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Who you meet can change your life for ever...


A young PR girl has the night of her life at a glitzy work event and finds more than just her face splashed across the newspapers the next day.


Two women listen in on each other’s phone calls and learn more about themselves than they ever expected.


And a wife faces up to the truth that her husband isn’t a man she feels safe with.


Everyone aboard this train is on a journey - and they all have a story to tell...
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Author’s Note


From the moment the Dart commuter rail system became a part of the Dublin landscape I dreamed about writing a collection of short stories centered around it. Many of these stories were written over fifteen years ago when I was a regular commuter myself (Killester to Pearse) so I’ve updated them a little for this edition. But they are still as I originally conceived them, the hidden lives of the commuters who use the service every day, and those of the people who live near the railway lines whose days are punctuated by the sounds of the trains going past.
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He sold the car because it was an unnecessary expense. He’d thought about getting rid of it before but knew it wouldn’t look good. People in his position always had cars no matter how ridiculous the traffic was or how much longer it took them to get to work. But getting to work wasn’t a problem now that he was living in a basement flat which was only a ten-minute walk away. There was, he thought, a lot to be said for the concept of living within walking distance of the office instead of having to endure the early-morning commute through south Dublin traffic, guiltily listening to 98FM when he felt he should really be listening to the business news on Radio 4.


The only difficulty in being without the car was days like today. He was hoping that there wouldn’t be too many days like today, that things could get sorted out and that eventually everything would be back to normal, but right now it was all a bit of a strain. He walked along the carriage to the doors so that he would be ready to get off the Dart as soon as it pulled into Killiney station. Until a few months ago he’d only known that the station existed; he’d never even dreamed of getting the Dart anywhere. Now he was getting used to it although the variety of people who got on it never ceased to amaze him. Previously he would have considered them losers. He’d have thought of them as people lower down the pecking order than him: office dogsbodies, temps, PAs, people who had to get the train because they didn’t have decent cars. He hadn’t realised that Dublin had changed so that more and more men like himself – men dressed in tailored suits, wearing shirts with cufflinks and carrying briefcases – actually used the train. Maybe they were more like him than he thought. He smiled wryly at the idea. They weren’t on the train today, of course, since it was Saturday. Presumably they were at home in their five-bedroomed houses with family rooms, big kitchens and conservatories. Five-bedroomed houses like his.


The house was exactly a mile away from the station. He didn’t mind the walk, not on a day like today, with the sun shining from a clear blue sky and the gentle southwesterly breeze that rustled through the trees and sent the occasional early-autumn leaves skidding along the pavement.


They’d chosen their home with care. It was a modern house in a prosperous suburb; a small development off the main road so that it was safe for children. Located close to the school and not too far from a small row of shops – although, as he often said to Helena afterwards, what difference did being near the local shops make when she bought everything in an incredibly expensive Friday afternoon foray into the supermarket? Handy for essentials, she’d replied. Milk or the papers or anything like that. But as far as he knew she never went to the local shops, instead she drove to Dún Laoghaire or Blackrock and loaded up her 4×4 with enough groceries to keep them going for months. She did this every week. On the same trip she usually got her hair done – sometimes just washed and blow-dried, other days trimmed and, once a month, highlighted, refreshing the golden glints that softened her natural fairness and added life to her shoulder-length locks.


He was always turned on after her visits to the hairdresser. He didn’t know why. There were lots of other things about her that turned him on – her lithe figure which she kept in shape by a rigorous diet and three-times-a-week visits to the gym; her pouting lips which always made him want to kiss them; her habit of rubbing the base of her throat when she was worried – whenever she did this he would put his arms around her and rub her throat himself, his fingers then sliding very gently downwards to the swell of her breasts.


Even thinking about it turned him on. He stopped thinking about it and crossed the road.


The maroon and silver 4×4 was parked in the neatly cobbled driveway. The midday sun reflected brightly off its freshly polished surface. She always kept it looking as though she’d just driven it from the showrooms. She was unlike many women, he realised, in not turning the interior of her vehicle into an extension of the house, filled with toys and tissues and discarded sweet wrappings. As far as Helena was concerned, the car was for getting around in. Not for bringing everything with them.


He rang the doorbell, heard the chime echo through the house and the sound of Helena’s high heels tapping on the solid oak floor, which they’d had put down when they moved in.


She opened the door. ‘You’re early.’


‘Nice to see you too,’ he said. ‘I’m five minutes early.’


‘She’s out the back.’


Helena’s eyes were flint grey. There was no warmth in them, there hadn’t been any warmth in them for the past four months. It bugged the hell out of him. She’d had a right to be angry but she didn’t have any right to keep on being angry, to keep on punishing him for something that had been nothing more than a mistake. Everyone made mistakes. He was sure she’d made her fair share of them, except, of course, nobody knew about them. She kept hers quiet. It had been different with him.


‘Daddy!’ A small blonde whirlwind burst into the room and dived into his arms. He picked up the little girl and held her close to him, taking in her powdery scent, the freshness of her newly washed hair, the plumpness of her skin.


‘How’s my favourite girl?’ he asked.


‘Starving,’ she told him seriously. ‘Mum wouldn’t allow me to have anything to eat. She said you were taking me to lunch.’


‘I guess she was right,’ he told her.


‘There’s a new burger place opened at the top of the main road,’ Helena told him. ‘I booked it for you because it’s crazy on Saturdays. They have colouring sheets for the kids and that sort of thing. She’s been begging me to go again since I took her there last month. I thought it would be convenient for you.’


He clenched his teeth and then smiled at her. ‘Thank you.’


‘Get your coat, Dana,’ she told the little girl.


‘I don’t need a coat.’


‘You do,’ said Helena. ‘It’s cold outside. Tell her, Greg.’


He looked at both of them. ‘It’s cold,’ he said.


‘Oh, OK.’ Dana clambered down from his arms and went to get her coat.


His eyes flickered around the kitchen. ‘New TV?’


‘The other one blew up.’


Helena began to fold clothes from the big laundry basket in the corner of the room.


‘It was a mistake,’ he said into her silence. ‘I told you it was a mistake.’


She continued to fold the clothes.


‘For God’s sake, Helena, can’t you just accept that? For the sake of Dana?’


She turned to look at him, a bright pink T-shirt in her hands. ‘Don’t ever say that again,’ she hissed. ‘Don’t try and make me feel bad about you because of our daughter. Just don’t.’


‘But—’


‘We’ve been through it all, Greg. I don’t want to go through it all again. And if you continue to harass me every time you call by then I’m going to ask them to stop you coming at all.’


‘You are such a bitch.’ His voice was low.


‘I’m not,’ she told him. ‘I wasn’t the one to fuck up our marriage.’


‘It doesn’t have to be like this,’ he said. ‘We can make it right again.’


‘I never made it wrong,’ she said fiercely. ‘So it’s got nothing to do with me.’


‘I miss you,’ he said. ‘I really do.’


‘I don’t care,’ said Helena.


Dana rushed back into the kitchen, the buttons on her coat done up the wrong way. Helena leaned down and re-buttoned it for her, then ruffled her hair and told her to be good.


‘What’s the place called?’ asked Greg.


‘Heavenly Hams.’ Helena shrugged. ‘Sounds awful, I know. But she’ll love it.’


He walked hand-in-hand with his daughter who kept up a flow of chatter about the things that she’d done during the week: the friends that she’d made, the friends that weren’t friends any more, the unfairness of her teacher for giving them ten new spellings to learn over the weekend. Hard spellings, Dana told him. Big words.


‘What words?’ he asked, and his heart contracted as she wrinkled up her nose in an exact replica of Helena when she was concentrating.


‘Bump,’ she told him. ‘Frost. Head. Pant. Kitten. Sniff. Wizard.’


‘Do you want to do them for me?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘I don’t know them all yet. Except Wizard.’


He frowned. ‘Isn’t that a hard one?’


She grinned. ‘I know it from Harry Potter, Daddy.’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Good old Harry Potter.’


He remembered reading it to her, a chapter every night before bedtime. He’d thought it would frighten her and sometimes she pulled the sheet up over her nose as she squirmed uneasily beneath the covers, but she always made him go on and she never minded going to sleep afterwards.


‘Bad magic can’t happen here,’ she told him confidently. ‘It’s only in other places.’


They reached the restaurant – it was already crowded with children and tense-looking parents, a babel of noise and music and activity. He could feel a headache begin to take hold.


A waitress, dressed in bright-red shorts and a yellow T-shirt and wearing roller skates, led them to their table. She gave Dana a sheet of colouring paper and a bowl full of crayons.


‘What would you like to drink?’ she asked.


‘Do you serve beer?’ asked Greg.


The waitress nodded.


‘Beer for me,’ he told her. ‘What about you, Dana?’


‘Coke,’ said his daughter absently as she selected a blue crayon and began colouring.


‘I’ll be back for your food order.’ The waitress skated in the direction of the kitchen.


‘What do you want to eat?’ he asked.


‘I want the burger with the cheesy sauce and the spicy chips,’ said Dana. ‘I don’t want any onion because I don’t like it. And I want the burger well done.’


He was glad that she knew what she wanted, astonished at her confidence. He was sure that as a child brought into any restaurant he would have been in agonies of indecision, wondering whether he was allowed to have what he really wanted, concerned that perhaps he was asking for the wrong thing.


He gave the order to the permanently smiling waitress, choosing a plain burger for himself. He looked around him again. Mostly families. Trying to keep their kids under some control but with varying degrees of success. Some mothers on their own dealing with small armies of children. He saw two other lone fathers. Their children were sitting at the table, like Dana, colouring furiously.


This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. This wasn’t how things were meant to turn out. She blamed him for it all and he supposed that he had to take it but it wasn’t fair. It really wasn’t. Surely there was room for forgiveness somewhere? He watched the other father talk to his son and wondered if it was the same with him. If he’d had to leave the family home too? If he was spending most of his money on damn solicitors, knowing that he was still going to end up the wrong side of it? He wondered had the other father been as stupid as him. He wanted to ask but he knew that he wouldn’t.


Their food arrived and Dana ate her way through the burger and chips. She was a slow, deliberate eater. He’d finished his long before her but even though her chips were now cold she continued to eat them, dipping each one into the bright-red tomato sauce before popping it into her mouth.


A few months ago he would have been on the golf course every Saturday. That was how he spent his Saturday mornings before the split. Himself, Jim Pallister, Noel O’Gorman and Mick Hogan had been an established fourball, teeing off at eight-thirty, getting back to the clubhouse in time for a steak sandwich and the start of the football. He’d get home mid-afternoon and beg Dana not to jump on him, that he was tired, and Helena would lift the little girl off his shoulders where she’d wrapped herself and tell her that Daddy would play with her later.


He was the one who’d fucked it all up. Helena was right about that. Only he hadn’t meant to. It wasn’t as though he’d intended to do what he’d done. It had been a mistake. He told her over and over again how sorry he was.


It was at the office Christmas party, of course. There was a free bar and everyone taking full advantage of it. In-house catering, good food, though more people were interested in the drink. He’d drunk far too much himself. He always did at the office Christmas parties. It was how he’d met Helena in the first place.


But at this party, eight years after he’d kissed Helena in the lift on the way to the ground floor, it was Kimberley he met. Kimberley from Accounts, twenty-two years old, raven-haired, blue-eyed – the hottest property in the company. He’d been flattered that she’d danced with him to the totally terrible playlist of DJ Ricky Rollinson (also from Accounts and usually known as Richard). He’d been stunned when she was the one to kiss him, a promising, probing kiss that had fired through him, making him pull her towards him, his hands sliding down her back. And she’d giggled then and said ‘not here’ and the next thing he knew they were in his office and he was having sex with her even though he’d never looked at another woman (well, looked, but that was all) since he’d married Helena.


It had been fast and frantic and absolutely fantastic.


Afterwards he’d felt guilty and he’d worried that Kimberley might have thought there was more to it, that he cared about her. And then he panicked a little bit because he wondered what would happen if she got pregnant.


He needn’t have worried about any of those things. Kimberley wasn’t interested in him and Kimberley couldn’t be pregnant. What he should have worried about he hadn’t known about – Liam O’Reilly and his mobile phone. Greg and Kimberley had been putting on a show for half the office because they hadn’t realised that the blinds on one of the glass walls had been open. Liam had spotted that and had taken their photo.


It wasn’t the most compromising photo Liam could have taken. But it was bad enough. Liam had shared it with a few of the blokes in the office, who hadn’t wasted any time letting Greg know. The lads had had a good giggle and, after a few weeks, Greg had pushed it to the back of his mind, hoping that it was yesterday’s joke.


Only someone (he didn’t know who and not knowing was killing him) forwarded it to Helena. Who, understandably, had gone ballistic. Who hadn’t accepted his ‘I was drunk and it didn’t mean anything’ excuse. Who didn’t want to believe him when he told her that it would never happen again. Who didn’t understand that just because he’d had sex with a girl from the office at the Christmas party, it didn’t mean that his marriage wasn’t the most important thing in the world to him. Helena had told him to leave, he’d refused, there’d been under-their-breath screaming matches held when Dana was in bed asleep in which Helena had called him a traitorous, unfaithful bastard and where he’d pleaded with her to realise that the Kimberley thing was meaningless, nothing, and that she had, in fact, left the company a few weeks earlier.


Helena ranted that he didn’t understand, that he couldn’t go around having casual sex with women and expect her to put up with it. And he’d tried to explain that it was a one-off and that it had happened because of circumstances and it would never ever happen again.


She’d asked whether or not those circumstances could happen again – whether or not he could get drunk at a party and if so whether or not he’d regard any woman as fair game – and he’d begged her to believe that he wouldn’t. And then she’d said that she didn’t trust him any more and she wanted him to leave.


He’d left, eventually, because he couldn’t take it any more. Next thing he knew there were maintenance orders being slapped on him and vicious letters from her solicitor. He couldn’t quite believe the fact that she wasn’t going to forgive him, that she wanted to set out a schedule for him to visit Dana, and that suddenly he was a stranger in his own home. He was the one paying the mortgage, he was the one providing for them, but he was the one living in the basement flat ten minutes away from the office and he was the one without the car because he needed the money for his own legal expenses.


Everyone was on Helena’s side. He was the bastard. He’d made the fatal mistake.


‘I want to go now, Daddy.’ Dana’s words brought him out of his troubled thoughts.


‘Sure.’ He paid the bill and they left the restaurant, her hand tucked into his again.


‘Mum says you’re not coming home,’ Dana told him as they walked down the road again.


‘It’s difficult,’ he said.


‘I said I wanted you to come home.’


‘I’d like to be there,’ said Greg. ‘But I can’t at the moment.’


‘I don’t like it that you’re not.’


He wanted to cry when she said that. Helena didn’t know how bad he felt. She was wallowing in her self-righteous indignation and her own hurt and he knew she’d a right to feel like that but, goddamn it, he was sorry, wasn’t he? He knew it had been wrong. If he could change things he would. He hadn’t wanted it to turn out like this.


Back at the house, Dana wrapped her arms around him and asked him not to go. He looked over her head at Helena’s expressionless face.


‘For her sake?’ he mouthed. ‘I love you.’


‘Daddy’s got to go now,’ said Helena shortly as she prised Dana’s fingers loose. ‘He’ll be back soon.’


‘I want him to stay,’ she wailed.


‘Another time,’ said Greg.


Helena shook her head.


‘Can’t you just ...’ he looked at her pleadingly as Dana ran upstairs.


‘I know it’s different for men,’ said Helena. ‘I know you don’t think that it was such an awful thing. But to me it was. And I can’t live with you any more.’


‘But you can take my money,’ he said harshly. ‘You can stay in this house and you can have all the things that I work for.’


‘You should’ve thought of that before you shagged the bitch,’ hissed Helena.


‘I love you,’ he said. ‘I always have and I always will.’


‘But I don’t love you,’ said Helena simply. ‘Not any more.’


He walked back to the Dart station and waited on the platform. The breeze was stronger now, skimming papers along the tracks. This wasn’t how it should turn out, he thought despairingly as he watched the train approach.


This wasn’t the life he thought he was going to lead. But somehow it had all gone wrong and now he was getting the train again, going home to somewhere that would never be home and leaving the things he cared about behind. Until next Saturday. At twelve.
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I’m not a fashion victim. I’m not even a fashion bystander. I can’t tell my Dolce & Gabbana from my Prada or my Ralph Lauren from my Donna Karan. I don’t know what their little designer signature touches are because I buy most of my clothes from high-street stores and once they look good I’m happy. I do have a vague notion of Versace, mind you, because of Liz Hurley and the safety pin dress. I remember seeing the pictures splashed all over the newspapers and I looked at Charlie and asked her what on earth all the fuss was about, the bloody dress was awful.


‘It’s a fashion statement,’ said Charlie, who knows as much about fashion statements as Liz. She’s been making them herself ever since the day she hitched her St Gabriel’s navy-blue skirt up high on her waist and showed more thigh than the nuns ever intended them to show. Unlike me, Charlie knows her labels. She knows her make-up. She’s good at that kind of thing.


I’ve known her ever since we met in our first year at St Gabriel’s and, despite a lot of things, we hit it off. Don’t panic. This is not a story about a gorgeous-looking girl who hangs around with an ugly girl and tries to rob her kind, caring boyfriend. Unfortunately, I don’t have a kind, caring boyfriend. But even if I had, Charlie wouldn’t try to rob him. She is, and always will be, gorgeous. She’s tall and slender and she has a certain style about her which I’ll never have. But she’s never tried to rob any of my boyfriends. Anyway, I’m not ugly! I’m OK, nothing spectacular – although when I’m bothered to slap on the foundation I can look quite good. But most of the time I don’t worry about make-up, I’m just not into all that sort of stuff.


The reason Charlie and I have been friends for so long is that we both share similar tastes – books, music and creating things. With Charlie, naturally, it’s clothes. With me it’s ad campaigns. I regret to say that I work in that whole advertising, media, PR world. Everyone thinks it’s nothing but parties and drinks and glamorous nights out and, of course, it can be. But I try not to bother because, in truth, I hate that part of it. I like coming up with the ideas and the slogans and I like making the pitch. But I don’t like the palaver that goes on afterwards where everyone pops bottles of champagne and congratulates themselves on another breakthrough ad for cornflakes. I prefer nights in with a glass of wine and a book because – well, meeting people is so damn difficult, isn’t it? And I meet them when they’re at their worst – usually having had a few drinks, always trying to impress and cracking very unfunny jokes. And that’s just the women. I’ve never, ever met an interesting guy at one of these parties. Not the sort of guy I’d want to go out with at any rate.


Charlie has lots of boyfriends because she can’t help but attract men and sometimes we double date, which is a bit of a laugh. But she hasn’t found anyone serious yet and she’s not rushing. The drawback to working in fashion, of course, is that she meets lots and lots of absolutely wonderful men, all of whom are gay. I thought it was a cliché to think that gay men populated the fashion world, but – at least in Charlie’s world – it’s not.


So neither of us really have the opportunities that you’d expect to meet men, which means that both of us spend more time in the house that we share than two single girls aged twenty-eight should.


And just in case you think you’ve got to grips with us, this is not a story about two lesbian girls denying their sexuality. We’re not lesbians. Charlie has been called by her abbreviated name ever since she was a child and I don’t know why they christened her Charlotte at all. So it’s not some girl-wanting-to-be-a-man thing with her. And my name’s Kirsty which, as far as I know, doesn’t have any lesbian connotations and, if it has, they’ve passed me by.


No, this story is about the night I had to go to a glamorous and glitzy PR event and didn’t have a thing to wear.


Mostly I manage to avoid the PR events and, because everyone else loves them (or pretends to, we’re talking about the whole marketing thing after all) it doesn’t usually matter that I don’t show up. But I was warned to come to this because it was for one of our biggest clients and the whole firm was going to the latest must-be-seen-in restaurant for drinks and dinner.


I stood in front of my wardrobe and looked at the meagre selection of clothes dangling limply from the hangers and wondered why it was that everything I possessed was either cream or sludge green, or blue jeans. I had plenty of clothes for a night in the pub, but not for must-be-seen-in restaurants where what you wear is much more important than what you eat.


‘What’s the occasion?’ Charlie asked as she lay sprawled across my bed.


‘PR dinner for a new watch promotion,’ I said gloomily.


‘What about your cream knit?’ she suggested. ‘That’s nice and safe.’


‘This.’ I held the dress out to her. I’d worn it the last time I’d been dragged out to dinner. It still had a splash of tomato sauce on the front.


‘Oh, Kirsty, you’re such a slob,’ wailed Charlie. ‘How could you just shove that back in your wardrobe like that.’


‘Sorry,’ I said.


‘Do you have to get dressed up?’ she asked.


‘Des told me that he’d fire me if I turned up in jeans,’ I told her. ‘And he probably would.’


‘I thought you had a few dresses that you kept for special occasions.’ Charlie frowned. ‘What about the red one I made for you?’


‘I split it,’ I told her. ‘I was going through my fat phase at the time, remember?’


‘You are useless!’ She got up and rummaged through my wardrobe. I thought that she’d pick out something and mutter about accessories and the like and would be able to turn me into someone lovely by carefully draping a scarf around my neck. But she didn’t.


‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘You have nothing to wear! You need to clear out this junk, Kirsty, and buy a whole new wardrobe. Look at this!’ She held up a short black leather skirt. ‘The last time you wore this you were about twenty!’


‘It’s leather,’ I said. ‘I didn’t like to throw it out.’


She sat on the end of my bed and scratched her head. ‘Do you want to be experimental?’


‘No,’ I said firmly.


‘Not radically experimental,’ she reassured me. ‘Just – different.’


‘How different?’


‘I’ve been working on a sexy little number ...’ She eyed me speculatively. ‘You’re way too fat for it in its creative incarnation, of course, because obviously you should be a size six to wear my clothes. But I could do a bit of rejigging ...’


‘For God’s sake, Charlie, I have to be in the restaurant in an hour,’ I said. ‘I can’t hang around here for you to run up a dress for me.’


‘Wait here,’ she replied.


She can do this sort of thing. I don’t know how. I can hardly thread a needle. Next thing I knew I was being pinned into a hanky.


‘I am not going out in this,’ I told her. ‘It barely covers my bum.’


‘But it doesn’t look big in it,’ she said innocently. ‘Come on, Kirsty. You look fabulous.’


Actually, it didn’t look bad at all. But there was so little of it. It was cut away at the neck and slit up the side and it was short to begin with ... you get the drift. I began to wonder whether or not Charlie wasn’t the sort of gorgeous friend who’d deliberately send you out looking terrible after all. But I didn’t look terrible. I looked kind of sexy.


‘It’s still too short,’ I protested. ‘And you can almost see my nipples.’


‘If I was Westwood you would see your nipples,’ Charlie told me. ‘Nipples are in, didn’t you know? Or out, I suppose, is the better way of looking at it.’


‘Charlie, if my boobs pop out of this dress I’ll kill you,’ I told her.


‘They won’t,’ she said. ‘I promise. And you look great.’ I eyed myself in the full-length mirror. I still wasn’t certain.


‘Please.’ Suddenly her voice was serious. ‘I’m hoping that someone will spot that dress, ask you who designed it and come knocking at my door.’


‘Really?’


She shrugged. ‘I’m getting nowhere fast, Kirsty. I need to move on.’


What could I say? I wore the hanky to the PR event.


The new watch being launched was thin, stylish and very cutting-edge. There was a male and female version, both being worn by the celebs who were endorsing them and who were being paid mega-bucks for the privilege. I was standing close to the female celeb when the photos were being taken. I hoped someone got a good picture of Charlie’s dress.


After a couple of hours of smiling until my cheeks were sore, I slipped outside. I shouldn’t have, really: there was an icy wind whipping down the street and it was bloody freezing. The dress wasn’t designed for keeping out the cold. A train slid into the nearby station and I looked at the passengers huddled into their heavy coats and woollen hats. I shivered and looked up as someone else walked out of the restaurant door.


It was the male celeb. He was tall, dark and impossibly handsome with a chiselled jawline. He looked great when he held his wrist up in a pose to show off the watch.


‘Hello,’ he said.


‘Hi.’


‘I’ve been looking for you,’ he told me.


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely. I’ve never seen anyone like you in my life before.’


‘I’m sure you have,’ I said. I couldn’t make up my mind about him. Was he really trying to chat me up?


‘You have legs that belong to an angel,’ he said. ‘I’ve been watching them all night.’


Not difficult, I thought. Charlie’s dress was designed to allow for plenty of leg-watching opportunities.


‘Thanks.’ I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say.


He came closer to me. He was reasonably drunk, not completely and utterly drunk (well, it would have been too depressing to be picked up by a totally pissed celeb), but the champagne had flowed pretty freely and he hadn’t said no to any of it.


‘I think I love you,’ he said and lunged at me.


It was all over in a matter of seconds. I side-stepped. He grabbed me. I lurched. He pulled. The dress tore. My boob popped out. And then lots and lots of flashlights burst into action because the reporters had followed the celeb outside.


‘I wish they’d got more of the dress.’ Charlie looked at the photos in the tabloids. ‘I mean, it’s a great pic of your boobs, Kirsty, no question, but it would’ve been nice if they’d got the style of the dress.’


‘By the time he’d finished there was no style to the dress,’ I told her. ‘God, it was a nightmare.’


‘Come on!’ She grinned. ‘It must be fun to have your face splashed all over the papers.’


‘It’s not my face!’


She laughed. ‘I suppose not.’


My phone rang.


‘No comment,’ I said tersely. I couldn’t believe that I was being phoned and door-stepped by journalists. Honestly, it was a non-story. Sort of. I unplugged the phone.


My mobile rang and I nearly jumped off the seat.


‘You have to hand it to them,’ said Charlie, ‘they’re persistent.’


‘No bloody comment,’ I said before the hack spoke. ‘I’ve absolutely no comment.’


‘That’s fine,’ he said. ‘I don’t want a comment. I just want to know if I can collect my jacket.’


‘Sorry?’


‘My jacket,’ he said patiently. ‘I gave it to you last night.’


‘Oh, God. I forgot.’


He’d been very nice, whoever he was. When the hubbub had died down outside the restaurant he’d given me his jacket which I’d fastened over my topless form. I’d thanked him profusely and told him to call. My mobile number was on the card I’d given him.


‘It’s a little bit manic here at the moment,’ I told him. ‘D’you think you could wait until tomorrow?’


‘I don’t mind manic,’ he said.


‘I do. What do you look like?’ I was suddenly suspicious. I couldn’t actually remember what the bloke who’d given me his jacket looked like but I wouldn’t have put it past one of the journalists to pretend to be him simply to get a photo of me. Or, as they really wanted, of my left boob again.


‘Average,’ he said.


‘Do you really need this jacket tonight?’ I asked.


‘Nope,’ he said. ‘But I thought I’d strike while the iron was hot.’


‘Strike what?’


‘Look, you’re bound to be feeling vulnerable and under pressure today,’ he told me. ‘So I thought it’d be a good opportunity to ask you out.’


‘Are you mad?’


‘Just a little.’


‘Are you a journalist?’


‘No!’ He sounded horrified. ‘I’m a photographer.’


‘Well, piss off then!’ I hit the ‘end’ button on the mobile and switched it off as Charlie dissolved into laughter.


Charlie’s dress lay stretched on the bed. I shouldn’t have worn it, I’d known it wasn’t me. But it had done one of us a favour. A designer in the city had phoned Charlie on her mobile and asked her if it was her work. He’d recognised the style, he said. He thought they might be able to come to some arrangement.


‘It’ll probably be a disaster,’ said Charlie. ‘But I’m going to meet him anyway.’ She grinned. ‘You’ve done for me what Liz did for Versace after all!’


‘You’ve done for me what Versace did for Liz,’ I told her. ‘That last call was from a newspaper wanting to know if I’d model topless for them.’


‘You need to get an agent,’ she told me. ‘Milk it for all it’s worth.’


‘Whatever possessed that guy?’ I asked. ‘He’s supposed to be going out with some blond-haired, brown-limbed nymphet from Beverly Hills.’


‘Couldn’t resist your Celtic charms,’ said Charlie. ‘Or your left boob.’


By midnight I felt as though I could plug in the phone and switch my mobile back on again. It didn’t ring straight away, but up popped twenty messages. One of them was from my boss. There was some question about my long-term future with the PR company. Why wasn’t I surprised?


Ten of them were from the photographer who’d lent me his jacket.


‘I don’t want to take your photo for the paper,’ he said. ‘I just want my jacket back. Please call me.’


Who does he think he’s kidding, I thought. It was bad enough that my mother had seen my picture and was now saying prayers to all the saints in heaven to preserve me from a variety of different sins.


The phone buzzed and I almost dropped it.


‘Thank goodness you’re finally answering it,’ he said. ‘I’m going demented here. I need my jacket.’


‘Buy yourself another one,’ I told him. ‘Send me the bill.’


‘I need that one,’ he said urgently. ‘I really do.’


‘Why?’


‘Because,’ he said, ‘there’s a memory stick in the pocket which has explosive pics of the celeb.’


‘I rather think he’s already been in some explosive pics,’ I said.


‘These are even better,’ the photographer told me.


‘Don’t you think that he’s been somewhat overexposed?’ I asked.


He laughed. ‘Of course he has. But the papers are crying out for more. They’re crying out for more of you too. Actually, they probably want more of you than they do of him. But when I sell these ...’


‘Are you bribing me?’ I asked.


‘Don’t be silly,’ he said.


I walked into my room and put my hand into the jacket pocket. The memory stick was there.


‘OK,’ I said, although I wasn’t sure about this. ‘But if you dare take a photo of me my lesbian housemate will beat the crap out of you.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ Both he and Charlie spoke at the same time. ‘You heard me,’ I said as I made nonsensical gestures to Charlie and gave him our address.


‘What was all that about?’ she asked.


‘The photographer who lent me the jacket.’ I explained the situation to her.


‘And the lesbian thing?’


‘I thought it’d make me less interesting.’


‘God almighty, Kirsty. And you work in PR?’


The photographer was rather good-looking in an old-fashioned kind of way. He didn’t have a camera with him and so I let him into the house while I got the jacket.


‘It’s such a shame,’ he said as I handed it to him.


‘What?’ I asked.


‘That you’re a lesbian.’ He sighed. ‘Such a waste.’


‘She’s not a lesbian,’ said Charlie. ‘Neither am I. She’s just a particularly terrible PR person.’


‘Why did she say she was a lesbian?’ He looked at me. ‘Why?’


‘I didn’t think you’d bother with photos if you thought I was a lesbian,’ I told him. ‘And I was right.’


‘Don’t be so sure about that.’ He grinned and I thought that he was actually very good-looking. And not in quite as old-fashioned a way as I’d first decided. ‘I could have a hidden camera sewn into my top button. Or in my glasses. Or just about anywhere.’


‘And have you?’ I asked in horror.


‘No!’ He looked at me. ‘What do you take me for? The screen persona of the celeb?’


I giggled. ‘Maybe not.’ Then I handed him the jacket.


‘Thanks for covering me up last night,’ I said. ‘And sorry I was a bit abrupt earlier.’


‘That’s OK,’ he told me. Our eyes met. It was one of those things. We kept looking at each other.


‘I have a confession to make,’ he said.


‘Oh, no!’ I sighed. ‘So where is the hidden camera?’


‘No hidden camera, I promise. Just – no other photos of the celeb either.’ He took the memory stick from his pocket. ‘Who bothers to save pics to a stick any more?’


‘Then why this mad rush to get the jacket?’ I demanded.


‘Don’t be so thick,’ said Charlie who was sprawled on the sofa. ‘He fancies you, Kirsty.’


‘Do you?’ I asked.


‘How could I not?’ He looked at me helplessly. ‘You’re a stunning girl who clocked the celeb on the side of the jaw while he ripped off her dress. You’ve got legs to your armpits and a chest to die for. And you’re smart too. I heard them talking about you. I wanted to ask you out before your encounter with Mr Hollywood but I didn’t have the nerve. Afterwards, the jacket was the ideal ploy.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’m only here to try to date you.’


I looked at Charlie. She grinned at me. ‘Kirsty, talk about killing hundreds of birds with the one stone! I get to meet a designer. You get fifteen minutes of fame. And a boyfriend.’


‘And the sack,’ I muttered.


‘Surely not,’ he said.


‘Maybe,’ I told him.


‘Rubbish,’ he said robustly. ‘Nobody will have the nerve to sack you when I get my mate to write a great piece about you for Sunday’s paper.’


‘You’re just like the rest,’ I said forlornly. ‘You just want a story too.’


‘Hey, Kirsty, no.’ He put his arm around me and I was stunned to find it comforting. ‘If you don’t want to, that’s fine. I was just trying to help.’


‘Were you?’ I asked. He was actually incredibly nice, I thought. Really, really nice.


‘Absolutely,’ he said.


And he was. Really, really nice. He didn’t take any photos of me and my ‘story’ didn’t appear in the Sunday papers. A variety of stories appeared in the tabloids but only for a couple of days and then they were replaced with the news that Charlotte Sanderson had joined a major French fashion house. Charlotte, the papers told us, had designed the famous topless dress etc., etc.


So I kept it, because it was a lucky dress. I was promoted in work due to the fact that I’d kept my head in a crisis and because the watches had a blaze of publicity unlike anything they’d ever had before because, of course, we’d done a spin on the story which made everyone come out with glory: misunderstanding between me and the celeb; everyone friends; photo of me and the celeb, both wearing the new watches, taken by my new… boyfriend. I didn’t wear the dress in those photos though. I stuck to jeans. Somehow they were more me.




[image: Illustration]


I had a headache. The sort that the advertisers describe as a tense, nervous headache, where you know that it’s the fact that your shoulders are knotted up that’s making the pain start at the back of your neck before pounding at your temples. My shoulders had been knotted up for hours and my head was aching because it had been a terrible day, one where nothing I could do was right. First off, I was late for work: leaves on the line or some other pathetic railway excuse for the train not showing up. I clattered into the office knowing that it was going to be busy and then spilled the double-mocha coffee I’d grabbed on the way in all over the brochures I’d spent ages getting together the previous evening for a presentation my boss was giving in an hour’s time. So it was back to the printer and the photocopier and the binder – by eleven my head was already splitting.


Christine, my boss, was less than sympathetic and didn’t accept the leaves-on-the-line excuse for my lateness. She blamed it on what she called my erratic, juvenile lifestyle of late nights and too much drink. Sometimes she had a point when she ranted at me but not today. The night before hadn’t been a late night. It should’ve been because I was supposed to be going out with my boyfriend, Ian, but he’d phoned to say that he was busy and he couldn’t make it and he’d see me tonight instead – maybe. Ian’s phone call worried me. It was the third time he’d been too busy to meet me in the last month and I was getting the impression that he was cooling off on things. I didn’t really want him to cool off on me. Ian is strikingly attractive, well fancied by every girl who sees him, and (the icing on the cake) he’s loaded. Not exactly personally loaded but his folks have a huge house on Sorrento Road with its own gym, swimming pool and, I kid you not, full-time housekeeper. Ian is a good catch and I don’t intend to let him go without a fight. Besides, I’m crazy about him and it isn’t just because of his looks and his money. It’s because we have good times together and our late nights are usually very late and very exciting. The trouble is that he also has a very exciting life when he isn’t with me. He works in advertising and he’s forever going to media bashes at trendy places. Last night, besides being too busy to call me, he’d also been photographed at the opening of the latest hotspot nightclub with a gorgeous ginger-haired girlette hanging out of him. The picture had been in the Independent. When I asked about it he simply laughed and said that she was part of the package. I was afraid to ask what the rest of the package actually was.
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