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little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you—you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter




We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Five interesting things about Susan Conley:1. Covered in confusion as to whether to use a pseudonym or not, I flipped a coin in order to make the decision. Best two out of three, and my own name won.

2. I moved to Ireland for a year . . . ten years ago. I have dual citizenship and it seemed a shame to waste it.

3. I grew up in New Jersey, about which I always used to lie by omission. I began to admit to my roots when I found out - very late in life! Why didn’t I learn this in school! - that the extraordinarily talented poet William Carlos Williams was from my home state. And then The Sopranos happened, and I’m considering lying again.

4. I could easily read a book a day, were I left to my own devices.

5. I have gone completely mental about horses and horse riding, and at this writing take lessons three times a week. I expect there’s a horsey romantic comedy coming down the pike; until then, I blog my equine thoughts at www.flyingchanges.wordpress.com. I also blog about writing on www.susanconley.wordpress.com 






For the crowd chez Berlin
Paris, August 2008
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Something’s up, thought Maxine O’Malley.  Something’s going on in here.

She paced the perimeter of her ‘office’ - a jumped-up cubicle, really, which happened to be closed off from the top of its flimsy wall to the ceiling with glass; glass which wasn’t quite flush with the walls of the building, so that there was a gap between her office and that of her neighbour. They even shared a window, sort of, as their dividing wall cut it in half. Luckily, Max’s next cubicle-neighbour was her creative partner, so it didn’t matter that they could hear each other’s phone conversations loud and clear.

Max inched open her door - at least the rotten little room had a door. In an advertising agency, days generally got off to a languid start, but even by her own torpid standards, things were ominously quiet for 11.30 a.m. on a Wednesday.

Her eyes darted around at her colleagues, who either seemed to be staring glumly off into space, or were whispering to one another frantically, their eyes darting all around the bullpen. It occurred to Max that she should just go out there and see what all the vibes were about, but she decided against it. Jax was the one who was best at the  interpersonal office stuff - and knowing Jax, she already knew what was what.

Her foot slipped on a piece of paper that had been lurking near the door, and Max bent down fluidly, picked it up, and began folding it absent-mindedly.


Boy, the game’s the same, no matter the geography, Max mused as she plunked herself down behind her desk. Since she’d transferred to Dublin from New York eight months ago, any cultural shocks she’d experienced were now little more than infinitesimal blips on her radar, which was finely tuned to all the frequencies necessary for survival in the ad game. And they were the same in Ireland as they were in America: who was flirting with whom, who’d taken that flirtation to the next level, who was suffering flirtation fallout, much more than the bits that actually had to do with business.

Where the hell was Jacinta? She wedged her head as best she could between the edge of the dividing wall and the window. She was in, but not ‘in’ in. Jax’s handbag - a horrifying thing that looked like faux pleather, if that were possible - hung serenely from the hook beneath her desk, and that unbelievably dumpy tweed coat - it made Max’s lungs seize up at the sight of it - was tidily folded up and sitting on the office’s spare chair.

Max sat down again heavily, and, lacking anything better to do, still fiddling with the piece of paper, she started to spin herself around in circles.

Shouldn’t she know what was going on? Wasn’t she a senior executive writer thingamajig? Shouldn’t she have been in whatever loop was currently looping? She dug the extremely pointy toe of her Carl Scarpa ankle boot into the threadbare carpet for better traction, and spun around faster. They’d gone to the trouble to headhunt her out of  the agency’s New York office - didn’t they owe her the courtesy of letting her in on whatever was happening behind the scenes? Okay, so she and Jax hadn’t exactly been made partners or anything, but they’d been making their mark steadily, and those ICAD awards hadn’t hurt, either.

Max had already begun to spend her promotion bonus. She let herself spin down to a more leisurely tempo as she dropped her head back and went on a mental shopping spree: a trip to Italy for anything and everything they made out of leather; one of those teeny-weeny Mac laptops; a Morris Minor; a parking space; a decent sofa for her flat; those gorgeous—

Tap, tap, tap.

Max rolled her eyes at Jax’s typically well-modulated knock.

‘Don’t knock!’ she shouted as she threw the paper airplane she’d produced at Jax’s cautiously entering head. ‘You’re my partner, you don’t have to knock!’

‘It’s rude not to,’ Jax replied calmly, as she started to smooth out the folds of the paper Max had pitched at her.

‘So, what, I’m rude? Is that what you’re implying?’

‘I’m not implying anything.’ Jax sat in the chair opposite Max’s chaotic desk and held up the paper that Max had, in Max’s own opinion, painstakingly coaxed into aerodynamic perfection.

‘Did you read this?’ Jax asked, averting her eyes from Max’s disgusting desktop.

Max shrugged. ‘That? What’s that word you guys use - bumph? That bumph?’

‘It’s not bumph, it’s a memo. An interoffice memo.’

‘They wrote something down on paper and handed it out? That’s adorable!’

‘Sure, they knew no one’d read an email that wasn’t a joke, and sent this round instead.’

‘Oh, it’s from “them”.’ Max started to spin around again. ‘So what are “they” up to now - hey, is that why everybody’s barely breathing?’ She sent her chair for another spin.

‘Read it yourself.’ Jax handed it over, and sat back. Honestly, you’d think the girl was thirteen rather than thirty-three.

‘Dear Team Players - ha! - blah, blah, economic climate - blah, political climate - blah, blah, blah . . .’ Max sat forward, and Jax recrossed her arms. ‘Unfortunately it has become necessary despite our best intentions - blah - exit packages.’ She sighed. ‘Blaaaaaah.’

‘We were the last in,’ Jax moaned, and struggled not to bite her thumbnail.

‘We’ll be the first out,’ finished Max. ‘Don’t bite your nails.’ She spun in a fast circle. ‘Well, technically, yeah, we were the last in, kinda, we were the most recently promoted pairing of senior talent—’

‘We’ll be the first out!’ Jax shouted, and they both craned their heads up to peek out of the window in Max’s door. Every head in the bullpen turned towards the sound.

‘Keep it calm, missus,’ Max warned, and dug out the remote control for her stereo.

‘Max, you can’t swing a cat in here, why do you bother—’ Jax was cut off by a blast of MGMT.

Max lowered the music. ‘All senior executive advertising types use unnecessary gadgets. You need to get with the programme, Jax.’

‘I’m running out of time to “get with the programme”,’ Jax grumbled.

‘We don’t know that we’re going to get canned. We’re  on a fucking brilliant run; they’d be stupid to give us the boot.’ Max picked up an executive stress ball and started squeezing. ‘Stop doing that.’ Jax stopped picking at the dragging hem of her conservatively cut grey skirt. ‘On second thoughts, if you fuss with it enough maybe it’ll unravel and you’ll finally have to throw it out.’

‘This skirt is incredibly versatile!’

‘That skirt is incredibly ugly. I don’t understand how a senior executive creative director can have absolutely zero fashion sense—’

‘I’ll be having absolutely zero income soon enough! Senior executive yokie or not! And these jumped-up titles won’t cover a tinker’s arse when we’re queueing for the bloody dole!’ Jax kicked Max’s desk and a pile of magazines, files and takeaway menus cascaded to the floor.

Max didn’t even flinch, but she did lean forward towards her friend. ‘Jeez, you’re really freaked out about this.’

‘I suppose you can feck off back to New York.’ Jax bent down to tidy up the mess of papers.

‘No. I’m not going back to New York.’ Max spun ninety degrees and stared out her half of the window.

The CD player shuffled over to Sigur Rós. Jax sighed and got up to straighten the piles of newspapers that had shored up against the walls. ‘I’ve a mortgage,’ she began. ‘I’ve car payments and insurance and my Mastercard is bouncing. I can’t afford an “exit package”. Jesus.’

‘I know, “exit package” is so American. I apologise for my entire culture.’ Max kicked at the window sill and a shower of plaster covered her boot. She shook her head and kicked the sill again, dislodging an avalanche of dust. ‘This place! It’s a - whatchacallit - a kip? A skip?’

‘A tip.’

‘It’s a tip! We are senior creatives, we’ve been doing award-winning work, and they’ve got us stuck up here under the eaves of this crumbling Edwardian—’

‘Georgian.’

‘Georgian building, like - like we’re the hired help—’

‘Max, we are the hired help.’

‘Jax, we deserve better than this! Don’t you dare pull that face at me - we deserve better than this! So we get our books together and hit the streets. We’ll start today! Now! Let’s go! New job by the end of the week!’ Max stood up and started tossing objects off her desk, exuberantly looking for, Jax assumed, her phone.

‘G and C have already sacked - sorry, laid off - ten of theirs, and McMahon’s is, I think, going under completely.’

‘Shite.’ They both sat down again, and the CDs shuffled over to Band of Horses.

‘Look, we’ve been working together, what, a year and a half—’

Jax shook her head. ‘Ten months, Max! Two when I was in New York, and eight since you’ve been here.’

‘Huh.’ Max spun around again. ‘It seems longer. In a good way. Right, a year—’

‘Ten months! Facts, please! Proper facts!’

‘Facts, schmacts.’ Max threw her executive stress ball into a corner and Jax flinched. ‘The fact is, we’re a solid unit, and it’ll be easier for us to sell ourselves as a package than as lone rangers. Especially with that tourist board campaign about to come out . . .’

They grinned at each other. ‘Jesus, that was a gas,’ sighed Jax as she clutched an armful of discarded shopping bags to her chest.

‘And it was a success, and it came in under budget, and we totally took over for the production company that  bailed on us, and we ran it like a well-oiled machine. All five of those commercials, taken together - they’re practically a sitcom.’

‘Your script was brilliant, really, Max, really good, and yeah, they could hang together like a television show, or a mini-series. All those different characters, the way you made them real, like—’

‘And your direction had more than a little to do with it. So here we are, a mutual admiration society looking for new members.’ Max picked up two wooden paddles off the floor and tossed one to Jax. ‘Okay, brainstorming time. Let’s go.’

‘Must we?’ Jax ducked as Max lofted a small orange ball at her head.

‘If we don’t, they’ll think we’re not working.’ Jax sighed and joined in. They were actually quite good at it, and kept the ball in the air.

‘Okay. Idea: open our own advertising agency.’ Max shot the ball into the air.

Jax caught it and returned it. ‘No. Not enough business to support a new business, and you can’t just do ads any more, you have to do websites and shite, and we’re both a disaster with the accounts.’

‘We hire an accountant!’

‘No. We couldn’t afford to have someone attached like that. Not in this “economic climate”, remember?’

‘We steal clients from here.’ Max threw the ball at Jax.

Jax dropped the ball. ‘Max!’

‘You are so sincere.’ Max gestured with her paddle, and Jax shot the ball at her head. ‘How’d you get so far in this business?’

‘Well, there’s that talent you’re always banging on about.’

Max caught the ball with her hand. ‘My God, you are the first Irish person I’ve ever heard openly acknowledge one of their assets. Will you have to go to confession now, or what?’

‘Fuck off, Max.’ Jax threw the paddle on to the floor, then guiltily picked it up and put it on the edge of Max’s desk.

‘Okay, okay, out of order, I know, I’m a horrible blasphemer, boil me in oil. Next idea.’

Jax shrugged and pulled at her hem. ‘Sometimes I want to quit altogether.’

‘Quit advertising?’ Max perked up. ‘And do what?’

‘I - don’t slag me off - I haven’t given it that much thought, now, like—’

‘I’m intrigued - most of your best ideas are couched with hemming and hawing.’

A muffled bleating cut off Jax’s reply. She started digging desperately around underneath Max’s desk, trying to locate the phone. She came up blinded by dust as Max calmly reached under the pile of coat, scarf and hat next to her chair.

‘O’Malley. Hmmm. Right now? We’re in the middle of a brainstorm—Gotcha. Right. Cheers!’ She quirked a brow at Jax. ‘Meeting in the main ballroom. Everyone.’

Grabbing legal pads and pens for them both, Jax followed Max out of the little office.

 



If any of ACJ:Dublin’s inwardly panicking employees had bothered to regard the pair of women sitting at the back of the conference room, they might once again have wondered at the apparent unlikely partnership of Max and Jax.

He or she would have been immediately struck by  their looks. Not so much by the fact that the women were extraordinarily good-looking - and both were very attractive - but by the fact that it was unlikely that there were two people who resembled each other less presently walking the planet.

The tall, angular one with the swingy, highlighted haircut was, basically, an advertisement for Grafton Street. Not a stitch on her was less than a week old, and she had, cleverly, mixed in ‘good value’ clothing from the local Dunnes Stores with pricier pieces from Pia Bang and BT2. In fact, if you asked her, she’d be delighted to recount the history of every bit on her back, with their relevant discounts, right down to her knickers (three for twelve euros at Next).

The smaller one would describe herself as ‘roundy’, but she had a clear shot at voluptuous, with a bit of Botticelli on the side, if not for her outfit, which seemed designed solely to make her blend into the background. Strong, curvy legs were sadly hacked in two by the unflattering cut of her skirt, its shade falling somewhere in the spectrum between cement and winter mud. She wore a blouse - and it could only be a blouse, never a ‘shirt’, much less a ‘top’ - made of what appeared to be a petroleum-based material, pulled around breasts which weren’t being shown off to their best advantage, much less properly supported. The atrocity that was her cardigan cannot possibly be recounted. Her curly hair was stuffed into a scrunchy and straggled down her back, its dishwater blond crying out for a cut and colour.

Then there was the equally striking difference in personality. The tall one was American, and don’t you forget it, buster. Her style was friendly yet brusque, playful yet demanding. She exuded the kind of confidence  one imagined was injected into New York City’s reservoir system, and yet she didn’t seem completely out of place in the more laid-back environs of Dublin. She had a sharp sense of humour, a loud laugh, and a generous hand when it came to her round in the pub.

Her Irish colleague was soft-spoken and poised. Her nerves came out in various little tics, and her pitching persona was self-effacing at best, invisible at worst. And yet she had a handle on the kind of diplomacy that was vital in day-to-day business, an uncompromising aesthetic, and a stubborn streak a mile wide.

The women sat side by side, as far away from the droning suits currently trying to avert mass hysteria as possible. They seemed as absorbed in the palliative speeches as their colleagues, and yet . . .

‘What was your idea?!?!’ Max scribbled on her pad.

‘Not now.’ Jax shook her head for good measure.

‘NOW!!!!! Or will we just die of boredom???’

Jax scowled. ‘Must you always overdo the punctuation?’ She dotted her question mark precisely.

‘©#%$! THAT!!!!!!!’ Max wrote, and smirked. ‘IDEA, PLEASE.’

‘And no more capital letters - Nosey Niamh has us in her sights.’

They both glanced over at Niamh Bourke - office admin and general nuisance - who was squinting at them beadily. Max stuck out her tongue.

‘For fuck’s SAKE!’ Jax scrawled.

‘Idea, please.’ Max recrossed her legs, and pretended to listen to the latest suit. She suspected he was one of the consonants, but wasn’t sure if he was A, C or J.

Jax hesitated, but then began to write, line by line. It was uncanny, but it was exactly the way she pitched in full  voice. Max tuned into a question from the floor.

‘What about our pensions?’ A murmur broke out, and the suit raised a placatory hand.

‘We can assure you all that your full pension will, of course, be part of the exit packages.’ He laughed drily. ‘And sure, it’d be illegal if it weren’t.’ Choked laughter all around. ‘We do, of course, have continuing responsibilities to our clients, and, em, Noel, why not jump in here, if you would.’

Max barely suppressed a snort. Great. An account exec suit.

Max hated account executives.

With a passion.

An elbow in her ribs jerked her out of a detailed fantasy in which hundreds of glorified salesmen were hanging naked from the Brooklyn Bridge, by their pinky toes, in the midst of a freak snowstorm. She cast her eye over Jax’s writing, which flowed legibly, and at length, and Max’s face didn’t give her away until she reached the end of the paragraph, at which point she raised her eyebrows, pursed her lips, and straightened her posture like a shot.

‘Yes, Ms O’Malley?’

Niamh Bourke smirked, Jax swallowed uneasily, and Max didn’t miss a beat.

‘To be frank, I’m sure that our clients are the least of anyone’s worries.’ She sent a chilly smile towards the agency’s chief vice-president in charge of accounts. ‘What I’d like to know is why are we not discussing potential alternatives to lay-offs - sorry, redundancies. Like job-share, flexitime . . .’ She let her voice trail off enticingly, challengingly.

‘Em, right, well, Brian, that’s your bailiwick . . .’

As A, C - or was it J? - scrambled to pass the buck, Max, with all outward appearance of attention, scrawled at the bottom of Jax’s sheet:

LIQUID LUNCH. D&N’s.
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Late winter light streamed in the window of Doheny and Nesbitt’s snug. The longtime local of the ACJ heads, it was the prototypical auld fellas pub, with walls covered in old-time metal Guinness-is-Good-For-You signs, shelves stuffed full of stone poteen jars, and the bar stools well broken-in, the lighting soothingly dim. What it lacked in spit and polish it more than made up for in its tolerance of its more exuberant patrons, chief among them Maxine O’Malley.

‘Johnny!’ Max called through the window of the snug that gave out on to the bar. ‘Carlsberg and a G&T!’

‘I’ll just take a—’ Jax fumbled with her coat.

‘Nope, this is a serious idea, and we need to do some serious loosening of the imaginative muscles.’ Max flopped down and wedged herself into the corner of the banquette. ‘No Ballygowan for you, miss, until you tell me everything you’re thinking.’

‘I wrote out everything that I’ve got.’ Jax hung up their coats on the hooks behind the door, and closed it.

‘Good idea. There’ll be a flood of ACJ heads in here in about thirty minutes. So.’ Max dug into her purse to pay the barman, and the ensuing banter gave Jax a moment to look over her notes.

What in the world had possessed her? Having ideas was one thing, she had them every day, it was her job to have ideas every day, but a notion this big, this complicated, this guaranteed to get Max’s antennae quivering - surely it had to be a huge mistake? She knew that look in Max’s eye, and it wasn’t so much that it boded ill as that it resembled the look of a bulldog eyeing a juicy bone which it wouldn’t let out of its sight until it was safely between its jaws.

‘Jax!’ Max waved the glass of gin beneath her nose. ‘There’s no going back now. Tell me. Everything.’

Jax slowly poured the tonic out of the little bottle. ‘Right, so. It was because of that shoot, that tourist board yoke -’

‘Yes -’

‘- And the way we, whether we wanted to or not, had to take over the full monty, all of it: the casting, negotiating with the agents, the crew, the locations, all of it - and they’re all things that we do, separately, like, on different things we have to do. It wasn’t so much that we hadn’t done them before—’

‘But that we had to do it all on our own, and all at once.’

‘Right. And . . . it seemed . . . more . . . it seemed a better use of what we’re both good at. You hustled all those agents and caterers and that hair and make-up crowd, and you still kept the script on track, and you got the props people to go that extra bit further—’

‘And you’, Max interrupted, ‘not only did an incredible job of casting in three days or less, of keeping the whole vision in hand, and of giving the whole thing a unifying look, but also managed to make friends with that dreadful cow from RTÉ, which made our lives so much easier.’

‘She wasn’t a cow, she was just under pressure. And I knew her from school, as well, which helps, as she might be a good contact for when we . . .’ Jax trailed off again.

‘When. We. What?’ Max didn’t bellow, but it was a near thing.

‘Right. So. We both know how much that production crowd were getting paid, or had been contracted for, before they scarpered, and I just thought . . .’

Max grabbed Jax’s notes. ‘If I may quote, “that we ought to go out and start doing it for ourselves”. Which I take to mean that we should become a two-woman production company.’

‘It’s daft.’

‘So we don’t start our own agency, but we do this instead?’

‘I said it was daft!’

‘This is called devil’s advocacy, Jax. Come on. So? Why is this different?’

Jax blew out a breath. Stalled by taking a drink of her gin. She started to chew on a nail, then stopped at Max’s warning glance.

Max took pity on her. ‘I’ll tell you why. Because it’s something that we can start while ACJ goes through its slow, painful death throes - and it will be slow, I’ve been through this before; they come on all panicky and it’ll take them at least until September to go completely belly up. So we can start building our business while clocking in nine to five, and be able to make the jump less dramatically.’

‘Right.’ Jax sat back and managed not to pick at her split ends for once.

‘But. We’re desperate with accounts, remember?’ Max challenged.

‘We’ll hire somebody on a job-to-job basis, or get my father to do them, or take an accountancy course,’ Jax answered. ‘This is - it’s different. If we get one good idea, and do it, just do it ourselves, we’re made.’

‘What’ll we do for equipment?’ Max rolled her pint glass back and forth between her hands.

‘Em . . . well, I figured if we moved quickly enough, and if, as you say, we’re not really out of a job until September, we could, er, use the stuff at the office.’ Jax ducked her head a bit, but grinned when Max hooted with laughter.

‘You’ll go straight to the hot place, Jacinta Quirke. We could get some of the lads here in on it, just one or two - we could do a quality broadcast demo.’

‘Exactly!’ Jax bounced up and down on the banquette. ‘We can do it practically on our own - I was looking on the RTÉ website, and they’re looking for outside companies who can offer fully realised programmes. They’ve got a tender out for a prime-time slot, a one-off . . . it’s due in seven weeks . . . I know it’s tight, but I can talk to that girl, my schoolfriend, maybe get some hints . . . if we shoot on digital video and cut it ourselves—’

‘I know how to shoot—’

‘And I can get a copy of Final Cut Pro from the techies—’

Max nodded. ‘I can knock out a script in between pitches—’

‘And we’ve got the storyboarding software already up and running—’

‘I’m positive one or two of the lads can be persuaded to give up a few evenings or weekends—’

‘They owe us big time down in post production—’

‘And we’ve got an inside connection at the station.’ Max lifted her glass. ‘This is desperately exciting.’

They clinked glasses and grinned.

‘Now we just need a name,’ said Jax.

‘And an idea,’ Max said.

The first big silence of their new venture spread throughout the snug.

And spread.

‘Okay, just say anything,’ Max prompted.

Silence.

‘Reality TV!’ Max shouted as Jax insisted, simultaneously, ‘No Reality TV!’

‘Why not?’ Max demanded.

‘It’s over,’ Jax shot back.

‘I don’t know . . .’ Max mused into her pint glass. ‘Maybe the idea just needs a tweak.’

‘The idea itself was already a tweak of - of sitcoms and documentaries. It’s a bloody demonstration of creative bankruptcy,’ Jax said dismissively.

‘I love it when you get righteously indignant,’ Max laughed. ‘And I’m not saying you’re not right, but I will say that they are still getting produced at a blistering rate.’

‘We need to come up with something else.’ Jax finished off her drink and came over all lightheaded.

‘We don’t have time to be total trailblazers - but we can take the form and give it a twist.’ Max nodded and looked at Jax. ‘Yeah, we have to give it a twist.’

The second big silence of their new venture spread throughout the snug.

‘Right,’ sighed Jax eventually.

Max slammed down her jar. ‘We’ve only just begun!’

 



They would, one day, Max was convinced, look back on this exact moment and laugh themselves sick. ‘Remember when’, she’d say, ‘we were sitting there in our old office in  ACJ’s Dublin headquarters - now a lapdancing club - and we were sitting in your half, Jax, and we couldn’t come up with an idea? And we sat and sat, and I spun and spun in my chair until you threw your stapler at my head, and we sighed and stuttered, and then . . . ?’

Max figured if she projected them into coming up with a prize-winning idea, they’d actually come up with one.

Jax leaned forward and thumped her elbows down on to her desk. ‘So at the very least we’re both agreed that the reality thing is out—’

Jax’s office door swung open and she clammed up as Max tipped her head backwards to clock the intruder.

‘Not so much as a knock, Niamh,’ she purred, and swung herself around to face her nemesis.

Jax rubbed her temples. The after-effects of a noonday G&T were exacerbated by their stuffy attic office (atelier, she could hear Max scolding, atelier!), and the last thing she needed was Max and Niamh doing their spiteful hammer-and-tongs routine.

Everyone else in the place went in fear of Niamh Bourke, even if they didn’t know exactly what, if anything, she was in charge of. Max reckoned Niamh was employed to lurk and snitch, to eavesdrop and report to the big boys as to who was robbing the place of pens and Post-it notes and who was, innocently enough, making use of the office copier to make a few measly copies of a feature film script to send out to a couple of competitions. Max smirked, remembering Niamh’s triumph when she’d shopped her on that one, and the grim disappointment on Niamh’s slightly horsey face when Max had insisted on paying for the print-outs - in pennies. ‘Just like a copy shop!’ Max had laughed, leaving her to count it out for the rest of the day - as Max had insisted upon a receipt.

Niamh loomed in the doorway, running her eye over Jax’s pristine space, and sneered at Max’s obviously new boots. Won’t be keeping herself in those for much longer, she thought, won’t be running off to town in her lunch hour - a lunch hour that always stretched to a lunch hour and a half - to spend money she won’t be making for much longer. She, Niamh, had no worries on that score: she had her pension sorted, and her savings organised, and someone like her, a useful . . . resourceful . . . person like herself, was never out of employment for long. But these  creatives - there was not much room in the current economic climate for people who expected to be treated like gods simply because they spent the day time-wasting, pretending that what they did was work, acting as if they were better than everyone else simply because they sat around talking all day, staring ahead of themselves  thinking, as if that was—

‘Hate to interrupt your internal monologue, pet, but are you going to stand there thinking evil thoughts to yourself all day? We’re trying to work here.’ Max smiled into Niamh’s narrow, pale eyes, her usually colourless and lifeless eyes - unless, of course, they were glittering with censure as they were now, since her nostrils - they’d put a sniffer dog’s to shame - picked up on the lager and the gin.

‘Work?’ Niamh sneered predictably, and Max grinned. Jax dug for her paracetamol. ‘Sure, you’ll be lucky to find yourself another position after things shut up round here - not you, Jax, of course; you make a good fist of your duties, but this one, here, in her designer clothes and her expensive haircuts, it won’t be long before she’s back in New York City where she belongs -’

‘Oh, Niamh, you’re a period piece, so ya are.’ Max laid  on her atrocious brogue, just for good measure.

Jax, ever the peacemaker, cut in. ‘We are trying to get down to some work, despite the bad news of the morning, Niamh.’ She ignored Max’s glare and sent Niamh a placating smile.

Niamh sniffed. ‘And so you should be. I’ll have you know that things are fixed to finish up here by Christmas.’ She jerked her chin triumphantly - she was a champion bearer of bad news.

‘Christmas? I was sure we’d be washed up by September!’ Max rose, and made a meal out of smoothing down her linen jacket. ‘Excellent news, Niamh. Thanks a million. And what wonderful timing for you. Please think of us when you’re organising your comp tickets.’

Jax sighed and covered her eyes with her hands.

Niamh stepped back, ever so slightly. ‘Comp tickets?’

‘For the Gaiety. Surely you’re this year’s pantomime witch?’ And Max shut the door in her face.
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‘Ye’ve made a puir fist a yer dyooooties, Jacinta Quirke,’ Max yawned. ‘Four p.m. on a Friday in an advertising agency. Time to wrap things up.’

‘That accent is atrocious, you do know that, don’t you?’ Jax slid the notepad they’d been decorating with half-baked notions and rude remarks into her shoulder bag.

‘Practice, practice, practice,’ Max murmured, and she got up to stretch. ‘Hey, let’s go for a stroll down to accounts, eavesdrop, you know, drift around the “real people”. We’re not getting anywhere by ourselves.’

Jax rose, pushing at a cuticle. ‘It doesn’t seem right, pouncing on our colleagues . . .’

‘We are information gathering. We are looking for inspiration. They do it to us! How many Americans have they started casting in commercials since I got here? All’s fair.’ She opened the door and gestured Jax through.

The women strolled down two staircases that gradually became less grotty, and began to wander casually around the second floor. This was the agency’s public space, and consequently the paint on the walls was fresh and clean, the carpet bright and new, the computer equipment top-of-the-line. And as this was where the crowd that dealt with the business end worked - and looked the part  - they were rewarded with the best of everything. Max didn’t feel any envy - they also had to show up on time, leave late, and deal with those immortal eejits, the clients.

They were, as well, exactly the people who were deep into the reality TV phenomenon - and they would be the ones to point the way towards the next trend. Max knew the idea was floating around somewhere down here, among the secretaries, account execs and junior assistants. She could feel it in her bones.

‘Hey, Keano, so, is reality TV dead, or what?’ Max draped herself over Sean Keane’s cubicle wall.

Keano smoothed down his designer faux-school tie self-importantly. He leaned back in his chair, his legs spread wide, in a move that Max liked to call ‘leading with the tackle’. Jax muffled a laugh. He did it every time. Max grinned, and Keano felt, once again, that he was sure if he could get her in the pub, he’d get the leg over Maxine O’Malley.


Not in this lifetime, pal, thought Max, correctly reading his flickering eyelids. I’m only interested in you for your mind. ‘So?’

‘It’s all but over, Maxie,’ declared Keano, tipping back a little bit further, demonstrating his authority once again. Jax pretended to sneeze. ‘Gesundheit. How much further can it go? We’ve all but had live sex - it can only skew towards violence, and snuff films are going that bit too far.’

‘Right, right . . .’ Max moved off, and Jax hurried behind her.

‘See you down the pub, Maxie?’ Keano called, draping himself in the spot Max had left vacant.

‘Don’t call me “Maxie”,’ she called without turning around.

‘Don’t even think about snuff films, for God’s sake,’ Jax muttered.

‘Jax! I’ve got one or two points on my moral compass, for crying out loud.’

‘Hmmph.’

‘Ouch!’ Max stopped. ‘I mean it. I may have a loose assortment of morals, but I have them all the same.’

‘You do, you do,’ Jax replied absently. ‘What is it with those programmes? Why do people watch them?’

This seemed a better avenue of enquiry than one into her personal values, so Max leapt on it, and led Jax towards the back of the room. ‘Voyeurism, watching people make eejits out of themselves, feeling better about  ourselves because we’re not such attention-seeking freaks. People just want to be famous.’

‘But the thing that other people watch for, besides the failure, is the connection.’

Max paused, shook her head. ‘I don’t get you.’

‘Connection. Who ends up with whom. Will they, won’t they? Relationship.’

‘Why’, Max demanded, ‘must it always be about sex?’

‘Why’, Jax countered, ‘must you always make it about sex?’

‘I don’t.’

‘You do! And sex is . . . it’s . . . not the point, like; people are worried about more than just erections and orgasms - they want to connect. As people.’

‘No, they don’t. They want to continue to wrap it all up in romance and rubbish, and call it “relationship” when it’s only about getting their hole!’

‘You’ve done an extraordinary job of picking up the absolute worst of all our phrases and euphemisms,’ huffed Jax.

‘I’m right. You know I am.’ Max shrugged off Jax’s prudish reaction.

‘You are not right. Underneath it all, we want a happy ending.’

‘Keano does not want a happy ending. He just wants to keep tilting back in his chair until someone takes him up on it.’

Jax snorted, and Max felt the discomfort that had built up dissipate. Discomfort? Yeah, okay, so it had got a bit edgy, but it was brainstorming, not the meaning of life, for cryin’ out loud.

‘Anyway,’ Max said, firmly changing the subject as they wandered further into the warren of cubicles that twisted around what had been a massive Georgian sitting room, ‘The reality television notion is still alive and kicking. Because Keano never, ever knows what’s what.’

‘You’d think he would,’ said Jax. ‘He’s certainly allowing enough air to circulate around his brains.’

And the thing about Jax that Max always forgot and loved to be reminded of, was her big, raucous, filthy laugh.

Especially when she was laughing at her own jokes.

‘Max! Jax! We’re planning Orla’s hen!’

‘Hen, schmen. I couldn’t give a—’ Max gurned.

‘Information gathering!’ chided Jax, and they turned in the direction of a deafening group squeal.

They both paused, momentarily overwhelmed by the cluster of blondes lounging near the bay window. Uniformly fakely tanned to a woman, their levels of successful grooming and slimming radiated outwards from Orla, a Dart Belt Debutante, a (very) late twenty-something passing for early(ish) twenty-something: tall,  thin, pristine, aloof. She smiled, just about, in an effort to forestall future treatments of Botox, and allowed her minions to express her feelings for her.

Her gaze flicked down to Max’s feet.

‘Scarpa?’ she drawled.

‘Sure,’ Max replied.

Orla had always wondered, idly, why she and the American hadn’t bonded - after all, she herself used words like ‘bonded’, and had shopped the length and breadth of Manhattan for years. Her gaze flicked dismissively down the length and breadth of Jax, and Orla ever so slightly shifted her body to block her.

Which was exactly why Max had no time for Orla.

‘Somehow, I’m not picturing you lurching around Temple Bar with your tits hanging out, Orla,’ said Max, stuffing her hands into her trouser pockets.

Jax shifted uncomfortably - Max always came over all aggressive around these girls.

‘We’re doing a spa day at The Four Seasons!’ trilled Sorcha, Orla’s manic ‘best office mate’. ‘Em, numbers are strictly limited,’ she added, after having picked up an infinitesimal cue from Orla.

‘Bummer,’ breathed Max.

‘Wedding plans going well?’ asked Jax politely.

Sorcha’s whole body shook, full as it was of information. ‘The flowers are bespoke by Buds of May - they do all the European royal weddings - the dress is by Vera Wang - personally - the reception, preceded by drinks and hot and cold hors d’oeuvres, is for two hundred and fifty in Gleninaigh Castle, with a fleet of limousines hired to bring the guests down and back to town’ - here Sorcha paused for a much-needed breath - ‘and the cake is being flown in from the South of France.’

‘First class, presumably,’ muttered Max. ‘Hey, Orla, I just don’t see you settling down, even though what’s-his-name - what is his name, you never mention him? - is apparently loaded.’

‘They’ve been in love since second class,’ Sorcha snapped.

‘Death us do part and all that . . . ever give that any thought, chickens?’ The blondes alternatively shuddered or glared at Max. ‘Better or worse, richer or poorer. They’re not just words, you know. Folks tend to think you mean them.’


What was it with Max and marriage, Jax thought, for the umpteenth time, as she slid into the increasingly antagonistic breach. ‘I’m sure Kenneth is looking forward to the day,’ she said, directing ‘Kenneth’ to Max.

‘We’re dying to know, Jacinta, have you set a date yourself . . . finally?’ asked Orla, in her perfectly modulated tones.

Jax blushed faintly. ‘We haven’t, no.’

‘Still in Dubai, is he? Finbar, is it?’

‘Fergal,’ Jax corrected.

‘Have you seen the ring?’ Max cut in, and watched six pairs of eyes swoop down like a flock of crows to land on Jax’s left hand - which was unadorned.

‘It’s enormous - she won’t wear it,’ Max chirped, grinning into the glares.

Jax leaned into Orla’s sightline. ‘Orla, I’m delighted we’ve had this chat. Max and I are looking for subjects, blushing brides and all that craic, you know the way, modern marriage, for a concepting session. We’d love to speak to you personally, get you on tape. Video tape.’

Jax danced away from the sharp toe of Max’s boot, as  Orla shook back her flowing locks. ‘If it suits,’ she said and shrugged, secretly thrilled.

‘Grand,’ was all Jax managed as Max yanked her towards the hall.

‘Why in the world would we want to talk to that bitch?’ Max stalked up the stairs.

‘Did you not see her eyes light up?’

‘I am not doing anything, not even a thirty-second spot, about marriage. I refuse to contribute to the pathetic conspiracy that is long-term monogamy, I refuse—’

‘Would you ever get a hold of yourself, Max?’ Jax moved up the stairs and headed for their offices. ‘You were on to something there, in your rant about vows and promises. We could really make something out of this. I wonder what that relationship is really like. I wonder why she never, ever speaks of Kenneth. Why do people get married? What do they expect? We’ve only just got divorce in this country. What are those statistics? What do people really say to each other after twenty, thirty, forty years—’

‘Try two or three,’ Max snapped.

Jax paused on the landing. ‘Someday, you’ll tell me what goes on in your head every time someone mentions marriage.’

‘Someday, you’ll tell me all about Fergal and this ridiculous long-distance engagement.’

They trod the stairs in silence - a line had been crossed, and as peaceable as Jax was, and as confrontational as Max could be, it had to be backed away from, slowly.

‘Look, we’ll give it a rest, okay, and I’ll see you at your folks’ on Sunday?’

Jax nodded, her back to Max, her hand on her office doorknob. ‘We’ll leave it until then.’

‘We’ve got seven whole weeks!’ Max joked, and they smiled warily at one another.

‘See you Sunday,’ Jax said, and the door clicked quietly behind her.
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There were times when Max opened her eyes of a morning and didn’t know where she was. The disorientation shimmered through her body like a cold wave, and only through vigorous wiggling of her toes did she come back down to earth.

She squinted suspiciously around her bedroom, a light, bright, biggish room that overlooked the eastern part of the Liffey. Propped up in bed, and perched almost on her knees, she could muse out the window and watch the river flow by. It was positively exotic, after all those years of views of brick walls and other people’s windows: the late winter sunshine glinting off the Liffey was as relaxing as a yoga class in New York Sports Club, or a brisk walk around the reservoir in Central Park. It was precisely what had driven her to Dublin. Tenuous Irish roots aside (a smattering of fourth cousins in Clare), Max had been drawn, right off the bat, on a handful of business trips, by the relaxed nature of this work-to-live, as opposed to live-to-work, society.

It was exactly what she needed at this point in her life: more time to herself, more time to just be.

Wasn’t it?

Max shifted restlessly in the bed and kicked the duvet  on to the floor. The problem with working-to-live was the living part, and actually having to pay attention to quality of life, not quantity of hours worked. There were far too many mornings, therefore, in which one could wake up tense and disorientated, rigid with . . .

Fear? Max leapt from the bed and marched to her kitchenette and the coffee maker. Fear, schmear. While waiting for the burble and growl of the machine to do its job, she wandered around her living room, aimlessly kicking aside the newspapers, shoes, jackets, tops, handbags and loose change. Okay, so maybe she was a little shaken up by the carry-on at work. She’d been through it so many times before, it was pretty surprising that she’d get freaked out by ad-agency palaver. Back in New York, the little quiver of fear she was experiencing would have been so low down the food chain - superseded by office politics, money woes, aggro from the condo board, and the daily hassle of commuting on the subway - that her brain’s synapses wouldn’t have bothered firing over it.

Oh, they were firing away at the moment - and that must have been what woke her up at the ungodly hour of 10 a.m. on a Saturday. Not cool, Maxine, she thought to herself, and automatically went into what was, for her, coping mode: she started tidying up the flat.


I can just imagine Jax’s stunned face, Max thought. Within minutes, cushions were plumped and straightened, laundry was divided into darks and whites, with a load already spinning away, windows were opened, newspapers piled up by the door, and clothes and shoes all put in their proper places. She reckoned that the sound of the Hoover firing up would have sent her friend into a swoon.

Max methodically, but without great finesse, pushed  the vacuum around the flat. The large living room, now set to rights, seemed a bit bare, and the bedroom, which had received the whirlwind treatment, now seemed a bit small. It certainly wasn’t a patch on her last flat on the Upper West Side, with its spacious string of rooms, in one of the pre-war apartment buildings on Riverside Drive -

Could she turn up the volume on the Hoover? Because she really, really needed to drown out that train of thought. Maybe she should have moved to London, where it seemed that the lifestyle was pretty much the same as NYC, only with an accent. She hadn’t reckoned on all this introspection - the whole point of moving overseas had been to dump great chunks of her life into the Atlantic, to forget a major upheaval or two, and get on with her life as a . . . single woman.

What she hadn’t anticipated, Max thought as she banged the Hoover around the skirting boards, was the loss of the elaborate network of friends and distractions that kept her synapses firing away loudly, if superficially.

Nor had it occurred to her that it really wasn’t possible to make friends and remain a blank slate.

She knew Jax was too smart not to start putting two and two together, and she’d already unwittingly winkled out the core of Max’s secret, but she really didn’t want to become the star of her own personal soap opera . . . again. Why couldn’t she just be? Why did other people have to know things? What difference did her past make? Who cared what other people got up to?

But she knew this was ridiculous, because she was positively burning with curiosity when it came to Jax’s love life. Who the hell was this Fergal guy? How in the world could they possibly be engaged to be married if he lived in flippin’ Dubai? Why was Jax’s entire family  upholding this myth? Maybe she’d do a bit of digging at Sunday lunch.

Or maybe she wouldn’t. Bit of a bad vibe there, yesterday, in the office. Jax, who in many ways made absolutely no sense to Max, was certainly her closest friend in her new life, and was the entire reason she chose Dublin over London. They had the kind of professional chemistry that couldn’t be sneezed at, and that had to make up for the differences between them, as vast as they were. Jax, continuing that dubious commitment to a guy who wasn’t even there, Jax who dutifully went home to Mother every Sunday, who morally couldn’t miss a deadline. As she booted up her laptop, Max imagined getting underneath all that fidelity, teasing it apart, finding the weak spots - but knew, in the language of female friendships, that she’d have to reciprocate, and there was no room in Max’s fresh, clean universe for the pesky past.

Speaking of the pesky past . . . Max sat down, propped her feet up on the coffee table, and started trawling through the archives on her computer. Maybe she had the big idea here, lying in wait in old pitches for clients that never flew, or in one of her several (many, if she was being honest) unfinished screenplays and teleplays. Scrolling down another document, Max shook her head at herself, at her own half-baked brilliance.

Maybe it was time to stick to one of these ideas and see if it had wings.

She cut and pasted a few notions together and emailed it to herself at work - she and Jax could go over them on Monday. Powering down her Mac, she drifted towards the window and stared out unseeingly at the river. Was this prospect a real goer? Or was it just another way for Max to wiggle out of something else before the going got tough?

‘Why, look at the time!’ Max said aloud suddenly, and dashed off to dress.

She bundled together a bag of clothes to donate to her local Oxfam, and feeling virtuous in advance, decided that she’d made enough room for something new in her closet, and her life. Shopping was, as far as she was concerned, the perfect way to live in the present moment and, dressing briskly, she left behind a clean flat, and the slightly more cluttered thoughts of the morning.

 



Jax stretched, hands rubbing the small of her back. Her garden was tiny, but it was hers, and she tended it as she did all things: with care, and with a quietness that masked a vision. Just because, she often thought to herself, she didn’t make a huge drama out of everything, it didn’t mean she hadn’t made a mark.

She gathered up her hand tools and surveyed her little space. A north-facing back garden no more than ten feet square was certainly Jacinta’s notion of a challenge, and one, if she said so herself, she’d met handily. The floral mosaic she’d laid in - a Celtic love knot adorned with bright red roses - made the perfect centrepiece on the curving flagstone patio, and she’d dug in and wired up the burbling water feature herself, a tier of glossy white marble that shone like a beacon over the mass of low, deep green ground cover. She’d been cutting that ground cover back, and even despite the relative gloominess of certain spots in the garden, pulling out weeds. Weeds, she was convinced, would grow in a cupboard in a basement. The ivy on the walls could do with a trim, but she’d leave that until next weekend.

It was the perfect use of a Saturday afternoon, even if it was mid-February and the light was fading fast. It was  never too early to prepare for the spring . . . and she recalled the perplexed and somewhat horrified look on Max’s face when she’d waxed lyrical about winter gardening. You’d think Max was an African orchid, the way she took on about the cold. A hothouse flower indeed, thought Jax, wondering again what really made Max tick, wondering again about the secrets Max kept. What kind of secrets required the kind of cultivated silence that Max kept around the private pieces of her life?

Jax had been delighted when they’d been paired up during her stay in New York, and she’d been equally appalled by Max’s work ethic, which seemed designed to ignore all prescribed notions of beginnings of days and ends of nights. She was convinced that Max had once spent an entire fortnight in the place - it could have been done, considering the mess Max always surrounded herself with. There were easily five changes of clothes draped over chairs and, God help her, piled up on the floor. Jax shuddered, but not from the brisk wind.

How Jax herself had managed to avoid getting sucked into such workplace insanity was one of her own secrets: bullheadedness, the least flamboyant of her mother’s qualities that she’d managed to glean from her family’s turbulent gene pool. It had taken her two weeks of grim determination, but she’d managed not only to keep to the proper eight-hour workday, but also to convince her ACJ:New York colleagues that she wasn’t a malingerer. It was one of the crowning achievements of her career thus far.

Oh, bollocks, her career! What was to be done? She locked her back door behind her and ran her eyes lovingly over the Farrow & Ball paper she’d hung herself in the rear hallway. She thought about the career she’d edged  into sideways: she’d trained in art college as a fine arts photographer, she’d fallen into graphic design, which she’d studied as a back-up moneymaker, then a freelance gig in ACJ’s production studio had led to a concerted effort to get into the more creative side of things . . . where she was now. But for how long?
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