ Jack sounded fascinated by such an activity. ‘Is it all gone yet?’

‘Almost,’ whispered Orla, peering down at her chest. ‘Still enough left to get by, though.’

‘I ate a bogey I found once.’

‘Jack!’ Juno had hissed, eyes flickering around the congregation. ‘You never did.’ She’d whispered to Orla. ‘He makes this stuff up.’

I did, mouthed Jack.

Orla had kept her eyes devoutly on his thumbprint of a face, rather than the wooden oblong in the aisle draped in the Irish Tricolour. The coffin was bulky proof that Sim’s life was over.

Orla’s breakfast had risen in her throat at the thought of him inside that box. Passing the coffin before Mass began, she’d placed a hand on the wood and left it there, unable to move. Juno’s compassionate, ‘Come away,’ only made her burst into tears.

The first time Sim’s ever been mute at a get together. Orla had comforted herself with the absurd. At her feet, in her ‘best’ bag – a birthday gift from him – lay the valentine.

The service inched on, prayers and responses flying up into the thick air like dry leaves. Orla had recognised nobody, knew none of the hymns. The Mass was an endurance test and she’d found no solace in it. Rather, she’d felt even more keenly her impotence against an indifferent force that could snuff out a person at random, caring little if that person took the hopes and dreams – the very future – of another with him.

The disquiet on Jack’s perfect little face as he took in her raw eyes and grimly clamped mouth had been perhaps the worst part of the day.

He’d never seen grief before.

‘Let’s not go to the reception.’ Juno had said this casually as they filed out of the cemetery, Ma taking up the refrain with equally strained breeziness. They’d held Orla up, one either side, as ropes lowered all that was left of Sim down into the ground.

‘I have to go.’

They’d gone along with her decision believing that she was doing it for Sim, and they were half right. But only half. Orla was on a mission.

In the exquisite hotel function room, Orla had moved among the guests in search of her prey, her coat bright amid the black. Nobody here would miss Sim. Their expressions were masks. Nobody here had ever really known him.

On one side of the room, moving among the guests with his customary finesse, Senator Quinn looked tired. On the opposite side entirely his wife’s careful make-up couldn’t rewind the decade she’d aged in the last twelve days. Orla noticed they never came together.

‘Orla.’ Lucy had tilted her chignon benignly. ‘You’re wearing red? How individual.’

‘Sim’s orders. Lucy, I’ve been thinking. I want to help.’

‘That’s kind, but everything’s under control.’ Lucy had smiled at somebody over Orla’s head: she was a tall woman, and always wore heels.

‘I recognise that smile. I use it too, since … since Sim died.’

Lucy had looked puzzled.

‘This one.’ Orla had mimicked Lucy’s expression. ‘Nostalgic. Sentimental. Rueful but brave. For a smile, it’s horribly sad.’

Lucy took a sip of her champagne. She hadn’t demurred.

Orla pressed on, excited that she might be reaching Lucy woman to woman. ‘Do you walk into a room, forget why you’re there and just say to yourself, Oh Sim …?’

‘All the time.’

‘The dot-dot-dots never lead anywhere,’ said Orla, quietly.

‘I have to greet the Minister for Education, Orla. Excuse me.’

‘Hold on, Lucy. I won’t keep you long. Like I said, I want to help. I’ll go to London for you, clear out his apartment there.’

‘Maria is—’

‘This feels right. Remember Sim wanted me to go with him, live with him there.’

‘And you refused.’

‘Yes, and I regret it now.’ Orla had hesitated, scared she would expose herself too much. ‘This is my way of making amends.’

‘Orla, I really must see to my guests. I’m having trouble getting hold of a key for the London property but as soon as I do, Maria will go.’

Orla held up a bronze door key. ‘Sim sent me this.’ She flourished her ticket. ‘And this. My flight leaves at 6.10 a.m. on the twenty-fourth. I am doing this, Lucy,’ Orla had held Lucy’s gaze, ‘but I’d prefer to do it with your blessing.’

There was a long pause.

‘It shouldn’t take longer than an afternoon,’ said Lucy. ‘He took very little. If you find his grandfather’s watch, it’s a Longines, inscribed.’

‘I know it well. I’ll bring it home safely to you. If I find his journal, may I keep that?’

For a moment it had seemed as if Lucy might say no. Orla held her breath. So far Lucy had done everything in her power to deny Orla even the smallest keepsake. The journal had taken on a new significance. Yes she had teased him for his diligence about keeping a diary (a diligence notably absent from any other area of his life), but now it represented a conversation of sorts. The only conversation left to an almost-widow.

‘Yes, all right.’ Lucy had turned to wave at a new arrival. ‘You may.’




Sim’s journal

14 October 2011

Ryanair Flight FR112

Mid-air

Watching her grow smaller and smaller as I walked through the departure gate brought on a wintry sadness like when the olds used to dump me back at school for the autumn term.

How can such a soft woman be so HARD? She should be beside me. She could get time off work if she wanted. Like I said to her she’s just a primary school teacher. Even I could do that!

Focus, Simon. Simeon. I need to focus but nobody touches me like O. I already miss her take on everything. And I’m only on the bloody plane!


Chapter Four



Movement helped. Packing a suitcase, running for her flight, watching the clouds from the window of the plane, all helped with the weight in Orla’s chest. The valentine was carefully tucked between the covers of a W. B. Yeats anthology Sim had given her their first Christmas together. The card was retracing its sender’s last journey. Knowing this was an odd comfort; Orla was beginning to appreciate odd comforts.

Stepping out of the taxi, Orla double-checked the address.

‘Jaysus,’ she breathed to herself. ‘Really, Sim?’

I love this place! he’d enthused, in email and on the phone. It’s so me!

In that case, the London Sim was a very different creature. Orla had expected something chic, something louche, not three storeys of sooty brick, sandwiched between a railway bridge and a 24-hour mini-mart. Dublin Sim would have taken one look and bolted to the nearest five star hotel; this crossing of wires made a stranger of him, here where she’d come hoping to commune with him for the final time.

A tube train charged across the bridge, rattling the sign for MAUDE’S BOOKS that swung above the shop on the ground floor. A figure waved frantically through the shop window, as if drowning.

Wheeled suitcase trailing her like an awkward pet, Orla passed a man in a hard hat breaking the paving stones with a pneumatic drill, and negotiated the crawling traffic. She passed the mini-mart with a wince for the death rattle cough of the homeless man downing a can of lager in its doorway. Ladbroke Grove is the real London, very cosmopolitan; Sim had conjured up an art deco cocktail bar, not a fluorescent hovel where you could buy Pringles at 3 a.m.

The bell above the door of Maude’s jangled and delivered Orla into a place where books ruled. They tottered in piles in the window, stood to attention along white shelves on the bare brick walls, lay brazenly open on the tatty sofa. Hard backs, paperbacks, cloth covers, massive art tomes, flimsy children’s wipe clean stories, new books, old books, raggedy, over-loved books, they almost obliterated the whitewashed floorboards.

The shop was peaceful despite its location on a busy stretch of high road. In the midst of all these stories was a pepperpot of a woman with a bushy white bun of hair and a smile that squashed her eyes into vivid half-moons.

‘Maude?’ asked Orla.

‘And you’re Sim’s Orla! Every inch the colleen, just as he promised.’

Every elderly lady of Orla’s acquaintance crossed themselves and murmured ‘Lord have mercy on his soul’ at the mention of Sim’s name. It was both scandalous and a relief that Maude rattled on at full pelt without paying her respects.

‘Look at you with your black hair and your green eyes. You’ve walked out of a fairy tale! Oh, freckles too, we must count them one evening when we’ve nothing better to do.’ Maude’s face beneath her Belle Époque puff of hair was lean and brown and handsome with clever eyes the colour of damp hyacinths. The woman’s weathered beauty made Orla shy as she took in Maude’s linen dress and rakish velvet scarf. Some how Maude had grown older without losing any of her juice.

‘Thanks for letting me stay,’ said Orla.

‘But darling the telly people have paid the rent until the end of April.’ Maude took an arm; it was as if a bird landed on Orla’s sleeve.

‘I’ll just sort out Sim’s stuff and then get home. One night should do it. Then I’ll be out of your way.’

‘No, no, no.’ Stern, Maude was still playful. ‘Tonight we talk. All night. With a bottle of wine on the table. And we cry a bit. Probably. You can’t make a start on the poor sod’s stuff until tomorrow at the earliest. So. At least two nights, yes? Agreed?’ Maude stopped suddenly and picked up a book. ‘Do you like W. B. Yeats?’

‘Yes.’ Orla could have sworn the valentine bristled in its bookish nest deep in her luggage.

‘Have this.’ Maude pressed the small, linen covered book into Orla’s hand. ‘Yeats could be a terrible old fraud at times, but his poems about the agonies of love are right on the button. This way!’

Maude was away through an arch, one foot on the stairs, shouting over her shoulder, before Orla gathered her wits to follow. ‘Dare say you need the loo. A nice little wee always sets me up when I arrive somewhere new.’

After the prescribed nice little wee, Orla joined Maude in a pale modern box of an attic, furnished with angular teak and floored in limestone. It was tranquil and impressive and Sim’s enthusiasm for his home-from-home began to make sense.

‘What a beautiful space.’ It looked like the pages Orla tore from interiors magazines.

‘It was remodelled a year ago when I had the bright idea to take in lodgers. I wanted arty-farty types, you know, so I thought I should tempt them in with clean modern lines. Here, drink that. Never met a Celt who didn’t take their tea strong and often.’

Orla accepted the proffered mug with the first genuine smile of her trip. ‘Thank you.’ Small kindnesses reared up at her these days, magnified and meaningful. ‘Just what I wanted.’

‘Sit. Sit. Sit.’ Maude flapped her arms. The scent of patchouli flooded the room.

‘Gosh. White sofas.’

‘Highly impractical but very beautiful. And I might die tomorrow so I insist on beauty.’

Die glittered between them like barbed wire.

‘Thanks for the wreath, by the way. It was glorious.’

‘I’ve given up funerals. I thought about him on the day instead. And those anthuriums and heliconia were not a wreath.’ Maude held up a bony forefinger and shuddered. ‘Such a godawful word. Sim wasn’t a wreath kind of boy. It was an arrangement. Ah, you’re smiling, dear, why?’

‘Hearing you call him a boy. He was thirty-five, after all.’

‘Trust me, that chap was destined to be a boy if he lived to, well, my age.’

‘True.’ Orla recalled her boyfriend’s bounce. His hair had been gold and his eyes had been tawny and, yes, he had been a beautiful boy. Her beautiful boy.

‘Anyway.’ Orla slapped her lap. ‘So.’

These days she could tolerate other people for a short while before craving solitude. And then hard on the heels of the need for solitude came the renewed craving for company. It was tricky, this grieving business.

Maude took the hint. ‘Ah. You want to be alone, dear. Well, alone with Sim’s things.’ She stood up, crossed to the door, cocked her head when Orla didn’t follow. ‘Come on then! I’ll take you down to his flat.’

‘But … oh.’

‘I loved the new top floor so much I kept it.’ Maude pushed at the door of the flat on the middle landing, sandwiched between the shop and the minimalist garret. ‘I feel so Scandinavian up there, wafting through white rooms free of clutter. Whereas this flat …’ She stood back to let Orla in.

The door opened directly onto the sitting room, which stretched across the front of the house. Trinkets. Gewgaws. Thingummybobs. Shelves of books, tables bearing lamps and glass ornaments and snuffboxes, paintings of doe-eyed ladies and dashing gentlemen. It was hard to imagine Sim in this corner of old lady-ville.
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